
chicago style for environmental history writing

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is an essential guide for academic and professional writing

across various disciplines, and its application in environmental history offers a robust framework for

clear, accurate, and well-documented scholarship. This article delves into the intricacies of adopting

Chicago style for environmental history writing, exploring its foundational elements, specific

applications for historical research, and best practices for integrating citation and formatting. We will

examine how CMOS supports the nuanced narratives of environmental history, from understanding

sources to crafting compelling arguments about human-environment interactions. By adhering to these

guidelines, writers can ensure their work is both credible and accessible to a broad academic

audience.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style

The Chicago Manual of Style, often referred to simply as CMOS or the Chicago Style, is a

comprehensive style guide first published in 1906 by the University of Chicago Press. It is widely

recognized for its depth and flexibility, providing recommendations for all aspects of manuscript

preparation, including punctuation, grammar, spelling, and, most significantly, citation. For

environmental history, CMOS offers a structured approach that enhances the clarity and credibility of

research, allowing for meticulous documentation of the complex relationships between human societies



and the natural world.

CMOS is particularly noted for its two primary citation systems: the notes-bibliography system and the

author-date system. The notes-bibliography system, utilizing footnotes or endnotes, is traditionally

favored in the humanities, including history. This system is highly beneficial for environmental history

as it allows for extensive commentary, clarification of complex sources, or the inclusion of tangential

but relevant information without disrupting the main narrative flow. The author-date system, on the

other hand, is more common in the sciences and some social sciences, offering a concise in-text

citation. The choice between these systems often depends on the specific journal, publisher, or

instructor's preference, but for historical scholarship, the notes-bibliography system often provides the

richer context that environmental history demands.

Key Components of Chicago Style for Environmental History

Adhering to Chicago style involves mastering several key components that are crucial for the effective

presentation of environmental history research. These components ensure consistency, accuracy, and

scholarly rigor throughout the written work, from the initial draft to the final polished manuscript. They

provide a standardized method for presenting information, which is particularly important when dealing

with diverse and often fragmented historical sources.

Manuscript Preparation and Formatting

The Chicago Manual of Style provides detailed guidance on manuscript preparation, covering aspects

like page layout, typography, and the use of headings. For environmental history papers, this means

ensuring that the physical presentation of the text supports readability and professionalism. This

includes guidelines on margins, line spacing, font choices, and the consistent formatting of titles,

headings, and subheadings. Proper formatting helps readers navigate the text more easily and

understand the structure of the argument, which is essential when discussing multifaceted



environmental topics.

Grammar, Punctuation, and Spelling

Beyond citation, CMOS offers comprehensive advice on grammar, punctuation, and spelling.

Environmental history often involves complex sentence structures to describe intricate ecological

processes or historical causalities. Consistent and correct application of grammatical rules, precise

punctuation, and standardized spelling (following American English conventions by default, unless

otherwise specified) are fundamental to clear communication. This meticulous attention to detail

prevents ambiguity and ensures that the author's arguments about environmental change, human

impact, and historical narratives are communicated with maximum precision.

Consistency in Terminology

Environmental history frequently grapples with evolving scientific and historical terminology related to

ecology, geography, and social sciences. CMOS emphasizes the importance of consistency in using

such terms. Whether referring to specific ecological concepts, geological periods, or social movements

influencing environmental policy, maintaining a consistent lexicon throughout the work is vital. This

includes defining key terms early on if they are specialized or have varied interpretations within the

field, thereby creating a shared understanding between the author and the reader.

Citation Practices in Environmental History

Citation is arguably the most critical aspect of scholarly writing in environmental history, as it underpins

the credibility of the research by attributing sources and allowing readers to verify information. The

Chicago Manual of Style offers robust systems for this, particularly its notes-bibliography format, which



is well-suited for the detailed scholarship typical of this field.

The Notes-Bibliography System

The notes-bibliography system involves using numbered footnotes or endnotes to cite sources within

the text and a comprehensive bibliography at the end of the work that lists all cited sources. This

system is highly advantageous for environmental historians because it allows for detailed referencing

of primary sources such as diaries, letters, government reports, scientific journals from different eras,

and oral histories. Furthermore, notes can be used to provide supplementary information, such as

alternative interpretations of a source, methodological explanations, or definitions of historical

environmental terms, without interrupting the narrative flow of the main text.

Formatting Citations for Primary and Secondary Sources

Environmental history draws upon a wide array of sources, both primary and secondary. CMOS

provides specific formats for each. For primary sources, this might include archives, manuscripts,

government documents, and historical photographs. For instance, citing a document from a specific

archival collection requires precise information about the collection, box number, folder, and document

title. Secondary sources encompass scholarly books and articles that interpret historical events or

environmental phenomena. Correctly formatting these citations in notes and the bibliography ensures

that readers can easily locate and consult the original materials or scholarly interpretations.

Example Citation Formats (Illustrative)

Book: Author’s First Name Last Name, Title of Book (City of Publication: Publisher, Year), page

number.



Journal Article: Author’s First Name Last Name, “Title of Article,” Title of Journal Volume, no.

Issue (Year): page number.

Archival Document: Title of Document, Date of Document, Name of Collection, Box Number,

Folder Number, Archive Name, Location.

Website: Author’s Last Name, First Name (if available), “Title of Page,” Title of Website,

Publication Date (if available), accessed Month Day, Year, URL.

The Author-Date System

While less common in traditional history, some environmental history journals or university departments

may prefer the author-date system. This system uses parenthetical citations within the text, typically

(Author Last Name Year, page number), followed by a reference list at the end of the paper. Although

more concise, it can sometimes limit the space for extensive explanatory notes that might be beneficial

for detailing complex environmental historical evidence or historiographical debates.

Formatting and Presentation Standards

Beyond the content and citation, the physical presentation of an environmental history paper is

governed by Chicago style guidelines. These standards ensure that the manuscript is professional,

accessible, and adheres to academic conventions, making the complex subject matter easier for

readers to engage with.



Title Page and Running Heads

CMOS offers specific recommendations for title pages, including the placement of the title, author’s

name, and affiliation. For longer works like dissertations or books, running heads (also known as

headers) that appear on each page are also addressed. These elements contribute to the overall

structure and professionalism of the document, signaling the beginning of the scholarly work and

providing consistent identification throughout.

Tables, Figures, and Illustrations

Environmental history often relies on visual aids such as maps, charts, graphs, and photographs to

illustrate historical landscapes, ecological changes, or the impact of human activities. Chicago style

provides guidelines for the placement, titling, and captioning of these elements. Each table, figure, or

illustration should have a clear title and number, and a caption that explains its content. Furthermore, it

is crucial to cite the source of any borrowed visual material, typically within the caption itself or in a

note, to avoid plagiarism and give credit to the original creators.

In-Text Formatting

Consistent formatting within the text itself is essential. This includes the proper use of italics for titles of

books and journals, quotation marks for direct quotes, and conventions for citing block quotes (longer

quotations set apart from the main text). For environmental history, where precise language describing

scientific phenomena or historical conditions is important, adhering to these standards ensures clarity

and avoids misinterpretation of the author’s intended meaning.



Navigating Specific Challenges in Environmental History

Writing

Environmental history, by its very nature, often involves interdisciplinary research, dealing with

scientific data, geographical information, and social complexities. Chicago style, with its thoroughness,

provides a framework to navigate these inherent challenges effectively.

Interdisciplinary Sources

Environmental historians frequently consult sources from fields beyond history, including geology,

biology, ecology, geography, sociology, and economics. CMOS offers guidance on citing these diverse

materials, whether they appear in academic journals, specialized reports, or conference proceedings.

The ability to meticulously cite these varied sources lends authority and interdisciplinary rigor to the

environmental history narrative, demonstrating a comprehensive engagement with the subject matter.

Handling Scientific and Technical Data

When environmental history research involves presenting scientific data, such as climate statistics,

species counts, or pollution levels from historical periods, the clarity and accuracy of presentation are

paramount. While CMOS itself does not dictate how to interpret scientific data, its formatting rules for

tables, figures, and citations ensure that such data, when presented, is clearly attributed and visually

organized. It is also vital to ensure that any scientific terminology used is explained or contextualized

within the historical narrative.



Geographic and Temporal Specificity

Environmental history is deeply rooted in specific places and times. The meticulous citation practices

encouraged by Chicago style are essential for grounding research in its geographical and temporal

context. Properly citing maps, regional studies, and chronological data helps readers understand the

unique environmental conditions and historical trajectories of the places and periods being discussed.

This specificity is crucial for conveying the nuanced interactions between human societies and their

environments across different landscapes and eras.

By embracing the detailed guidelines of the Chicago Manual of Style, writers of environmental history

can produce work that is not only rigorously researched and meticulously documented but also clear,

engaging, and impactful. The structured approach of CMOS empowers scholars to tackle the

complexities of human-environment relationships with confidence, ensuring that their narratives are

both authoritative and accessible to a wide audience.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary advantage of using the Chicago Manual of Style

for environmental history writing?

A: The primary advantage of using the Chicago Manual of Style for environmental history writing,

particularly the notes-bibliography system, is its ability to accommodate detailed scholarly apparatus.

This allows for extensive citation of diverse primary and secondary sources, as well as the inclusion of

explanatory notes that can clarify complex scientific concepts, historical context, or methodological

considerations without disrupting the narrative flow.



Q: Which citation system within Chicago style is generally preferred for

historical scholarship, including environmental history?

A: The notes-bibliography system, which uses footnotes or endnotes, is generally preferred for

historical scholarship, including environmental history. This system is well-suited for the depth of

research often required in history, allowing for nuanced commentary and detailed source attribution.

Q: How does Chicago style help in citing diverse primary sources

common in environmental history?

A: Chicago style provides specific formatting guidelines for a wide range of primary sources

encountered in environmental history, such as archival documents, personal correspondence,

government reports, and historical maps. This ensures that each source is precisely identified, allowing

readers to locate and verify the evidence used by the historian.

Q: What are the key elements of manuscript formatting that

environmental historians should pay attention to when using Chicago

style?

A: Environmental historians using Chicago style should pay close attention to consistent formatting for

page layout, margins, line spacing, typography, and the proper use of headings and subheadings.

Clear and consistent formatting enhances readability and professionalism, making it easier for readers

to engage with the material.

Q: How does Chicago style address the use of visual elements like

maps and charts in environmental history?

A: Chicago style offers guidance on titling, numbering, captioning, and citing tables, figures, and

illustrations. For environmental history, this is crucial for accurately presenting and attributing visual



evidence such as historical maps, ecological charts, or comparative graphs that illustrate

environmental changes or human impacts.

Q: Is the author-date system an option for environmental history

writing under Chicago style?

A: Yes, the author-date system is an option within Chicago style, though it is less commonly used in

traditional history compared to the notes-bibliography system. Some environmental history journals or

academic programs may specify the use of the author-date system.

Q: What is the importance of consistency in terminology when writing

environmental history in Chicago style?

A: Consistency in terminology is vital in environmental history to ensure clarity and avoid ambiguity,

especially when dealing with evolving scientific and historical concepts. Chicago style's emphasis on

consistency helps writers maintain a clear and precise language that reflects the complexities of

human-environment interactions.

Q: How can Chicago style help in navigating interdisciplinary research

common in environmental history?

A: Chicago style's comprehensive citation guidelines facilitate the seamless integration and accurate

documentation of sources from various disciplines, such as biology, geology, and sociology, which are

frequently consulted in environmental history research. This demonstrates the interdisciplinary rigor of

the work.
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