
chicago style vs mla

chicago style vs mla are two of the most widely recognized and frequently used citation and style

guides in academic and professional writing. Understanding the nuances between these systems is

crucial for students, researchers, and writers aiming for clarity, consistency, and adherence to

academic standards. This comprehensive guide delves deep into the core differences, structural

components, and application scenarios of Chicago style and MLA style, empowering you to choose the

most appropriate guide for your work and execute it flawlessly. We will explore their historical origins,

in-text citation methods, bibliography and works cited formatting, as well as their typical disciplinary

applications, providing a clear roadmap to navigate the complexities of academic referencing.
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Understanding the Core Differences of Chicago Style vs MLA

The fundamental divergence between Chicago style and MLA style lies in their philosophical

underpinnings and the specific disciplines they primarily serve. While both aim to provide clear and

consistent methods for citing sources and formatting documents, their approaches to presenting this

information differ significantly. Chicago style, known for its flexibility, offers two distinct systems: the

Notes-Bibliography system and the Author-Date system. MLA style, on the other hand, is more



singularly focused on parenthetical in-text citations and a Works Cited page, commonly found in the

humanities.

The choice between Chicago style and MLA style is often dictated by the academic field or the specific

requirements of an institution or publication. This distinction is not arbitrary; it reflects the historical

development and the practical needs of different scholarly communities. Mastery of both, or at least a

thorough understanding of the one most relevant to your writing, is an essential skill for academic

integrity and effective scholarly communication.

Historical Context and Development

The University of Chicago Press developed the Chicago Manual of Style, first published in 1906, with

the goal of establishing a consistent and comprehensive set of rules for publishing. Over time, it has

evolved to encompass a wide range of stylistic issues beyond just citation, including grammar,

punctuation, and manuscript preparation. Its emphasis on detailed documentation and its dual citation

systems make it a versatile guide.

The Modern Language Association (MLA) developed its own style guide, with the first edition

appearing in 1957. It was specifically designed to meet the needs of scholars in literature and

languages, prioritizing authorial voice and the flow of prose. The MLA Handbook has undergone

numerous revisions to adapt to new technologies and evolving scholarly practices, particularly

concerning digital sources.

Chicago Style: In-Depth Exploration

Chicago style is renowned for its comprehensive nature and its provision of two distinct citation

systems, offering considerable flexibility. Writers can choose between the Notes-Bibliography system



and the Author-Date system, depending on the demands of their field or specific project. This

adaptability is one of its most significant strengths.

The Notes-Bibliography System

The Notes-Bibliography system is characterized by the use of numbered footnotes or endnotes to cite

sources within the text. Each note provides detailed citation information the first time a source is

referenced, and subsequent citations of the same source can be shortened. This system is favored in

disciplines such as history, literature, and the arts, where extensive commentary and authorial asides

are common.

A corresponding bibliography appears at the end of the document, listing all sources cited in the notes.

The bibliography is organized alphabetically by author's last name. The detailed notes allow for

tangents and elaborations without disrupting the main text, while the bibliography provides a

comprehensive overview of the research undertaken.

The Author-Date System

The Author-Date system, as the name suggests, uses parenthetical citations that include the author's

last name and the publication year. For instance, a citation might appear as (Smith 2022). This method

is more common in the social sciences and some natural sciences, where timely research and the

ability to quickly locate sources are paramount. It allows readers to readily identify the source of

information without extensive foot or endnotes interrupting the reading flow.

Similar to the Notes-Bibliography system, the Author-Date system also requires a reference list at the

end of the document. This reference list includes all sources cited in the text, alphabetized by author's

last name. The format of the entries in the reference list closely mirrors that of the bibliography in the

Notes-Bibliography system, ensuring consistency in source presentation.



Chicago Style Formatting for Books and Articles

Regardless of the chosen system, Chicago style maintains specific formatting rules for different types

of sources. For a book in the Notes-Bibliography system, a full note might look like this: John Smith,

The History of Chicago (New York: Publisher Name, 2021), 45. A shortened note would be Smith,

History of Chicago, 78. The bibliography entry would be Smith, John. The History of Chicago. New

York: Publisher Name, 2021.

For a journal article in the Notes-Bibliography system, a full note could be: Jane Doe, "Modern Urban

Development," Journal of Sociology 25, no. 2 (2023): 112-130. A shortened note: Doe, "Modern Urban

Development," 118. The bibliography entry: Doe, Jane. "Modern Urban Development." Journal of

Sociology 25, no. 2 (2023): 112-130.

In the Author-Date system, the in-text citation for the book would be (Smith 2021, 45). The reference

list entry would be: Smith, John. 2021. The History of Chicago. New York: Publisher Name. For the

journal article: (Doe 2023, 118). The reference list entry: Doe, Jane. 2023. "Modern Urban

Development." Journal of Sociology 25 (2): 112-130.

MLA Style: In-Depth Exploration

MLA style is predominantly used in the fields of language and literature, as well as in other humanities

disciplines. Its core focus is on providing a streamlined citation process that minimizes disruption to the

reader's experience of the text. This is achieved through a system of parenthetical in-text citations and

a comprehensive Works Cited list.



Parenthetical In-Text Citations in MLA

The hallmark of MLA style is its parenthetical in-text citation system. When a writer references a

source, they include the author's last name and the page number in parentheses immediately after the

quote or paraphrase. For example: (Smith 45). If the author's name is mentioned in the sentence, only

the page number is needed: Smith notes that this is a crucial point (45).

This approach allows readers to quickly locate the source of information within the main body of the

text. It is designed to be unobtrusive, allowing the author to maintain the flow of their argument without

significant interruption. For sources without page numbers, such as websites or interviews, other

identifiers may be used, such as paragraph numbers or section titles.

The Works Cited Page

Following the body of the paper, MLA style requires a Works Cited page. This page lists all the

sources that have been cited in the text, presented in alphabetical order by the author's last name.

Each entry on the Works Cited page provides complete publication details for the source.

The structure of a Works Cited entry is crucial. For a book, the typical format is: Last Name, First

Name. Title of Book. Publisher, Year of Publication.

For a journal article, the format is generally: Last Name, First Name. "Title of Article." Title of Journal,

vol. Volume Number, no. Issue Number, Year of Publication, pp. Page Range.

The MLA Handbook provides specific guidelines for a wide array of source types, including websites,

films, interviews, and more, ensuring consistency across diverse research materials.



Key Differences in Practice

The most apparent difference between Chicago style and MLA style is their approach to in-text

citations. Chicago's Notes-Bibliography system uses footnotes or endnotes, offering more space for

explanatory text, while the Author-Date system provides a brief author-date reference. MLA,

conversely, relies solely on parenthetical author-page number citations.

Another significant distinction lies in the backend documentation. Chicago's Notes-Bibliography system

uses a Bibliography, while its Author-Date system uses a Reference list. Both are alphabetical listings

of sources. MLA uses a Works Cited page. The exact formatting and required elements for each entry

can vary between the styles, even for the same type of source.

For example, the publication year's placement differs. In MLA, the publication year typically comes at

the end of the entry for books. In Chicago's Notes-Bibliography system, it's placed after the publisher.

In Chicago's Author-Date system, the year immediately follows the author's name.

Here's a summary of key formatting differences for a book:

Chicago (Notes-Bibliography): In-text note: 1. John Smith, The History of Chicago (New York:

Publisher Name, 2021), 45. Bibliography entry: Smith, John. The History of Chicago. New York:

Publisher Name, 2021.

Chicago (Author-Date): In-text citation: (Smith 2021, 45). Reference list entry: Smith, John. 2021.

The History of Chicago. New York: Publisher Name.

MLA: In-text citation: (Smith 45). Works Cited entry: Smith, John. The History of Chicago.

Publisher Name, 2021.



Choosing the Right Style for Your Work

The decision of whether to use Chicago style or MLA style is rarely a personal preference; it is almost

always dictated by the requirements of the assignment, your professor, or the publication you are

submitting to. Many university courses will specify which style guide students should adhere to for their

papers. Similarly, academic journals and conferences typically have explicit style guidelines for

submissions.

Generally, MLA style is the standard for research papers in the humanities, particularly in English,

literature, modern languages, and cultural studies. Its focus on the author's narrative and easy access

to source information within the text aligns well with the analytical and interpretive nature of these

fields.

Chicago style, with its dual systems, offers broader applicability. The Notes-Bibliography system is

frequently adopted in history, art history, and other humanities disciplines that may benefit from

extensive annotation. The Author-Date system is more prevalent in the social sciences, such as

sociology, political science, and economics, where referencing contemporary research and data is

crucial.

Always consult your instructor or the submission guidelines for the most accurate direction. Deviating

from the required style can lead to penalties or rejection of your work. Understanding the underlying

principles of each style, however, will make it easier to adapt if you encounter different requirements in

the future.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

One of the most frequent errors when dealing with academic citation styles is inconsistency. Whether

using Chicago or MLA, maintaining a uniform format for all citations of the same source type is



essential. This includes the capitalization of titles, the use of italics, punctuation, and the order of

elements within an entry.

Another common mistake is failing to cite all sources properly. This can lead to accusations of

plagiarism, even if unintentional. It is crucial to meticulously track all borrowed ideas, quotes, and data,

and to ensure they are correctly attributed according to the specified style guide.

Incorrectly formatting specific source types is also a frequent issue. The sheer variety of materials

consulted – books, journal articles, websites, interviews, and more – means that each requires precise

formatting. Relying on templates without understanding the rules can lead to errors.

To avoid these pitfalls:

Always have a copy of the official style guide (e.g., The Chicago Manual of Style or the MLA

Handbook) readily accessible.

Utilize citation management software, but always double-check the generated citations for

accuracy.

Proofread your citations as carefully as you proofread your prose.

When in doubt, consult your instructor or a writing center for clarification.

Pay close attention to the specific requirements of your assignment or publication.

By being diligent and meticulous, you can ensure that your citations are accurate, consistent, and

adhere to the highest academic standards, whether you are working with Chicago style or MLA style.



FAQ

Q: Which style is more commonly used in high school?

A: In high school, MLA style is generally more common for essays and research papers, especially in

English and literature classes. However, some social studies or science classes might introduce

students to Chicago or APA styles. It's always best to confirm the specific requirements with your

teacher.

Q: Does Chicago style allow for digital citation flexibility similar to

MLA?

A: Yes, both Chicago style and MLA style have evolved to address the complexities of citing digital

sources. MLA provides specific guidelines for citing online articles, websites, social media, and other

digital content, often focusing on stable identifiers like URLs or DOIs. Chicago style, through its

extensive manual, also offers detailed instructions for various digital formats, ensuring that electronic

resources are cited comprehensively in both its Notes-Bibliography and Author-Date systems.

Q: When would I choose Chicago style over MLA style for a history

paper?

A: For a history paper, Chicago style, particularly the Notes-Bibliography system, is often preferred.

This is because the detailed footnotes or endnotes allow historians to provide extensive commentary,

delve into secondary debates, or offer supplementary information without interrupting the main

narrative flow of the essay. The bibliography also serves as a thorough record of the historical sources

consulted.



Q: How does the placement of the publication year differ between

Chicago Author-Date and MLA?

A: The placement of the publication year is a key differentiator. In Chicago's Author-Date system, the

publication year immediately follows the author's name in both in-text citations (e.g., Smith 2021) and

reference list entries (e.g., Smith, John. 2021. Book Title.). In MLA style, the publication year typically

appears towards the end of the citation on the Works Cited page, after the publisher's name for books

(e.g., Smith, John. Book Title. Publisher, 2021.).

Q: Is one style considered more formal than the other?

A: Neither Chicago nor MLA style is inherently more formal than the other; they simply serve different

academic needs and conventions. Chicago's Notes-Bibliography system can sometimes be perceived

as more formal due to the presence of extensive footnotes/endnotes, which can add a layer of

scholarly depth and elaboration. MLA's parenthetical system is designed for conciseness within the

text, making it efficient for readers in fields where extensive annotation might be less common.

Q: How do I cite a source that has no author in Chicago vs MLA?

A: In Chicago style (both systems), if a source has no author, the citation begins with the title of the

work. For example, in a bibliography entry, it would be Title of Work. In MLA style, you also start with

the title of the work, which is then followed by publication information, and the in-text citation would

use a shortened version of the title.

Q: Can I mix Chicago and MLA citation styles within the same

document?

A: No, you should never mix Chicago and MLA citation styles within the same document. Consistency

is paramount in academic writing. You must choose one style and adhere to all its rules for every

citation and formatting element throughout your entire paper. Mixing styles will be seen as a significant



error in academic presentation.
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