
chicago style for historical research
rules
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a crucial reference for academic writing,
particularly in historical research. This guide delves into the intricate chicago style for
historical research rules, providing a comprehensive overview of its application.
Understanding these guidelines is essential for scholars aiming to present their findings
with clarity, credibility, and adherence to academic conventions. We will explore citation
methods, bibliographic entries, formatting, and essential stylistic considerations that
underpin rigorous historical inquiry. Mastering these rules ensures that your research is
not only well-written but also easily verifiable and accessible to your intended audience,
contributing to the integrity of the historical discourse.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style for
Historical Research

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) serves as a foundational guide for a wide array of
academic disciplines, but its principles are particularly vital for historians. Historical
research demands precision in sourcing, a clear presentation of evidence, and adherence
to established scholarly conventions. The CMOS provides a robust framework for
achieving these objectives, ensuring that researchers can effectively communicate their
findings and that their work is both credible and reproducible. It addresses everything



from the minutiae of punctuation and grammar to the complex architecture of citations,
which are paramount in establishing the lineage of historical claims.

For historians, the CMOS is not merely a style guide; it is a toolkit that enhances the
clarity and authority of their arguments. By meticulously following its directives,
researchers demonstrate a commitment to academic rigor and a deep understanding of
the scholarly conversation surrounding their subject matter. This commitment is reflected
in the accurate attribution of sources, the consistent formatting of the manuscript, and the
precise rendering of historical data. Consequently, adopting CMOS standards is a critical
step in producing high-quality historical scholarship that stands up to scrutiny.

Core Principles of Chicago Style in Historical
Research

At its heart, Chicago style emphasizes clarity, consistency, and accuracy. For historical
research, these principles translate into meticulous attention to detail in how sources are
identified and presented. The goal is to allow readers to easily locate and verify the
information presented, thus strengthening the trustworthiness of the historical narrative.
This involves a commitment to standardizing how citations, bibliographies, and the overall
presentation of the research are handled, creating a predictable and accessible reading
experience for scholars in the field.

A fundamental tenet is the unambiguous identification of all sources. This means providing
sufficient bibliographic information for every quotation, paraphrase, or significant idea
borrowed from another source. Furthermore, CMOS encourages a logical and consistent
approach to formatting, ensuring that the visual presentation of the research does not
distract from its content but rather supports its professional delivery. This includes
established norms for headings, margins, and the placement of tables and figures, all
contributing to a polished and authoritative final product.

Citation Systems in Chicago Style

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two primary citation systems, each with its own
strengths and appropriate applications within historical research. The choice between
these systems often depends on the specific requirements of a publisher, academic
department, or the nature of the research itself. Both systems aim to provide readers with
the necessary information to locate and consult the sources used by the author, thereby
upholding academic integrity and enabling further scholarly inquiry.

The two systems are the Notes and Bibliography system and the Author-Date system.
While both are valid within the CMOS framework, the Notes and Bibliography system is
more commonly favored in history and the humanities, offering a more detailed way to
engage with sources directly within the text through footnotes or endnotes.



The Notes and Bibliography System

The Notes and Bibliography system is the preferred method for many historians because it
allows for detailed commentary and source identification without interrupting the flow of
the main text. It utilizes footnotes or endnotes to cite sources and provide supplementary
information. This system is especially useful for historical research where extensive
engagement with primary sources or complex scholarly debates might require extensive
annotation.

Footnotes are placed at the bottom of the page where the reference occurs, while
endnotes are collected at the end of the chapter or the entire work. The first citation of a
source in a note is typically full, providing all necessary bibliographic details. Subsequent
citations of the same source are usually shortened, often using the author's last name, a
shortened title, and the page number, a practice known as the "short-title" or "brief"
citation.

Footnotes and Endnotes

Footnotes and endnotes are the workhorses of the Notes and Bibliography system. They
serve not only to cite sources but also as a space for the historian to elaborate on a point,
offer additional context, or engage in a scholarly aside that might disrupt the main
narrative. The level of detail in a footnote or endnote is crucial; it must contain enough
information for a reader to identify the specific source being referenced. This includes the
author's name, the full title of the work, publication details (place, publisher, year), and
the specific page number(s) consulted.

For subsequent citations of the same work, the note becomes more concise. A common
format involves the author's last name, a shortened title of the work, and the page
number. For instance, after a full citation, a later reference to the same book might appear
as "Smith, The American Revolution, 45." This system ensures that while the main text
remains readable, all scholarly attributions are precisely managed.

Bibliographic Entries

Complementing the notes is the bibliography, a comprehensive list of all sources cited in
the research, as well as any other works consulted that were important to the research but
not directly cited. The bibliography is typically organized alphabetically by the author's
last name. Each entry in the bibliography provides full publication details for the source,
mirroring the information presented in the first note for that source.

The purpose of the bibliography is to offer a complete overview of the research materials
used. It allows readers to quickly scan the breadth and depth of the sources consulted and
to locate them more easily for their own research. The formatting of each bibliographic
entry is precise, adhering to CMOS standards for author names, titles, publication
information, and any other relevant details, ensuring consistency across the entire list.



The Author-Date System

While less common in traditional historical monograph and dissertation writing, the
Author-Date system is gaining traction in certain historical subfields and is frequently
used in edited collections or journals that prefer its conciseness. In this system, in-text
citations consist of the author's last name and the year of publication, often followed by
the page number(s). For example, a citation might appear as (Smith 1999, 45).

The Author-Date system also requires a reference list at the end of the work, which
includes all sources cited. Unlike the bibliography in the Notes and Bibliography system,
the reference list typically only includes works that are cited within the text. The reference
list is also organized alphabetically by author's last name, and each entry provides full
bibliographic information, allowing readers to locate the specific sources referenced in the
in-text citations.

When to Use Which Chicago Style System

The decision of which citation system to employ within Chicago style for historical
research largely depends on the guidelines provided by the intended publication venue or
academic institution. Many history departments and historical journals explicitly prefer or
require the Notes and Bibliography system due to its suitability for detailed source
analysis and its long-standing tradition in the discipline. This system allows for a richer
engagement with the scholarly apparatus, which is often crucial in historical
argumentation.

However, the Author-Date system may be specified for certain types of historical research,
particularly those that align with disciplines where this system is more prevalent or for
projects where brevity and directness of in-text citation are prioritized. It is always
advisable for a historian to consult the specific style guide of their publisher, journal, or
university to ensure compliance, as adherence to these requirements is a fundamental
aspect of professional academic practice.

Formatting Guidelines for Historical Research
Papers

Beyond citation, Chicago style offers detailed guidelines for the overall formatting of
historical research papers and manuscripts. These rules ensure a professional and
consistent presentation, making the work easier to read and digest. Adherence to these
formatting conventions demonstrates attention to detail and a commitment to scholarly
presentation, which are crucial for conveying the seriousness and rigor of historical
inquiry.

These guidelines cover everything from the initial presentation of the title page to the



arrangement of tables and figures. Implementing them correctly is a critical step in
preparing a manuscript for submission or for final dissemination, ensuring that the visual
aspects of the work complement its intellectual content.

Title Page and Running Heads

A Chicago-style title page is typically straightforward. It includes the full title of the work,
the author's name, and the name of the institution or publication for which the work is
prepared. Unlike some other styles, a title page in CMOS generally does not include the
author's address or other contact information directly on it, although this might be
provided separately in a submission. The title should be prominently displayed, often
centered on the page, with appropriate spacing.

Running heads, also known as headers, can be used in manuscripts. For a dissertation or
book manuscript, CMOS suggests a running head for the author on the recto (right-hand)
pages and a running head for the chapter title on the verso (left-hand) pages. However, for
shorter papers or articles, running heads might be optional or omitted unless specifically
requested by a publisher or instructor. The specific implementation of running heads
should align with the overall style guide being followed.

Manuscript Formatting

Consistent manuscript formatting is paramount in Chicago style for historical research.
This includes specifying margins, line spacing, and font choices. Typically, manuscripts
should be double-spaced throughout, including block quotations and notes, with ample
margins (usually one inch on all sides) to allow for editorial markings. The preferred font
is often a standard, easily readable typeface like Times New Roman or Courier, usually in
12-point size.

Paragraphs are generally indented, and block quotations (quotations of more than four or
five lines, depending on the specific CMOS edition) should be indented from the left
margin without quotation marks. These conventions ensure that the text is legible and that
key elements like quotations and annotations are clearly distinguishable and properly
contextualized within the larger work.

Tables and Figures

When incorporating tables and figures into historical research, Chicago style provides
specific guidance on their placement, labeling, and citation. Tables and figures should be
placed as close as possible to their first mention in the text. Each table and figure must be
numbered consecutively (e.g., Table 1, Figure 1). A title or caption should clearly describe
the content of the table or figure.



Crucially, all sources for data presented in tables or figures must be cited. This is typically
done either in a note directly below the table or figure or within the caption itself. The
citation should provide sufficient detail for the reader to locate the original source,
adhering to the chosen citation system (Notes and Bibliography or Author-Date). This
ensures that all borrowed material, even in visual formats, is properly attributed.

Specific Stylistic Conventions for Historians

Beyond general formatting and citation, Chicago style offers specific conventions that are
particularly relevant to the practice of historical research. These rules address the
nuances of presenting historical information, including the treatment of numbers, dates,
and titles, as well as the precise methods for quoting and paraphrasing historical sources.

Adhering to these specific stylistic conventions is crucial for historians as it ensures that
the presentation of historical facts and arguments is consistent and professional,
reflecting a deep understanding of the conventions within the field. These rules help to
avoid ambiguity and maintain the integrity of the historical narrative being constructed.

Numbers and Dates

Chicago style has specific guidelines for the use of numbers and dates. Generally,
numbers one through nine are spelled out, while numerals are used for 10 and above.
However, there are exceptions, such as when numbers are used for statistical data,
measurements, or when comparing similar items where one is above 10. Consistency is
key, so a decision on how to handle specific types of numbers should be maintained
throughout the manuscript.

Dates are typically presented in a straightforward manner. For example, "May 1, 1954," or
"the early twentieth century." When referring to decades, use "the 1950s." For centuries,
it's "the nineteenth century." CMOS also provides guidance on how to handle historical
date systems, such as the Julian and Gregorian calendars, and the nuances of referring to
specific periods within historical events or eras, ensuring accuracy and clarity for the
reader.

Titles of Works

Chicago style dictates how titles of books, articles, chapters, and other works should be
presented. Generally, major works like books and journals are italicized. Articles within
journals, chapters in books, and essays are enclosed in quotation marks. For example, a
book title would be The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, while an article within it might
be "The Role of Technology."

This distinction is important for clarity and recognition by the reader. When quoting or



referencing historical documents, manuscripts, or other primary sources, CMOS also
offers specific guidelines on capitalization and the use of italics or quotation marks,
ensuring that the hierarchy and nature of these historical materials are accurately
represented. Careful attention to these details is vital for scholarly precision.

Quoting and Paraphrasing

Accurate and ethical quoting and paraphrasing are foundational to historical research.
Chicago style provides clear rules for both. When quoting directly, the exact wording of
the source must be reproduced, and the citation must indicate the precise page number
from which the quote is taken. Short quotations are incorporated into the text and
enclosed in quotation marks. As mentioned earlier, longer quotations are set off as block
quotations.

Paraphrasing involves restating the ideas of another author in your own words. While it
does not require quotation marks, it still necessitates a citation. The citation should
indicate the source and the specific page number(s) from which the paraphrased
information was drawn. This ensures that all intellectual contributions are appropriately
acknowledged, preventing plagiarism and allowing readers to trace the origin of ideas.

Handling Primary and Secondary Sources

Historical research relies heavily on both primary and secondary sources, and Chicago
style offers guidance on how to cite them effectively. Primary sources are the original
materials of history – documents, letters, diaries, artifacts, and so on. Secondary sources
are scholarly analyses of primary sources written by historians and other scholars.

The citation format for primary sources may vary depending on their nature. For instance,
citing a manuscript from an archive will differ from citing a published memoir. CMOS
provides specific examples for various types of primary sources, emphasizing the need for
detail that allows the reader to locate the material. Secondary sources are cited using the
standard CMOS formats for books, articles, and other publications.

Archival Materials

Citing archival materials requires particular attention to detail to ensure they can be
located by other researchers. A typical citation for archival material includes the name of
the archive, the collection name and number, the box and folder number, and specific
document details if necessary. For instance, a citation might read: "Letter from Jane
Addams to Ellen Gates Starr, March 15, 1905, Jane Addams Papers, microfilm, reel 23, file
45, University of Illinois Archives, Urbana."

It is essential to be as precise as possible. If the archive has an online finding aid, it can
also be helpful to reference this. The first note or citation should provide full details, while



subsequent citations can be shortened. Many archives have their own preferred citation
formats, so consulting their guidelines is also recommended.

Interviews and Oral Histories

Interviews and oral histories, whether recorded or transcribed, are considered primary
sources. Citations for interviews should include the name of the interviewee, the
interviewer, the date of the interview, and the location or repository where the interview
is housed (e.g., a university archive, a personal collection). If the interview is publicly
available online, a URL might also be included.

For example, a citation for a transcribed interview might be: "Interview with Maria
Rodriguez by John Chen, August 10, 2022, Oral History Archive, State Historical Society."
If the interview is still in private possession, the citation should reflect this and note any
restrictions on access. The goal is always to provide enough information for verification.

Websites and Digital Archives

With the increasing digitization of historical sources, citing websites and digital archives is
a growing area of concern. CMOS provides guidelines for citing online resources, which
typically include the author or organization responsible for the content, the title of the
page or document, the name of the website, and a stable URL. It is also advisable to
include the date the content was accessed, as web content can change or disappear.

For digital archives, the citation should specify the archive name, the collection, and the
specific item, along with its URL. For example: "Records of the National Archives and
Records Administration, 'Declaration of Independence,'
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/declaration-transcript (accessed October 26,
2023)." Ensuring the URL is stable and leads directly to the source is crucial for
verifiability.

Essential Elements of Historical Writing in
Chicago Style

Ultimately, the application of Chicago style for historical research is about more than just
rules; it’s about fostering clear, evidence-based, and authoritative scholarship. The core
elements revolve around precise sourcing, consistent formatting, and a commitment to
scholarly transparency. By diligently employing CMOS guidelines, historians ensure that
their work is not only well-presented but also intellectually robust and easily navigable for
their peers and future generations of scholars.

This comprehensive approach to style allows the historian to focus on the substantive
analysis of the past, confident that the foundational elements of presentation and citation
are handled with accuracy and professionalism. The mastery of these rules empowers



historians to contribute meaningfully to the ongoing dialogue about history, ensuring that
their research is a valuable and verifiable part of the historical record.

Q: What is the primary difference between the Notes
and Bibliography system and the Author-Date system in
Chicago style for historical research?
A: The primary difference lies in how sources are cited within the text. The Notes and
Bibliography system uses footnotes or endnotes to provide citation information and can
include additional commentary, while the Author-Date system uses parenthetical in-text
citations consisting of the author's last name and the publication year. Both systems
conclude with a comprehensive list of sources at the end of the work (a bibliography for
Notes/Bibliography, and a reference list for Author-Date).

Q: Why is the Notes and Bibliography system often
preferred in historical research?
A: The Notes and Bibliography system is often preferred in historical research because it
allows for more detailed engagement with sources and the scholarly conversation.
Footnotes and endnotes can accommodate extensive annotations, supplemental
information, and nuanced discussions of source material without disrupting the main
narrative, which is particularly valuable in historical argumentation.

Q: How should I cite a primary source found in an
archive using Chicago style?
A: Citing archival materials requires precision. Include the name of the archive, the
collection name and number, the box and folder number, and specific document details.
For example: "Letter from [Sender] to [Recipient], [Date], [Collection Name], [Box
Number], [Folder Number], [Archive Name], [Location]." Always consult the specific
archive's guidelines if available.

Q: When quoting a historical document, what are the
Chicago style rules for direct quotations?
A: For short quotations (four or fewer lines of prose), incorporate them into your text and
enclose them in quotation marks. For longer quotations (five or more lines of prose), set
them off from the main text as a block quotation, indented from the left margin, without
quotation marks. In both cases, a citation with the page number is required.



Q: How do I handle numbers in historical research
papers according to Chicago style?
A: Generally, Chicago style dictates spelling out numbers one through nine and using
numerals for 10 and above. However, there are exceptions, especially for statistical data,
measurements, or when comparing similar items. Consistency in application is key, and
it's advisable to refer to the specific CMOS edition for detailed guidance on complex cases.

Q: What is the difference between a bibliography and a
reference list in Chicago style?
A: In the Notes and Bibliography system, the list of sources at the end is called a
bibliography, which typically includes all sources cited as well as other works consulted.
In the Author-Date system, the corresponding list is called a reference list, which usually
includes only the sources that are cited within the text.

Q: How should I cite a website or online archival source
using Chicago style?
A: To cite a website or online source, include the author or organization, the title of the
specific page or document, the name of the website, and a stable URL. It's also good
practice to include the date you accessed the material. For example:
"[Author/Organization], '[Title of Page],' [Website Name], [URL] (accessed [Date])."

Q: What are the formatting requirements for a
manuscript in Chicago style?
A: Manuscripts in Chicago style are typically double-spaced, with one-inch margins on all
sides. Font should be a standard 12-point typeface like Times New Roman. Paragraphs are
usually indented. Block quotations are also double-spaced and indented. Ensure
consistency in formatting throughout the entire document.
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