chicago style writing styles

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a foundational guide for writers and editors across
numerous disciplines, and understanding its various writing styles is crucial for academic,
professional, and publishing success. This comprehensive article delves into the nuances of Chicago
style writing styles, exploring its two primary systems: author-date and notes-bibliography. We will
dissect their applications, explain the mechanics of in-text citations and bibliographical entries, and
highlight best practices for applying Chicago style consistently and accurately. Whether you are a
student preparing a research paper, a scholar submitting a manuscript, or a professional working in
publishing, mastering Chicago style is an indispensable skill.
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Understanding Chicago Style

Chicago style writing styles, as codified by The Chicago Manual of Style, represent a robust and
widely respected set of guidelines for manuscript preparation and citation. It offers a comprehensive
approach to presenting research and information clearly, consistently, and accurately. The Manual
itself, currently in its 17th edition, provides detailed instructions on everything from punctuation
and grammar to the intricacies of source citation. Its flexibility allows it to be adapted for a broad
spectrum of academic fields, from the humanities to the social sciences and even some natural
sciences.

The primary goal of Chicago style is to facilitate the reader's understanding and to give credit where
credit is due. By adhering to its conventions, writers can ensure their work is presented in a
professional manner, minimizing ambiguity and maximizing the credibility of their research. This
adherence also helps in avoiding plagiarism, a critical concern in academic and professional writing.
The Manual is renowned for its thoroughness, covering an extensive range of publication scenarios
and stylistic challenges.



The Two Major Chicago Style Writing Systems

At its core, the Chicago Manual of Style offers two distinct, yet related, citation and referencing
systems. These systems are designed to serve different types of publications and reader preferences.
Understanding the fundamental differences between them is the first step toward correctly applying
Chicago style to your writing projects.

The choice between these two systems often depends on the norms of a particular discipline or
publication. While both systems aim for clarity and proper attribution, they achieve these goals
through different mechanisms for in-text referencing and bibliography creation. Familiarity with
both will equip you to navigate a wider range of academic and publishing requirements.

The Notes-Bibliography System

The notes-bibliography system is the more traditional of the two Chicago style approaches. It is
favored in many humanities disciplines, such as literature, history, and art history. In this system,
information about sources is provided through numbered footnotes or endnotes, and a
comprehensive bibliography appears at the end of the work. This method allows for extensive
commentary and supplemental information to be included without interrupting the flow of the main
text.

This system allows authors to include detailed explanations, tangential thoughts, or additional
citations that might disrupt the narrative flow if placed directly in the main body of the text. The
sequential numbering of notes provides a clear link between the text and the source information,
making it easy for readers to trace the origins of ideas and specific pieces of evidence.

Key Components of the Notes-Bibliography System

The notes-bibliography system relies on two primary components for source attribution: footnotes or
endnotes and a bibliography. Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page where the citation is made,
while endnotes are collected at the end of the chapter or the entire work. The bibliography, found at
the very end of the document, is an alphabetical list of all sources consulted or cited.

Each note, whether a footnote or endnote, typically includes information about the source: author's
name, title of the work, publication details, and page number. The first citation of a source in the
notes is usually full, while subsequent citations are shortened. The bibliography, on the other hand,
provides a complete listing of all sources used, allowing readers to easily locate them for further
consultation.

How to Use Footnotes and Endnotes



When employing the notes-bibliography system, you will insert a superscript Arabic numeral into
your text at the point where a citation or explanatory note is needed. This numeral corresponds to a
corresponding note at the bottom of the page (footnote) or at the end of the document (endnote).
The first time a source is cited in a note, it requires a full bibliographic entry, including the author's
full name, title of the work in italics, publication information (city, publisher, year), and the specific
page number(s) referenced.

For subsequent citations of the same source, a shortened form is used. This typically includes the
author's last name, a shortened version of the title (if necessary to distinguish it from other works by
the same author), and the page number. The use of "ibid." (ibidem, meaning "in the same place") is
also common for consecutive citations of the same source and page. However, excessive reliance on
"ibid." can sometimes lead to confusion, so using the author-page format is often preferred for
clarity.

Creating a Bibliography in Notes-Bibliography Style

The bibliography, or works cited list, is a comprehensive alphabetical listing of all the sources that
were cited in the notes. It is placed at the end of the text. Unlike the notes, the bibliography does not
include page numbers for every mention of the source; instead, it provides the full publication
details. Entries in the bibliography are typically alphabetized by the author's last name.

The formatting of each entry in the bibliography closely mirrors the full citation format used in the
first note for that source, with some minor differences. For example, in a bibliography, the author's
last name appears first, followed by their first name. Book titles are italicized, and journal article
titles are enclosed in quotation marks. The goal is to provide complete and consistent information so
that any reader can locate the source with ease.

The Author-Date System

The author-date system is widely adopted in the social sciences and some natural sciences. Its
primary advantage is its conciseness within the text. Instead of footnotes or endnotes, citations are
embedded directly into the narrative, typically appearing in parentheses and including the author's
last name, the year of publication, and the page number(s) if a direct quote or specific information is
being referenced. This system is often preferred in fields where research builds rapidly and it's
important to highlight the temporal context of sources.

This system's streamlined approach to in-text citation allows readers to quickly identify the source
and the publication date of the information being presented. This is particularly useful in fields
where the evolution of ideas and the currency of research are paramount. The author-date system
aims to reduce the need for readers to constantly refer to separate notes sections.



Key Components of the Author-Date System

The author-date system also has two main components: in-text citations and a reference list. The in-
text citations are brief parenthetical references that appear directly within the body of the text. The
reference list, found at the end of the document, provides complete bibliographic details for all
sources cited in the text. This list is alphabetized by the author's last name.

The in-text citation serves as a brief pointer to the full entry in the reference list. The reference list
entry then provides all the necessary information for a reader to locate the original source. This two-
part structure ensures that sources are clearly attributed without disrupting the reading experience
significantly.

In-Text Citations in Author-Date Style

In the author-date system, in-text citations are usually placed within parentheses. They include the
author's last name and the year of publication. For example, (Smith 2020). If you are quoting
directly or referencing a specific passage, you must also include the page number, such as (Smith
2020, 45). If the author's name is mentioned in the sentence itself, only the year (and page number,
if applicable) needs to be included in parentheses, for instance, "As Smith (2020) argues..." or
"Smith (2020) notes that..."

When citing multiple works by the same author in the same year, they are distinguished by
appending lowercase letters to the year (e.g., 2020a, 2020b). If citing multiple sources within the
same parenthetical citation, they are listed in alphabetical order by author's last name, separated by
semicolons, such as (Jones 2019; Smith 2020).

Creating a Reference List in Author-Date Style

The reference list in the author-date system is an alphabetical listing of all sources cited in the text.
It is located at the end of the manuscript and is titled "References." Each entry provides full
bibliographic details. For a book, this typically includes the author's last name, first initial(s), the
year of publication in parentheses, the title of the book (italicized), and the place of publication and
publisher.

For journal articles, the reference list entry would include the author(s), year, article title (in
quotation marks), journal title (italicized), volume and issue numbers, and page range. Similar
formats apply to other source types like book chapters, websites, and reports, ensuring that each
entry contains sufficient information for a reader to retrieve the source. Consistency in formatting
across all entries is paramount.



When to Use Which Chicago Style System

The selection between the notes-bibliography system and the author-date system is largely dictated
by the conventions of the field or the specific requirements of the publisher or academic institution.
As a general rule, the humanities tend to favor the notes-bibliography system due to its capacity for
extensive annotation and its historical prevalence in those disciplines. This system allows for more
fluid prose, as detailed source information is separated from the main text.

Conversely, the author-date system is the standard in many social sciences and some scientific
disciplines. Its direct in-text citations provide immediate context for the information presented,
which can be beneficial in fields where the recency and lineage of research are particularly
important. Always consult the style guidelines provided by your professor, editor, or publisher to
determine the appropriate system to use.

Common Chicago Style Writing Elements

Beyond the primary citation systems, Chicago style offers a comprehensive set of rules for grammar,
punctuation, and manuscript formatting. Adhering to these guidelines ensures a polished and
professional presentation of your work. These elements contribute to the overall clarity, readability,
and authority of your writing, regardless of the citation system you employ.

Understanding these common elements is essential for anyone aiming to produce work that meets
Chicago style standards. They cover a broad range of stylistic choices that affect the consistency and
professionalism of a manuscript. From the proper use of commas to the way titles are presented,
these details matter.

Formatting Your Manuscript

Chicago style provides specific recommendations for manuscript formatting to ensure consistency
and readability. This includes guidelines for margins, spacing, font choices, and the presentation of
various textual elements. For example, it suggests double-spacing throughout the manuscript,
including block quotations and notes, with specific spacing around headings and other structural
elements.

The Manual also details how to format title pages, tables of contents, chapter beginnings, and the
placement of figures and tables. Consistent formatting makes a manuscript easier for editors to work
with and for readers to navigate. This meticulous attention to detail is a hallmark of professional
publishing.

Punctuation and Grammar in Chicago Style



Chicago style offers detailed guidance on a wide array of punctuation and grammar issues. This
includes its preferences for serial commas (the Oxford comma), the use of em dashes and en dashes,
the treatment of foreign words, and the capitalization of titles. The Manual aims for clarity and
consistency in grammatical expression.

For instance, Chicago style generally recommends the use of the serial comma in a series of three or
more items, believing it enhances clarity and prevents ambiguity. It also provides specific rules for
hyphenation, apostrophes, and the proper use of quotation marks, all designed to ensure that the
writer's intended meaning is conveyed accurately and unambiguously to the reader.

Citing Different Source Types

A significant strength of Chicago style is its detailed instructions for citing a vast array of source
types. This includes not only books and journal articles but also websites, interviews, films, social
media posts, and even unpublished materials. Each source type requires a specific format to ensure
that all necessary identifying information is provided.

For example, citing a website would typically involve the author (if known), the title of the specific
page or article, the website's name, the publication or last updated date, and a URL. Citing a book
chapter would differ, requiring the chapter author, chapter title, editor of the book, book title, and
publication details. Mastering these variations is crucial for accurate academic and professional
writing.

Essential Tips for Chicago Style Writing

To effectively implement Chicago style writing styles, consider these essential tips. First, always
consult the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style or a reliable abridged version if you are
unsure about a specific rule. Second, be consistent; once you choose a format for a particular
element, stick with it throughout your entire document.

Third, familiarize yourself with the specific requirements of your institution or publisher, as they
may have their own adaptations of Chicago style. Fourth, use citation management software if you
are dealing with a large number of sources; these tools can help maintain accuracy and consistency.
Finally, proofread meticulously, paying close attention to both the content and the formatting to
catch any errors in citation or style.

Effective Chicago style writing also involves understanding the purpose of each element. In-text
citations or notes serve to attribute specific ideas or facts to their original sources. The bibliography
or reference list allows readers to find these sources themselves. By carefully following the rules for
each, you contribute to the integrity and transparency of your research. Remember that clarity and
accuracy are the overarching goals, and these tips are designed to help you achieve them.

Ultimately, consistent and accurate application of Chicago style writing styles enhances the
credibility and professionalism of your work. It demonstrates a commitment to scholarly integrity



and facilitates the dissemination of information in a clear and accessible manner. By internalizing its
principles and applying them diligently, you can ensure your writing meets the highest standards of
academic and publishing excellence.

Frequently Asked Questions About Chicago Style
Writing Styles

Q: What is the main difference between the notes-bibliography
and author-date systems in Chicago style?

A: The main 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 citations in
the text containing the author's last name and the year of publication.

Q: Which academic fields typically use the notes-bibliography
system?

A: The notes-bibliography system is most commonly used in the humanities, such as literature,
history, art history, and philosophy.

Q: Which academic fields typically use the author-date
system?

A: The author-date system is widely adopted in the social sciences, including sociology, political
science, and psychology, as well as in some scientific disciplines.

Q: Can I mix and match elements from both Chicago style
systems in one document?

A: No, you should not mix and match. You must choose one system (either notes-bibliography or
author-date) and apply it consistently throughout your entire document according to the guidelines
of The Chicago Manual of Style.

Q: What is the purpose of the bibliography or reference list in
Chicago style?

A: The bibliography (for the notes-bibliography system) or reference list (for the author-date system)
provides a complete alphabetical listing of all sources that were cited in the text, allowing readers to
locate and consult the original materials.



Q: How do I cite multiple sources by the same author
published in the same year in the author-date system?

A: You distinguish them by appending lowercase letters (a, b, c, etc.) to the year of publication in
both the in-text citation and the reference list entry, for example, (Smith 2020a).

Q: Is the Oxford comma mandatory in Chicago style?

A: While not strictly mandatory in all instances, The Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends
the use of the serial (or Oxford) comma in a series of three or more items for clarity.

Q: Where can I find the most up-to-date guidelines for Chicago
style?

A: The definitive source is the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style, currently the 17th
edition. Shorter, abridged versions and online resources are also available.
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