
chicago style for historical papers
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely recognized and respected
citation and style guide, particularly prevalent in historical disciplines.
Understanding its intricacies is crucial for students and scholars aiming to
produce clear, consistent, and academically sound historical papers. This
comprehensive guide will delve into the fundamental principles of applying
the Chicago style for historical research, covering everything from
foundational citation methods to the nuances of formatting footnotes,
bibliographies, and in-text references. Mastering these elements ensures that
your historical arguments are presented with precision and credibility,
allowing your readers to easily trace your sources and understand your
research methodology. We will explore the two primary citation systems within
Chicago: the Notes-Bibliography system and the Author-Date system,
highlighting their suitability for different types of historical scholarship.
Furthermore, the article will provide detailed explanations and practical
examples for citing various source types commonly encountered in historical
research, including books, journal articles, archival materials, and
electronic resources.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style

The Chicago Manual of Style, often abbreviated as CMOS or CMS, is a style
guide published by the University of Chicago Press. It is widely adopted in
academic writing, particularly in the humanities, social sciences, and some
natural sciences. For historical papers, Chicago is the go-to authority for
consistent formatting, citation practices, and overall scholarly
presentation. Its detailed guidelines aim to ensure clarity, accuracy, and
uniformity in academic discourse, allowing readers to focus on the content of
the research rather than being distracted by inconsistent or unclear
stylistic choices. The manual itself is a voluminous work, covering a vast
array of topics from manuscript preparation to grammar, punctuation, and the
intricacies of citation.

The primary goal of adhering to the Chicago style for historical papers is to



provide a standardized framework for presenting research. This
standardization is essential for several reasons. Firstly, it enhances the
credibility of the research by demonstrating attention to detail and
adherence to academic conventions. Secondly, it facilitates the easy
retrieval of sources for readers, enabling them to verify information or
explore further research avenues. Finally, it promotes a sense of community
within a discipline by establishing shared expectations for scholarly
communication.

The Notes-Bibliography System in Chicago Style

The Notes-Bibliography system is the most prevalent and traditionally favored
method within historical scholarship for employing the Chicago style. This
system relies on two main components: numbered footnotes or endnotes that
appear within the text to cite specific sources, and a bibliography at the
end of the paper that lists all sources consulted. Footnotes are typically
placed at the bottom of the page where the citation occurs, while endnotes
are compiled at the end of the document. This method is particularly well-
suited for historical writing because it allows for extensive citation of
primary source materials, detailed commentary, and digressions that might
interrupt the flow of the main text if presented directly. The numbered notes
provide a flexible way to acknowledge sources without disrupting the
narrative's rhythm.

The Notes-Bibliography system offers a high degree of flexibility for
historians. It allows for multiple citations to the same source, with
subsequent references being abbreviated or shortened. This is especially
useful when dealing with extensive archival documents or lengthy published
works. The inclusion of brief explanatory notes alongside citations can also
offer valuable contextual information or a brief scholarly aside that
enhances the reader's understanding of the historical argument being
presented. The comprehensive bibliography then serves as a complete roadmap
for the researcher's engagement with the relevant literature and primary
sources.

The Author-Date System in Chicago Style

While the Notes-Bibliography system is more traditional in history, the
Chicago Manual of Style also offers an Author-Date system. This system is
more commonly found in the social sciences but is gaining some traction in
certain historical subfields. Instead of numbered footnotes or endnotes, the
Author-Date system uses parenthetical in-text citations that include the
author's last name and the year of publication (e.g., (Smith 2020)). A
corresponding bibliography at the end of the paper lists all consulted
sources alphabetically by author's last name.



The Author-Date system is often preferred for its conciseness and its ability
to clearly indicate the publication date of sources, which can be crucial in
historical analysis where the chronology of scholarship is important. It is
also perceived by some as more straightforward for readers, as the citation
information is directly embedded within the text. However, for historians who
frequently engage with a wide array of primary source materials that may not
have clear authors or publication dates, or who wish to include extensive
explanatory notes, the Notes-Bibliography system often remains the more
practical choice.

Footnotes and Endnotes: Crafting Chicago Style
Citations

Footnotes and endnotes are the backbone of the Notes-Bibliography system in
Chicago style. Each footnote or endnote is assigned a superscript number that
corresponds to a note in the text. The first time a source is cited, the note
should include full bibliographic information. Subsequent citations to the
same source can be shortened, typically including the author's last name, a
shortened title, and the page number.

The precise formatting of footnotes and endnotes varies depending on the type
of source being cited. However, a general principle is to provide enough
information for the reader to identify the source easily. Key elements
include the author's name, the title of the work, publication details (place,
publisher, year), and specific page numbers. For archival materials, this
might include the collection name, box and folder number, and the specific
document being referenced. For electronic sources, it will include the URL
and access date.

Here are some general examples of footnote/endnote formats:

Book: John Smith, The History of Nations (New York: Publisher Name,
2021), 45.

Journal Article: Jane Doe, "The Impact of Industrialization," Journal of
History 15, no. 2 (2019): 123.

Archival Document: "Letter from Abraham Lincoln to Ulysses S. Grant,"
April 10, 1864, Abraham Lincoln Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of
Congress, Washington, D.C., Box 7.

Website: National Archives, "Founding Documents," last modified January
15, 2023, https://www.archives.gov/founding-documents.



The Bibliography: A Comprehensive List of
Sources

The bibliography, a mandatory component of the Notes-Bibliography system and
the output of the Author-Date system, serves as a consolidated list of all
sources cited in your historical paper. It is typically placed at the very
end of the document, following any appendices or acknowledgments. The
bibliography should be alphabetized by the author's last name. If you are
using the Author-Date system, the bibliography is the primary reference list,
containing all necessary details for each source.

In the Notes-Bibliography system, the bibliography provides a more complete
and alphabetized version of all sources that were cited in your footnotes or
endnotes. While notes offer detailed citations for specific points in the
text, the bibliography offers a broader overview of the research landscape.
It's important to ensure that every source cited in your notes is included in
the bibliography, and vice versa, unless you are explicitly distinguishing
between sources consulted and sources cited (a practice that should be
clearly explained). The formatting of entries in the bibliography generally
mirrors that of the first footnote citation for each source, with minor
adjustments in punctuation and order.

Key formatting principles for bibliography entries include:

Alphabetical order by author's last name.

Indentation (hanging indent) for subsequent lines of an entry.

Consistency in the presentation of publication details.

Citing Primary Sources in Chicago Style

Primary sources are the raw materials of historical research – diaries,
letters, government documents, photographs, interviews, and more. Citing them
correctly in Chicago style is paramount for establishing the authenticity and
grounding of your historical argument. The specific format for primary
sources can be quite varied, as their nature differs greatly. For unpublished
primary sources, such as archival materials, you will typically need to
provide the collection name, repository, and specific location within the
archive (e.g., box, folder, item number).

Published primary sources, such as collections of letters or historical
documents that have been edited and published in book form, will be cited
more like standard books, but with careful attention to identifying them as



primary source collections. For example, you might cite a volume of
transcribed diaries. When citing a specific passage from an original
document, you should always indicate the document's original location and any
relevant publication details if it has been published in a scholarly edition.
The goal is to give your readers the exact path to finding the material you
are referencing.

Consider these examples for primary sources:

Manuscript Diary: Diaries of Elizabeth Cady Stanton, 1850-1902,
Elizabeth Cady Stanton Papers, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.,
Box 3.

Published Letters: Abigail Adams to John Adams, 31 March 1776, in Adams
Family Correspondence, ed. L.H. Butterfield, vol. 1 (Cambridge, MA:
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1963), 370.

Citing Secondary Sources in Chicago Style

Secondary sources are the scholarly interpretations and analyses of primary
sources, such as books and articles written by historians. Chicago style
provides clear guidelines for citing these as well. The fundamental principle
is to accurately reflect the publication details of the source while
providing sufficient information for the reader to locate it. Whether you are
using the Notes-Bibliography system or the Author-Date system, the core
information required remains consistent.

When citing a book in Chicago style, you will typically include the author's
full name, the full title of the book (italicized), the place of publication,
the publisher, and the year of publication. For journal articles, you will
include the author's name, the article title (in quotation marks), the
journal title (italicized), the volume and issue number, the year of
publication, and the page numbers of the article. Subsequent citations of the
same source will be shortened.

Here are illustrative examples for secondary sources:

Book Citation (Footnote/Endnote): Gordon S. Wood, The Radicalism of the
American Revolution (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1991), 105.

Book Citation (Bibliography): Wood, Gordon S. The Radicalism of the
American Revolution. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1991.

Journal Article Citation (Footnote/Endnote): Jill Lepore, "The
Historian's Craft," The New Yorker, October 26, 2020, 68.



Journal Article Citation (Bibliography): Lepore, Jill. "The Historian's
Craft." The New Yorker, October 26, 2020.

Citing Digital and Online Sources in Chicago
Style

In contemporary historical research, digital and online sources are
increasingly prevalent. The Chicago Manual of Style provides guidelines for
citing these, though it acknowledges that these guidelines may evolve as
digital media changes. When citing online sources, it is crucial to provide
as much identifying information as possible to allow readers to access the
material. This typically includes the author (if known), the title of the
specific page or document, the name of the website, and the date of
publication or last modification, if available.

A critical element for online sources is the inclusion of a stable URL
(Uniform Resource Locator) and the date on which you accessed the material.
This is because web content can change or disappear, so the access date helps
readers understand the version of the source you consulted. For digital
archives, databases, or digitized versions of primary sources, you will often
need to combine elements of citing print sources with elements of citing
online resources. For instance, you might cite a digitized manuscript by
providing its original archival location and then the URL where it can be
accessed online.

Examples for digital and online sources:

Online Article: John Green, "Why Was the Battle of Gettysburg
Important?" History.com, August 21, 2018,
https://www.history.com/news/what-was-the-battle-of-gettysburg.

Digitized Book: Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick
Douglass, an American Slave (Boston: Anti-Slavery Office, 1845), Project
Gutenberg, https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/23.

Web Page: Library of Congress, "American Memory: Historical Collections
for the National Digital Library," accessed October 27, 2023,
https://memory.loc.gov/.

Formatting Your Historical Paper According to



Chicago Style

Beyond citations, Chicago style dictates specific formatting conventions for
the entire historical paper. Adhering to these guidelines contributes
significantly to the professionalism and readability of your work. Key
formatting aspects include the title page, margins, line spacing, font
choice, pagination, and the placement of headings and subheadings. While some
instructors may provide specific modifications, the general principles of
Chicago style provide a robust framework.

Typically, a historical paper using Chicago style will feature a title page
with the paper's title, your name, the course name, the instructor's name,
and the date. The main text should be double-spaced, using a standard,
legible font such as Times New Roman or Arial, in 12-point size. Margins
should generally be one inch on all sides. Page numbers should appear in the
upper right-hand corner, starting with the first page of the main text (or
sometimes the introduction), and excluding the title page.

Here are some common formatting requirements:

Font: 12-point, legible font (e.g., Times New Roman, Arial).

Spacing: Double-spaced throughout the main body of the paper, including
footnotes.

Margins: 1-inch on all sides.

Page Numbers: Top right-hand corner, usually starting with the first
page of text.

Headings: Use clear, consistent formatting for headings and subheadings
to organize your content effectively.

Common Pitfalls and Best Practices for Chicago
Style

Even with detailed guides, writers can encounter challenges when implementing
Chicago style for historical papers. One common pitfall is inconsistency; for
instance, using different citation formats for similar source types or mixing
up the requirements for the first and subsequent citations of a source.
Another frequent error is incorrect punctuation within notes or bibliography
entries, or misinterpreting the subtle differences between the Notes-
Bibliography and Author-Date systems. Over-reliance on digital citation
generators without careful review can also lead to errors, as these tools may



not always perfectly adhere to the latest CMOS guidelines or correctly
interpret complex source types.

To avoid these issues, developing good practices is essential. Always consult
the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style or a reliable abridged
version for reference. Keep a style sheet for your own paper, noting specific
choices you've made for recurring elements. Proofread meticulously, paying
close attention to citation formatting as well as content. When in doubt
about a specific source type, consult the manual's extensive examples.
Practice and familiarity are your greatest allies in mastering Chicago style,
transforming it from a daunting set of rules into a seamless tool for
scholarly communication.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between the Notes-
Bibliography and Author-Date systems in Chicago
style for historical papers?
A: The primary difference lies in how sources are cited within the text. The
Notes-Bibliography system uses numbered footnotes or endnotes, while the
Author-Date system uses parenthetical in-text citations including the
author's last name and the publication year. The Notes-Bibliography system is
generally favored in history for its flexibility with primary sources and
explanatory notes, whereas Author-Date is more common in social sciences.

Q: Should I use footnotes or endnotes when employing
the Notes-Bibliography system for my historical
paper?
A: The choice between footnotes and endnotes is largely a matter of
preference and institutional guidelines. Footnotes appear at the bottom of
the page where the citation is made, offering immediate context. Endnotes are
compiled at the end of the document. Both are acceptable within Chicago
style, but consistency throughout your paper is crucial.

Q: How do I cite a primary source from an archive in
Chicago style?
A: Citing archival primary sources requires specific details. You'll need to
identify the collection name, the repository (e.g., the specific library or
archive), and the exact location of the document within the archive (e.g.,
box number, folder name, item number). For example: "Letter from John Adams
to Abigail Adams," October 20, 1780, Adams Family Papers, Massachusetts
Historical Society, Boston, Box 12.



Q: What is the correct way to abbreviate a source in
subsequent footnotes or endnotes?
A: After the first full citation of a source, subsequent citations can be
shortened. The standard Chicago style abbreviation includes the author's last
name, a shortened version of the title (italicized if it's a book or article
title), and the specific page number(s). For example: Smith, History of
Nations, 78.

Q: How do I handle citing a source that has no
author?
A: If a source has no author, you generally begin the citation with the title
of the work. In the Notes-Bibliography system, this would be the first
element in your footnote or endnote. In the bibliography, it would be
alphabetized by the title. If the source is an article or chapter in a larger
work with no author, you might start with the title of the article or
chapter.

Q: What are the essential elements of a bibliography
entry for a book in Chicago style?
A: A bibliography entry for a book in Chicago style typically includes:
Author's full name (last name first), Title of the Book (italicized), Place
of Publication, Publisher Name, and Year of Publication. For example: Smith,
John. The History of Nations. New York: Publisher Name, 2021.

Q: How do I cite a webpage in Chicago style, and why
is the access date important?
A: To cite a webpage, include the author (if known), the title of the page or
article, the name of the website, and if available, the publication or last
modified date. Crucially, you must include the URL and the date you accessed
the page. The access date is vital because web content is dynamic and can be
updated or removed, so it provides a fixed reference point for the version
you consulted. For example: National Archives. "Founding Documents." Last
modified January 15, 2023. https://www.archives.gov/founding-documents
(accessed October 27, 2023).

Q: Is it acceptable to use a citation generator for
Chicago style in my historical paper?
A: Citation generators can be helpful tools for generating basic citation
formats, but they should not be relied upon entirely. It is essential to
review and edit the generated citations carefully to ensure they meet all the



specific requirements of the Chicago Manual of Style and accurately represent
your sources. Generators may not always correctly interpret nuanced source
types or adhere to the latest updates in CMOS.
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