chicago style geographic citations

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides comprehensive guidelines for citing
sources, and when dealing with geographic locations, its principles ensure clarity,
precision, and consistency. Understanding Chicago style geographic citations is crucial for
researchers, writers, and academics across various disciplines, particularly in history,
geography, and the humanities, where spatial information is paramount. This guide delves
into the nuances of citing places within the Chicago system, covering both notes and
bibliography formats. We will explore how to accurately represent locations, including the
distinction between specific addresses and broader regions, and the importance of
providing enough detail for readers to easily identify and locate the referenced sites.
Furthermore, this article will address common challenges and offer practical solutions for
citing various types of geographic information effectively.
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Understanding the Fundamentals of Chicago Style
Geographic Citations

The Chicago Manual of Style, a widely respected authority on writing and citation, offers
detailed instructions for how to properly cite geographic information. The core principle
behind any citation, including those for geographic locations, is to provide sufficient
information for your reader to locate the original source of your information. For
geographic citations, this translates to giving enough detail about a place so that its
identity and context are unambiguous. This involves considering the specificity of the
location, its historical or administrative significance, and the format in which it is being
presented - whether in a footnote, endnote, or bibliography entry.

When engaging with Chicago style geographic citations, it's essential to remember that
the goal is not just to name a place but to contextualize it within the framework of your
research. This means that the level of detail required will vary depending on the nature of
your source and the purpose of your citation. A general mention of a city might suffice in
one instance, while a precise street address or even coordinates might be necessary in
another. The CMOS emphasizes consistency, so once you establish a method for citing
geographic information, it's important to adhere to it throughout your work.



Citing Specific Locations

Citing specific geographic locations in Chicago style requires careful attention to detail,
especially when the location is a particular building, an exact address, or a very localized
area. The aim is to be as precise as possible without becoming unnecessarily cumbersome.
For instance, when referring to a particular building at a known address, you would
typically include the street number and name, followed by the city, state (or
province/country), and postal code, if applicable. This level of detail is vital when the exact
location has significance for your argument.

Street Addresses and Buildings

When citing a source that originates from or describes a specific street address, Chicago
style encourages listing the full address. This typically includes the house or building
number, street name, city, state or province, and postal code. For example, a note might
reference a particular business located at “1600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW, Washington,
DC 20500.” This specificity is crucial if the exact physical location is a key piece of
evidence or the subject of analysis. Similarly, if the source itself is a physical object found
at a particular address, such as an archive or a landmark, this information should be
clearly presented.

Landmarks and Monuments

Citing well-known landmarks or monuments, such as parks, statues, or historical
buildings, follows a similar principle of specificity. While a general name might suffice for
widely recognized places, providing additional context such as the city and state can be
beneficial, especially if there are multiple places with the same name. For instance,
“Central Park, New York City” is usually sufficient, but if you were referencing a specific,
lesser-known monument within Central Park, you would need to be more detailed in your
description or in the accompanying source citation.

Citing Broader Geographic Areas

Often, your research will involve broader geographic areas, such as cities, regions, states,
or even countries. In these instances, the level of detail in your Chicago style geographic
citations will be less granular than for specific street addresses. The key is to provide
enough context for your reader to understand the scope of your reference without
overwhelming them with unnecessary information. The surrounding text and the overall
context of your work will often dictate the appropriate level of detail for these broader
locations.



Cities and Municipalities

When referring to a city, the standard practice is to include the city name followed by the
state, province, or country, depending on the context and potential for confusion. For
example, citing “Chicago, Illinois” is usually clear. However, if you are writing for an
international audience or if the city name is common in multiple regions, adding a country
might be necessary, such as “London, United Kingdom.” In bibliographical entries, the
order and formatting are standardized to ensure clarity and consistency.

States, Provinces, and Countries

Citing larger administrative or political divisions like states, provinces, or countries
typically involves simply stating their names. For example, “California” or “Ontario” or
“Japan.” If the context requires further disambiguation, you might add a larger
encompassing region or country, but this is less common for these levels of geographic
organization. The primary goal is to ensure that the reader clearly understands which
political or geographic entity is being referenced in relation to your research.

Regions and Continents

When discussing vast geographic areas like continents or broader regions (e.g., “the
Midwest,” “Southeast Asia”), the citation will usually consist of the name of the region or
continent. The context of your writing will define what is meant by these terms. For
instance, if you are discussing historical migration patterns within “North America,” the
term itself is sufficient. If you are citing a specific study about a particular sub-region, the
source document will provide the necessary granular details, which you will then reflect in
your citation.

Incorporating Geographic Data in Notes

Notes (footnotes or endnotes) in Chicago style are designed to provide supplementary
information or cite sources directly. When incorporating geographic data into notes, the
aim is to link the information presented in the text to its precise origin, including specific
locations where relevant. The format in notes often mirrors that of the bibliography but
can be slightly more abbreviated, depending on whether it's the first mention of a source
or a subsequent one.

First Reference Notes

In the first reference note to a source that includes geographic information, you should
provide full bibliographic details for that source, including as much relevant geographic



precision as is warranted by the source and your discussion. For example, if you are
referencing a historical document housed in a specific archive, the note would include the
archive's name, city, and state. If the document itself pertains to a particular location, that
location would also be clearly identified within the note.

Subsequent Reference Notes

For subsequent references to the same source, Chicago style allows for shortened notes.
These typically include the author's last name and a brief title of the work, followed by a
page number. If the geographic information is crucial and distinct from previous mentions,
you might need to reiterate it or provide page numbers where that specific geographic
data can be found within the source. However, the general principle is brevity while
maintaining clarity.

Representing Geographic Information in the
Bibliography

The bibliography is a comprehensive list of all sources cited in your work, presented in a
standardized format. When including sources that contain significant geographic data, the
bibliography entry must accurately reflect the source's publication details and, where
relevant, the geographic context of the information presented. The goal is to allow readers
to identify and retrieve the source easily.

Standard Bibliography Formatting

In general bibliography entries, geographic information is often included as part of the
publication details. For books, this means listing the city of publication, followed by the
publisher's name. If the book itself is about a specific geographic location or event that
occurred at a particular place, that information might be incorporated into the title or a
descriptive note if the publication city is not sufficiently illustrative. For articles or other
shorter works, the journal or publication venue's location might be noted.

Citing Maps and Atlases

When citing maps or atlases, the bibliographic entry should clearly identify the item as a
map or atlas. Key information to include is the title, the publisher, the place of publication,
and the date. If a specific edition or scale is important, that should also be noted. For
example, a citation for a map might look like: "Map of the Battle of Gettysburg, 1863.
Lithograph. Library of Congress, Washington, D.C." The emphasis remains on providing
enough data for the source to be located.



Special Considerations for Geographic Citations

Certain types of sources and situations present unique challenges when applying Chicago
style geographic citations. These often involve historical documents, digital resources, or
instances where precision is paramount but difficult to achieve. Adapting the standard
rules while maintaining clarity and accuracy is key in these scenarios.

Historical Documents and Archives

When citing historical documents, particularly those found in archives, the citation must
clearly identify the repository. This includes the name of the archive, the city and state
where it is located, and often the collection or fonds name and item number. For example:
"Records of the Chicago Historical Society, Manuscript Division, Chicago, IL. Box 15,
Folder 3." The geographic location of the archive itself becomes a critical piece of the
citation.

Digital and Online Geographic Resources

Citing online geographic resources, such as digital maps, geographic information systems
(GIS) data, or satellite imagery, requires a different approach. You will need to provide the
name of the resource, the website URL, and the date you accessed it. If a specific
geographic coordinate or area is central to your reference, you may need to describe it
clearly in your text or note. For example: "Esri, ‘World Imagery,' accessed October 26,
2023, [URL]." The accessibility of the resource is paramount.

Ambiguous or Undefined Locations

In cases where a geographic location is ambiguous or not precisely defined in the source,
you should use your best judgment to describe it accurately. If the source refers to a
general area without clear boundaries, you may need to use descriptive language or cite
the source that defines it. For example, instead of a precise city, you might cite "the
greater Chicago metropolitan area," if that is how the source refers to it. Always strive for
clarity and avoid making assumptions.

Common Pitfalls in Chicago Style Geographic
Citations

Navigating Chicago style geographic citations can sometimes lead to errors if not
approached with careful attention. Understanding these common pitfalls can help writers
avoid them and ensure the integrity of their citations. The core issue often revolves around



providing too little or too much detail, or failing to be consistent.

Inconsistent Levels of Specificity

One frequent error is the inconsistent application of detail. For example, citing one
building with a full street address while referring to another as simply "a structure in the
city." This inconsistency can confuse readers and undermine the author's credibility. It is
important to establish a standard for geographic detail early in the writing process and
adhere to it, adjusting only when the nature of the source or argument demands a change.

Lack of Context for Locations

Another pitfall is failing to provide sufficient context for geographic locations. Simply
naming a city or a region might not be enough if that name is common or if the specific
historical or political context is important. For instance, referring to "Springfield" without
specifying "Illinois" or "Massachusetts" can lead to confusion. Always ensure that the
geographic reference is unambiguous within the scope of your work.

Adhering to the principles of Chicago style geographic citations ensures that your
research is grounded in accurate and verifiable locations. By carefully considering the
specificity of each reference, whether it's a detailed street address or a broad continental
region, and by consistently applying the rules for notes and bibliographies, you empower
your readers to follow your arguments and trace your sources with confidence. Mastering
these details elevates the professionalism and academic rigor of your work.

FAQ

Q: How do I cite a specific building address in Chicago
style?

A: In Chicago style, when citing a specific building address, you should generally include
the full address: the street number and name, followed by the city, state (or
province/country), and postal code, if applicable and known. This level of detail is crucial
for precision, especially in notes. For example: "10 Downing Street, London SW1A 2AA,
United Kingdom."

Q: What is the difference between citing a city in a note
versus a bibliography entry?

A: In a note, the citation might be more abbreviated, especially for subsequent references
(e.g., "Chicago, IL"). In the bibliography, you would typically provide more complete



publication details, including the city of publication for books (e.g., "Chicago: University of
Chicago Press"). The essential geographic identifier (city, state/country) should always be
clear in both.

Q: How should I cite a historical map in Chicago style?

A: When citing a historical map, you should include the title of the map, the creator or
publisher, the place of publication, and the date. It's also advisable to mention the type of
map (e.g., lithograph, digital rendering) and where it can be found, such as an archive or
collection. For example: "Mercator, Gerardus. Nova et Aucta Orbis Terrae Descriptio ad
Usum Navigantium Emendate Accommodata. Duisburg, 1569. Library of Congress,
Geography and Map Division, Washington, D.C."

Q: What if a source mentions a geographic location
vaguely, like "the West"? How should I cite that in
Chicago style?

A: If a source uses a vague geographic term like "the West," you should cite it as it
appears in the source and provide context in your text or note. You might quote the phrase
directly and follow it with the source details. For example, if a diary entry states "traveled
west," and you're citing the diary, your citation would reflect the diary's source
information, and your text would explain what "west" likely refers to in that context.

Q: Do I need to include GPS coordinates when citing a
geographic location in Chicago style?

A: Generally, GPS coordinates are not required for standard Chicago style geographic
citations unless they are specifically relevant to your argument or provided by the source
itself and are essential for pinpointing a location with extreme accuracy. Standard address
and place names are usually sufficient for identification and retrieval of sources.

Q: How do I cite a specific building that doesn't have a
street address, like a historical ruin?

A: For historical ruins or sites without formal street addresses, you should describe the
location as accurately as possible. This might include the nearest town or landmark, the
park or preserve it's located within, and any identifying markers or monument numbers.
For example: "Ruins of Fort McHenry, Baltimore National Heritage Area, Baltimore,
Maryland."

Q: When citing a region like "the American Midwest," do
I need to define its boundaries?

A: You typically do not need to define the boundaries of a commonly understood region



like "the American Midwest" in the citation itself. The context of your research and your
textual explanation will clarify your usage. However, if your research hinges on a very
specific, perhaps non-standard, definition of a region, you should clearly define that
definition in your text and cite the source that establishes it.
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