
chicago style humanities paper
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected and comprehensive style guide,
particularly prevalent in academic writing across the humanities. Understanding how to properly
format a chicago style humanities paper is crucial for students and scholars aiming to present their
research with clarity, credibility, and adherence to academic conventions. This guide will delve into
the intricacies of Chicago style, covering everything from essential formatting elements and citation
methods to common pitfalls to avoid when drafting your paper. We will explore the nuances of both
footnote/endnote and author-date citation systems, crucial elements for any scholarly work, and
provide practical advice for ensuring your paper meets the rigorous standards expected in fields like
literature, history, philosophy, and art history. Mastering these details will not only enhance your
paper's readability but also demonstrate a deep understanding of scholarly discourse.
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Understanding the Core Principles of Chicago Style
The Chicago Manual of Style, often referred to simply as CMOS, provides a detailed framework for
academic writing. Its emphasis on clarity, consistency, and thoroughness makes it a favorite in the
humanities. Unlike some other style guides that are more prescriptive in their approach to content,
Chicago style focuses heavily on the mechanics of writing, including punctuation, grammar, and most
importantly for academic papers, citation. Its goal is to ensure that scholarly work is presented in a
clear, unambiguous manner, allowing readers to easily follow arguments and verify sources.

At its heart, Chicago style promotes a reader-friendly approach. This means that the formatting and
citation choices should always serve the purpose of making the content accessible and
understandable. Whether you are using the notes and bibliography system or the author-date system,
the ultimate aim is to provide your reader with all the necessary information to engage critically with
your research and to locate the sources you have consulted. This attention to detail is what sets
scholarly work apart and builds trust between the author and their audience.

Key Formatting Guidelines for a Chicago Style
Humanities Paper
Proper formatting is the first step in presenting a professional and credible chicago style humanities
paper. These guidelines apply to the overall structure and presentation of your document, ensuring a
consistent and organized appearance that aligns with academic expectations.



Margins, Spacing, and Font
The standard formatting for margins in a Chicago style paper is one inch on all sides of the page. This
includes the top, bottom, left, and right margins. This generous spacing helps to keep the text clean
and readable, and also provides room for annotations or feedback if necessary. The paper should be
double-spaced throughout, including the text, block quotations, and the bibliography or reference list.
Font choice is also important; a clear, readable font such as Times New Roman or Arial, in a 12-point
size, is generally recommended. Avoid overly decorative or small fonts that can hinder readability.

Title Page and Running Heads
While not all instructors require a separate title page, when one is used, it should be centered on the
page. It typically includes the paper's title, your name, the course name, the instructor's name, and
the date. A running head, also known as a page number, should appear on every page. In Chicago
style, the running head is usually placed in the upper right-hand corner of the page, starting with the
second page of the paper. Some variations might exist depending on specific departmental or
instructor guidelines, so always check your assignment prompt.

In-Text Citations vs. Endnotes/Footnotes
A defining characteristic of Chicago style is its flexibility regarding citation methods. Humanities
scholars typically choose between two primary systems: the notes and bibliography system, which
uses footnotes or endnotes for citations, and the author-date system, which uses parenthetical in-text
citations. The choice between these often depends on the specific discipline or the preferences of the
journal or institution. Both systems require a corresponding bibliography or reference list at the end of
the paper.

Block Quotations
When quoting material that is longer than four or five lines (the exact number can vary slightly based
on interpretation, but four lines is a common benchmark), it should be presented as a block quotation.
This means indenting the entire quotation from the left margin, typically by half an inch or one inch,
and omitting quotation marks. The citation for a block quotation follows the final punctuation mark of
the quote.

Navigating Chicago Style Citations: Notes and
Bibliography System
The notes and bibliography system is a cornerstone of Chicago style, widely favored in disciplines
such as history, art history, and literature. This method relies on superscript numbers within the text
to refer readers to detailed notes—either footnotes at the bottom of the page or endnotes at the end
of the paper—that provide citation information. A comprehensive bibliography then lists all the
sources cited in the paper, offering a complete overview of the research conducted.



Footnotes and Endnotes Explained
When you incorporate a direct quote, paraphrase, or specific idea from a source into your paper, you
will insert a superscript Arabic numeral at the end of the sentence or clause containing that
information. This number corresponds to a note in your footnote or endnote section. The first time a
source is cited, the note will contain full bibliographic information. Subsequent citations of the same
source will use a shortened format, typically including the author's last name, a shortened title, and
the page number.

Creating a Bibliography
The bibliography appears at the end of your chicago style humanities paper and lists all the sources
you have referenced. Entries are arranged alphabetically by the author's last name. Unlike the notes,
the bibliography typically uses a hanging indent, where the first line of each entry is flush with the left
margin, and subsequent lines are indented. The format for each entry—whether it's a book, journal
article, website, or other source—follows specific conventions outlined in the Chicago Manual of Style.
Accuracy and consistency in this section are paramount for scholarly integrity.

Exploring the Chicago Author-Date System
While the notes and bibliography system is common in many humanities fields, the author-date
system is also employed, particularly in some social science disciplines and within certain branches of
the humanities. This system uses parenthetical in-text citations to indicate the source and location of
information, making it very efficient for readers to locate the source material directly. It's a
streamlined approach that prioritizes immediate source attribution within the narrative flow of the
paper.

In-Text Parenthetical Citations
In the author-date system, each citation in the text consists of the author's last name and the year of
publication, enclosed in parentheses. For example, (Smith 2020). If you are referencing a specific part
of the work, you will also include the page number, such as (Smith 2020, 123). If the author's name is
mentioned in the text, it does not need to be repeated in the parenthetical citation, e.g., "As Smith
argues (2020, 123)...". This system aims to be concise and integrated into the prose.

The Reference List
Similar to the bibliography in the notes system, the author-date system requires a reference list at the
end of the paper. This list contains full bibliographic information for all sources cited in the text.
Entries are arranged alphabetically by author's last name. The primary difference from a Chicago
bibliography is the inclusion of the publication year immediately after the author's name, and the
absence of footnote or endnote numbers. This direct linking between in-text citations and the
reference list is the hallmark of this system.



Common Errors to Avoid in Chicago Style Humanities
Papers
Even with careful attention to detail, writers can sometimes overlook crucial elements of Chicago
style, leading to minor errors that can detract from the professionalism of their work. Being aware of
these common pitfalls can help you produce a more polished and accurate chicago style humanities
paper.

Inconsistent Citation Practices
One of the most frequent errors is inconsistency in how citations are formatted, both in the notes and
bibliography, or in the author-date system. This can manifest as variations in punctuation,
capitalization, the order of elements, or the inclusion/omission of certain details like DOIs for online
sources. Strict adherence to the chosen citation system, whether notes-bibliography or author-date, is
essential. Always consult the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style for definitive guidance on
specific source types.

Improper Formatting of Titles
The way titles of works are formatted is a key aspect of Chicago style. For example, titles of books
and journals are typically italicized, while titles of articles, chapters, and essays are enclosed in
quotation marks. Incorrectly applying these rules can lead to a disorganized appearance. Pay close
attention to the distinction between major works and their parts, as this dictates whether italics or
quotation marks are appropriate.

Oversights in Punctuation and Grammar
While Chicago style is known for its citation rules, it also has specific guidelines for punctuation and
grammar that can sometimes be overlooked. This includes the correct use of commas, semicolons,
em dashes, and the handling of possessives and plurals. Thorough proofreading for these mechanical
errors is as important as checking your citations. Ensuring your prose is grammatically sound and
punctuated correctly elevates the overall quality of your academic writing.

Mismanagement of Block Quotations and Paraphrases
Another common area for error is the integration and citation of direct quotes and paraphrases. Block
quotations must be formatted correctly with the appropriate indentation and without quotation marks.
When paraphrasing, it's crucial to rephrase the idea entirely in your own words and still provide a
citation, indicating the source from which the idea was drawn. Failing to do so can be considered
plagiarism, even if unintentional.



The Role of Clarity and Consistency in Your Paper
Ultimately, the most critical aspect of producing an effective chicago style humanities paper is the
commitment to clarity and consistency. Every formatting choice, citation, and stylistic decision should
contribute to making your argument accessible and your research verifiable. When readers can easily
follow your line of reasoning and trust the information presented, your scholarship has a far greater
impact.

Consistency is the bedrock of any reliable style guide. Whether it’s maintaining the same margin
width on every page, using the identical format for all book citations, or ensuring every note number
corresponds to its source, uniformity builds credibility. Inconsistent formatting signals a lack of
attention to detail, which can undermine the perceived rigor of your research. Therefore, dedicating
time to review your paper specifically for consistency across all elements is an indispensable part of
the writing process.

Clarity, on the other hand, ensures that your ideas are communicated effectively. This encompasses
not only the logical flow of your arguments but also the precise language you use. Chicago style's
emphasis on clear prose and accurate attribution helps achieve this. By adhering to its guidelines, you
create an environment where your ideas can be presented with precision, allowing your readers to
engage deeply with your subject matter without being sidetracked by structural or citation
ambiguities.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between the Chicago notes-
bibliography system and the author-date system for a
humanities paper?
A: The primary difference lies in how sources are cited within the text. The notes-bibliography system
uses superscript numbers that correspond to footnotes or endnotes, providing detailed citation
information. The author-date system uses parenthetical citations in the text, typically including the
author's last name and the publication year. Both systems require a comprehensive bibliography or
reference list at the end of the paper.

Q: Are there specific font recommendations for a Chicago
style humanities paper?
A: While Chicago style itself does not mandate a single font, it strongly recommends using a clear,
readable typeface. Commonly accepted choices include 12-point Times New Roman, Arial, or Calibri.
The key is readability and consistency throughout the document.

Q: How should I format my name and the course information
on the first page of my Chicago style paper?
A: Typically, on the first page (or a separate title page if required), your name, the course name, the
instructor's name, and the date are centered on the page. The title of the paper is usually centered



above this information. Always consult specific instructor guidelines for exact formatting preferences.

Q: When do I use italics versus quotation marks for titles in
Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style, titles of major works that stand alone, such as books, journals, websites, and
films, are italicized. Titles of shorter works that are part of a larger whole, like articles in journals,
chapters in books, essays, and poems, are placed within quotation marks.

Q: What is the purpose of a hanging indent in a Chicago style
bibliography?
A: A hanging indent is used in the bibliography to improve readability. The first line of each
bibliographic entry begins at the left margin, and all subsequent lines for that entry are indented. This
formatting makes it easier for the reader to scan the list and locate specific entries quickly.

Q: How do I cite a source for the first time versus subsequent
times in the notes-bibliography system?
A: The first time a source is cited in the notes-bibliography system, the footnote or endnote includes
full bibliographic details (author, title, publication information, page number). For subsequent
citations of the same source, a shortened note format is used, typically consisting of the author's last
name, a shortened title of the work, and the specific page number.

Q: Can I use a combination of footnotes and endnotes in my
Chicago style humanities paper?
A: No, you must choose either footnotes (appearing at the bottom of each page) or endnotes
(appearing at the end of the paper). You cannot mix both systems within a single document;
consistency is key.

Q: What is considered a "block quotation" in Chicago style,
and how is it formatted?
A: A block quotation is used for longer quotations, generally four or more lines of prose or three or
more lines of poetry. It is formatted by indenting the entire quotation from the left margin (usually by
half an inch or one inch), omitting the quotation marks, and placing the citation after the final
punctuation mark.

Q: How do I handle paraphrasing sources in a Chicago style
paper?
A: When paraphrasing, you are restating a source's ideas in your own words. Even though you are not



using the author's exact language, you must still provide a citation. In the notes-bibliography system,
this means including a note number and referring to the source in your notes. In the author-date
system, it requires a parenthetical citation with the author's name and year of publication, and often a
page number.

Q: Where can I find the most authoritative guidance on
Chicago style formatting for specific source types?
A: The definitive resource is The Chicago Manual of Style itself. For academic papers, it's also highly
advisable to consult any specific style guidelines provided by your professor, department, or the
publication you intend to submit to, as they may have minor variations or preferences.
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