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Introduction to Chicago Style Footnotes

Chicago style for footnotes is a widely adopted citation system used in academic writing, particularly in

the humanities, history, and arts. This comprehensive guide delves into the intricacies of employing

footnotes according to the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), offering clarity and practical advice for

students, researchers, and writers. We will explore the fundamental principles of footnote formatting,

covering various source types from books and articles to websites and archival materials.

Understanding these nuances is crucial for maintaining academic integrity, providing readers with clear

attribution, and enhancing the credibility of your work. This article will equip you with the knowledge to

accurately cite your sources, ensuring proper acknowledgment of borrowed ideas and direct

quotations, thereby preventing plagiarism and contributing to scholarly discourse. We will also touch

upon the relationship between footnotes and endnotes, as well as common pitfalls to avoid when

implementing the Chicago style for footnotes.
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Understanding the Chicago Style Footnote System

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) presents two primary citation systems: the notes-bibliography

system and the author-date system. This article focuses exclusively on the former, which utilizes

numbered footnotes or endnotes to indicate the source of information. In this system, a superscript

number is placed at the end of a sentence or clause that contains information requiring citation, or

directly after a quotation. This number corresponds to a corresponding note at the bottom of the page

(footnote) or at the end of the document (endnote), which provides the full bibliographic details of the

source. The primary purpose of footnotes is to acknowledge the origin of ideas, facts, and quotations,

thereby giving credit to the original authors and allowing readers to locate the source material

themselves. This method facilitates a smoother reading experience, as readers can quickly consult the

notes without being constantly interrupted by in-text citations.

The strength of the Chicago style for footnotes lies in its flexibility and thoroughness. It allows for the

inclusion of explanatory material or asides within the notes themselves, without disrupting the flow of

the main text. This makes it particularly useful in disciplines where detailed commentary or discussion

of sources is integral to the argument. While endnotes serve the same citation function, footnotes are

generally preferred for their immediacy, allowing readers to access source information without turning



to a separate page or section. The consistent numbering and clear formatting are paramount to the

effectiveness of this system.

Key Elements of a Chicago Style Footnote

A properly formatted Chicago style footnote typically includes several essential components, presented

in a specific order and with particular punctuation. The exact elements can vary slightly depending on

the source type, but the core structure remains consistent. Generally, a first-time citation of a source in

a footnote will include the author's full name, the full title of the work (italicized for books and articles),

publication information (place, publisher, year), and specific page numbers. The punctuation within a

footnote is crucial: commas separate author, title, and publication details, while a colon often precedes

the page number.

Essential elements for most Chicago style footnotes include:

Author's Name (First Name Last Name)

Title of Work (Italicized for books and journals)

Publication Information (Place of publication, Publisher, Year of publication)

Specific Page Number(s) referenced

It is vital to adhere to the specific formatting guidelines for each element. For instance, the title of a

book is italicized, while the title of an article within a journal is typically placed in quotation marks. The

publisher's name is usually shortened or omitted if it's a university press, and the city of publication is

generally retained. Careful attention to detail in these elements ensures clarity and accuracy in your

citations.



Citing Books in Chicago Style Footnotes

Citing books is a foundational aspect of using the Chicago style for footnotes. When you cite a book

for the first time in your notes, you will provide a more complete citation than for subsequent

references. The typical format for a book footnote involves the author's full name, followed by the

book's title in italics. This is then followed by the publication information, including the place of

publication, the publisher, and the year of publication, all enclosed in parentheses. Finally, the specific

page number(s) you are referencing are indicated.

The general format for a book citation in a footnote is:

First Name Last Name, Title of Book (Place of Publication: Publisher, Year), Page Number(s).

For example, a first-time citation of a book might look like this: Jane Smith, The History of Chicago

Architecture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2019), 45.

If you are citing a work with multiple authors, the first author's name is given in full, and subsequent

authors' names are typically listed in reverse order of authorship (Last Name, First Name). For edited

volumes, the editor is cited similarly to an author, often preceded by "ed." or "eds." For a work with no

named author, the title is moved to the beginning of the citation.

Citing Journal Articles in Chicago Style Footnotes

Citing journal articles in Chicago style for footnotes requires a slightly different format than books, as

you are referencing a piece within a larger publication. For the first citation of a journal article, you will

include the author's full name, followed by the article's title in quotation marks. Then, you will provide

the name of the journal (italicized), the volume number, the issue number, the publication year, and

the page range of the article. Finally, you will specify the exact page number(s) being referenced.

The standard format for a journal article footnote is:

First Name Last Name, "Title of Article," Title of Journal Volume, no. Issue (Year): Page Number(s).

For instance, a complete citation for a journal article would appear as: John Doe, "The Impact of

Industrialization," Journal of Economic History 55, no. 3 (2015): 112.

Pay close attention to the punctuation: commas separate the author, article title, and journal name.



The volume and issue numbers are presented clearly, and the year is often in parentheses. Ensuring

the journal title is italicized is a key distinguishing feature of this type of citation within the Chicago

style for footnotes.

Citing Websites and Online Resources in Chicago Style

Footnotes

Citing websites and online resources using Chicago style for footnotes has become increasingly

important with the rise of digital scholarship. The CMOS acknowledges that online resources can vary

widely in their stability and permanence, so the recommended format prioritizes providing enough

information for the reader to locate the material, even if the exact URL changes. For websites, you'll

typically include the author (if available), the title of the specific page or document, the name of the

overall website, and a stable URL (though URLs are becoming less emphasized if other identifying

information is strong). A crucial element for online sources is the access date, as online content can

be updated or removed.

A common format for citing a webpage in a footnote is:

Author Name, "Title of Page," Title of Website, publication date or last modified date, accessed Access

Date, URL.

For example: Sarah Lee, "Understanding Digital Archives," History Online, October 26, 2022, accessed

February 10, 2024, https://www.historyonline.com/digital.

When an author is not listed, you begin with the title of the page. If a publication or modification date is

not available, you may use "n.d." (no date). The emphasis is on providing the most identifiable and

stable information possible to guide the reader.

Citing Archival Materials and Unpublished Sources

Working with archival materials and unpublished sources presents unique challenges for citation, and

Chicago style for footnotes offers guidelines to address these. These sources often lack the



standardized publication information found in books and journals, requiring a descriptive approach. For

archival materials, you will typically need to identify the collection, the specific box or folder within the

collection, and the item itself. For unpublished manuscripts or letters, you will identify the author, the

title (if any), the date of creation, and its location in an archive or personal collection.

A typical footnote for archival material might include:

Collection Name, Box Number, Folder Name, Item Description, Name of Archive, Location of Archive.

For example: Records of the Chicago Historical Society, Box 15, Folder "Civil War Letters," Letter from

Private John Adams to his wife, February 5, 1864, Chicago Historical Society, Chicago.

For unpublished manuscripts, the format might be:

Author Name, "Title of Manuscript" (unpublished manuscript), date created, Collection Name, Folder

Name, Archive Name, Location.

The key is to be as specific as possible, providing all necessary details for a researcher to locate the

exact document you have used.

Subsequent Citations and Ibid.

Once a source has been cited in full in a Chicago style footnote, subsequent references to the same

source are shortened. This helps to avoid repetition and makes the notes more concise. The common

practice for subsequent citations is to use the author's last name followed by a shortened version of

the title (if it's a long title) and the specific page number. For example, if you cited Jane Smith's The

History of Chicago Architecture fully in the previous note, a subsequent citation might be: Smith,

History of Chicago Architecture, 78.

The Latin abbreviation "Ibid." (meaning "in the same place") is used when the subsequent citation

refers to the immediately preceding source and the same page number. If it's the same source but a

different page, you would use "Ibid., Page Number." For instance, if note 10 cited Smith and note 11

also cites Smith on the same page, note 11 would simply be: Ibid. If note 11 cited Smith but note 12

refers to a different page within the same book cited in note 11, note 12 would be: Ibid., 92.

While "Ibid." can save space, its overuse can sometimes lead to confusion, especially in complex texts

with many sources cited consecutively. Many style guides now recommend using the author-last-name,



short-title format for all subsequent citations to ensure clarity, even if it means slightly longer notes.

The Chicago Manual of Style permits both approaches but advocates for clarity above all else.

The Role of Notes in Chicago Style

In the notes-bibliography system of Chicago style, notes (whether footnotes or endnotes) serve a dual

purpose. Primarily, they function as citations, directing readers to the specific source material that

supports the claims made in the text. This attribution is fundamental to academic honesty and allows

for verification of the author's research. Every piece of borrowed information, direct quotation,

paraphrase, or even a unique idea that is not common knowledge must be properly footnoted.

Beyond simple citation, Chicago style notes also offer a valuable space for supplementary information.

Authors can include brief explanatory comments, definitions, tangential discussions, or alternative

interpretations that might disrupt the flow of the main text if included there. This is particularly useful in

fields like history, literature, and art history, where contextual information or scholarly debate can be

extensive. These excursive notes allow for a richer, more nuanced presentation of research without

compromising the readability of the primary argument. The judicious use of these explanatory notes

can significantly enhance the depth and scholarly value of a work.

Common Chicago Style Footnote Errors and How to Avoid

Them

Despite careful efforts, writers often make common errors when implementing Chicago style for

footnotes. One of the most frequent mistakes is inconsistent formatting; for example, mixing up the

order of elements, incorrect punctuation (especially commas versus periods), or failing to italicize titles

when required. Another common pitfall is the improper use of "Ibid.," leading to ambiguity about which

source is being referenced.

Key errors to watch out for include:

Inconsistent capitalization of titles.



Incorrect placement of commas and periods.

Forgetting to italicize book and journal titles.

Omitting essential publication information.

Using "Ibid." incorrectly or excessively.

Failing to cite all necessary information.

Incorrectly formatting subsequent citations.

To avoid these errors, it is essential to consult the latest edition of the Chicago Manual of Style or a

reliable style guide that adheres to it. Proofreading meticulously, paying close attention to the

formatting of each footnote, is crucial. Utilizing citation management software can help, but it's vital to

review the generated citations for accuracy, as these tools are not infallible. Developing a consistent

approach and checking against established examples will greatly improve the accuracy of your

Chicago style for footnotes.

Distinguishing Between Footnotes and Endnotes in Chicago

Style

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) presents two primary options for placing citations within the

notes-bibliography system: footnotes and endnotes. The fundamental difference lies solely in their

location. Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page where the citation is referenced in the text.

Endnotes, conversely, are compiled at the end of the document, typically after the bibliography and

before any appendices. Both systems require numbered superscripts in the text that correspond to the

numbered notes.

The choice between footnotes and endnotes often depends on the specific requirements of an



assignment, publication, or personal preference. Footnotes are often favored in works where

immediate access to source information is deemed beneficial for the reader, such as in detailed

scholarly monographs or historical texts where readers might frequently consult sources. Endnotes, on

the other hand, can present a cleaner, less visually interrupted page of text and are often preferred for

dissertations or theses where the sheer volume of notes might otherwise overwhelm the page with

footnotes.

Regardless of the chosen format, the content and structure of each individual note remain the same.

The principles for citing books, articles, websites, and other sources, including the format for first-time

citations and subsequent references, are identical whether they appear as footnotes or endnotes. The

key is consistency throughout the document in adopting either the footnote or endnote convention.

Frequently Asked Questions about Chicago Style for Footnotes

Q: What is the primary purpose of Chicago style footnotes?

A: The primary purpose of Chicago style footnotes is to provide clear and precise attribution for all

borrowed information, quotations, and ideas within a text, allowing readers to locate the original source

material and to add explanatory or supplementary commentary without disrupting the flow of the main

body of the work.

Q: How is a book cited for the first time in a Chicago style footnote?

A: For a first-time citation of a book in a Chicago style footnote, the format is typically: First Name Last

Name, Title of Book (Place of Publication: Publisher, Year), Page Number(s).

Q: When should I use "Ibid." in my Chicago style footnotes?

A: "Ibid." is used in Chicago style footnotes when the current note refers to the immediately preceding

source and the same page number. If it refers to the same source but a different page, you would use

"Ibid., Page Number."



Q: Are there differences in citing online articles versus print articles in

Chicago style footnotes?

A: Yes, while both require author, title, and publication information, online articles in Chicago style

footnotes often include the website's name, a publication or access date, and a URL, emphasizing

stability and accessibility of the source.

Q: What is the difference between a footnote and an endnote in the

Chicago style?

A: The difference between a footnote and an endnote in Chicago style is their location: footnotes

appear at the bottom of the page where they are referenced, while endnotes are compiled at the end

of the document.

Q: How do I cite a source that has no author in a Chicago style

footnote?

A: When a source has no author in Chicago style, you begin the footnote with the title of the work,

followed by the publication information and page number, similar to how you would cite a book or

article without an author.

Q: Should I use short titles for subsequent citations of the same

source?

A: Yes, for subsequent citations of the same source in Chicago style, it is recommended to use the

author's last name followed by a shortened version of the title and the specific page number, unless

"Ibid." is applicable.

Q: What is the role of explanatory notes in Chicago style?

A: Explanatory notes in Chicago style allow authors to include additional information, commentary, or

asides that would interrupt the flow of the main text, enriching the reader's understanding without



compromising the primary argument.

Q: How do I handle citing multiple sources on the same page in

Chicago style footnotes?

A: When citing multiple sources on the same page in Chicago style, each source receives its own

numbered footnote, and these notes are presented in the order they appear in the text, with each note

containing the full or shortened citation as appropriate.

Q: What punctuation is most critical to get right in a Chicago style

footnote?

A: Critical punctuation in Chicago style footnotes includes the commas separating author, title, and

publication details, the colon preceding the page number, and the period at the end of the note. Proper

use of italics for titles is also crucial.
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