
History of Citation Systems

According to Etymonline.com ‘cite’ comes from Latin citationem (nominative citatio) “a 
command,” noun of action from past participle stem of citare “to summon, urge, call; put in 
sudden motion, call forward; rouse, excite”. From around 1300, it came to mean “summons, 
written notice to appear.” From the 1540s it referred to “passage cited, quotation” and the act 
of citing or quoting a passage from a book, etc. is from the1650s with use in law as “a 
reference to decided cases or statutes.” The use as a mention in an official dispatch is from 
1918.  [1] 

Citation Systems Today

Citations Systems today are academic mechanisms for explicitly linking to references in an 
academic paper. To understand the state of citation system today in order to better design 
improvements it’s worth looking at their history. 

Citations are a means through which the author can explicitly link, or connect, to external 
sources for further information, and as such have been part of the history of glossing, 
including marginalia and footnotes and to do so without impending flow of reading, in order 
to further shape the experience of the reader, as the religious wars over bible editions attest 
(below). My primary research interest is to find out how best to aid the student’s ability to 
learn and to present the basis for their learning. According to MIT, there are four primary 
reasons to cite work: To show your readers that you have done your research, to give credit to 
others for work they have done, to point your readers to sources that may be useful to them 
and to allow your readers to check your sources, if there are questions  [2].

Citing in Print

Although sources have always been cited in some form of other  [3] , through direct mention 
of others or through allusions the reader is expected to understand, we can look to the 
beginning of printing for the origins of citation ‘systems’. The act of glossing printed 
documents took more than two decades after Gutenberg’s first print, when in Venice in 1481, 
printers of Horace use the margins for commentary  [4]  [5]. It was during the renaissance, 
with the rise of humanism that these systems began to coalesce, to proliferate, and to disagree  



[6]. Connors further points out that “ ︎Writers were beginning to realize that they had rhetorical 
choices to make about their uses of notes and annotations, and that the typographic structures 
they chose would mark them as members of one or another kind of discourse community.”

Walter Ong wrote that “print situates words in space more relentlessly then writing ever did. 
Writing moves words from the sound world to the world of visual space, but print locks 
words into position in this space. Control of position is everything in Print”  [7]. Seldom do I 
see more of an invitation to a duel than this statement! As the story of citations unfold, we 
will come across noble starts increasingly intertwined with lazy futures. Today, with digital 
text, we stand to extract the noble and leave behind the lazy. The question we will have to ask 
is “how?” and “which purpose?”

Humanism, The Renaissance & Root of Citations

Francesco Petrarch/Petrarca (1304–1374), the father of humanism, revived enthusiasm for 
ancient Roman thinkers  [8]. His philosophy can in part be summarised as: “walking forwards 
in the radiance of the past,” though I cannot find any citation for this. His love of ‘the 
ancients’ came from what the ancients had written and hence the fuel and growth of 
humanism unfolded from the pages of books (in manuscript form since printing was still on a 
few decades away during his lifetime): “I cannot have a sufficiency of books. Indeed, I have 
more than I should... Books give utter delight: they talk with us... and are bound to us by 
lively and witty intimacy, and do not just insinuate themselves alone on their readers but 
present the names of others, and each one creates a longing for another”  [9]. As humanism 
was fuelled by a Greek revival (brought about by the fall of Constantinople causing greek 
scholars to flee west  [10] ), thinkers like Giannozzo Manetti (1396–1459) described the duty 
of humanity as being to act and to understand  [11]. This is someone who understood the 
value of text BTW, he also wrote: “Ours are all the kinds of different languages and various 
alphabets, and the more we realise how indispensable it is to have the use of them, the more 
forcefully are we compelled to be amazed and marvel at them”. Cicero (106 BC –  43 BC) 
had pronounced that the study of philosophy and moral conduct was “the highest and most 
honorable of pursuits”. “Pious men begin to realize that piety can be practiced here on Earth, 
so many humanist scholars, who are at the same time highly religious, invest themselves in 
making society a better place to be”  [12]. The humanists set up schools in order to inspire the 
youth, outside of the religious schools of the church though the humanists did not reject the 
church (though the writings of the ancient romans were ignored by the church since they 



were pagans). The humanist view of life was powered by the books. There could be no 
humanism without books  [13] since it was around the books the discourse of interpretations 
of the ancients took place. 

> We can see glimmers of this world view in Doug Engelbart and his pursuit of augmenting 
the human intellect and in his contemporaries, having emerged from the shadow of the 
Second World War with a new world of communication technologies awaiting their use <



Religious Developments

The progress of how additional information should be presented was not straightforward and 
not everyone was happy about including such extras, such as in this pamphlet from 1596 
when citations were not standardised but simply part of the glossing of documents for extra 
information in general:

What, make an Errata in the midst of my Booke, and have my margent bescratcht 
(like a Merchants booke) with these roguish Arsemetrique gibbets or flesh-
hookes, and cyphers or round oos, lyke pismeeres egges? Content your selfe, I 
will never do it: or if I were ever minded to doo it, I could not, since, (as I told 
you some leaves before,) in more than a quarter of that his tumbrell of 
Confutation, he hath left the Pages unfigured; foreseeing by devination (belike) 
that I should come to disfigure them.

Thomas Nashe 

Great Bible (1539)

Early citation systems went in all directions and contained marginalia with strong political 
and religious agendas so Henry the 8th (Catholic until he needed to remarry so created the 
Church of England) organised the printing of the Great Bible  [14] which at first completely 
banned any glossing since protestants wanted to shake free of the accumulation of Catholic 
interpretations. The main editor, Myles Coverdale, settled on a system of small pointing 
hands to indicate where there would be glossing, with endnotes. He did want to go further, 
with further signs, but the king did not allow this. He wanted to use a three-leaf clover to 
indicate “vpon the same texte there is diuersite of redynge amonge the hebrues, Caldees and 
Grekes and latenystes” a feather, showing “that the sentence written in small letters is not in 
the hebrue or Caldee, but in the latyn,” and finally the dagger, indicating that “the same texte 
which followeth it, is also alledged of christ or of some apostle in the newe testament”  [15] 

Geneva Bible (1557/60)

The Geneva Bible was in English but printed outside of Britain so so did not need to be 
fearful of state approval and contained a large amount of glossing, giving Protestants ample 



space to point out their differences to Catholicism. It was printed in a smaller size and was 
sold at a very low price, being affordable to even the poorest labourers   [16]. It was the 
primary Bible of 16th-century English Protestantism and displaced the Great Bible through 
it’s more evocative language  [17].

Bishops' Bible (1568)

Changes to citation styles were part subjective and part tied to the new medium of print, with 
paper costs increasing and thus getting more text on a page mattered more than ever, thus 
leaving less space for margin gloss, culminating in the use of footnotes late 16th century 
when Richard Jugge, the Queen’s Printer in England who, when printing the Anglican Bible, 
the Bishops' Bible in 1568 to to replace the more radical Calvinist  Genevan Bible, employing 
footnotes as a convenience, neither as a research project or as a humanising aside  [18]. This 
bible would used as the base for the King James Bible in 1611.



Towards Modern Times

As time moves on scholars gradually develop their methods and there is a growing emphasis 
on reliable evidence to back up every assertion  [19]. Not everyone agreed with the utility of 
citations however. In the preface to Don Quixote, published in parts from 1605 and 1615, 
Miguel de Cervantes writes about his concerns over the shortcomings of the book which 
today some, including Harold Bloom  [20] consider the first truly modern novel. He 
complains to a friend that the book is “dry as a bone, devoid of invention, meaner in style, 
poor in conceits, wholly wanting in learning and doctrine, without quotations in the margins 
or annotations at the end, after the fashion of other books I see, which, though on fictitious 
and profane subjects, as so full of maxims from Aristotle and Plato and the whole herd of 
philosophers that they fill their readers with amazement and convince them that the authors 
are men of learning, education and eloquence.” His friend replies: “…all you have to do is for 
in any sentence or scraps of Latin you may happen to know by heart, or at any rate that will 
not give you much trouble to look up.” He continues: “Let us now come to reference to 
authors, which other books have and you need for yours. The remedy for this is very simple; 
you have only to look up some book the quotes them from A to Z, as you say your self, and 
then insert the very same list in your book…”  [21] This is clearly a sentiment echoed by 
many students and critics of academia today. 



Academic Citations

Scholarship is not done in a vacuum. Scholarship is the collective practice of building on 
previous work woven in rich and non-linear tapestry to create a linear academic argument as 
a node in the virtual academic knowledge graph, the sources of which can be followed by the 
next scholar to contribute to the academic discourse.

All the modern citation styles can be divided in to two categories by how the citations appear 
in the document: Either by Author-Date, where the name of the author is shown in brackets 
followed by the year of publication, or through Author-Number, where the citation is 
referred to by a superscript number or a number in hard or soft brackets. All the variants 
concern how the References or Bibliography displays the cited sources (varying with 
punctuation, casing of titles, and italic), something which has no bearing on digital retrieval 
of the sources, they are purely cosmetic to indicate  different professional memberships.

Author-Date

1881 Harvard 

In 1881 what came to be called the ‘Harvard Citation Style’ (author date with alphabetical 
Bibliography) was introduced in a paper on embryogenesis of the common garden slug, 
Limaxcampestris by Edward Laurens Mark, director of Harvard’s Zoological Laboratory  
[22]. According to an article in the British Medical Journal in 1945 however, the name was 
likely applied by an English visitor to Harvard, though this is not confirmed. The system was 
original for use in a scientific paper but it’s worth noting that the catalog system used in the 
Library of Harvard's Museum of Comparative Zoology used–and uses–author, year and title 
filing. The system has varied greatly by who uses it however, something we see today in the 
myriad of ‘correct’ Harvard styles  [23] 



Limaxcampestris. Mark, 1881.
 

For example, then the main documented version is the American Psychological Association 
style  [24] (discussed below) however, The Modern Languages Association  [25] includes the 
author’s name, but no date. Some authorities on citation styles  [26] refer to ‘The Harvard 
System’ but have separate sections on APA (discussed below) and MLA styles. Others  [27] 
however understands the problem with the term and refers to British Standards Institution 
instead  [28].

On the timeline, it was only in 195, almost 30 years after the first version of the publication 
manual  [29], that the APA adopted The Harvard System and changes have accumulated ever 
since, with a good overview at http://www.uefap.net/blog/?p=491 

Although it originated in biology and is still used by some biology journals, including Cell  
[30], it is now more common in humanities, history, and social science. 

1906 Chicago Manual of Style/CMOS

“The history of The Chicago Manual of Style spans more than one hundred years, beginning 
in 1891 when the University of Chicago Press first opened its doors. At that time, the Press 
had its own composing room with experienced typesetters who were required to set complex 
scientific material as well as work in such then-exotic fonts as Hebrew and Ethiopic. 
Professors brought their handwritten manuscripts directly to the compositors, who did their 
best to decipher them. The compositors then passed the proofs to the “brainery”—the 



proofreaders who corrected typographical errors and edited for stylistic inconsistencies. To 
bring a common set of rules to the process, the staff of the composing room drew up a style 
sheet, which was then passed on to the rest of the university community.

Even at such an early stage, “the University Press style book and style sheet” was considered 
important enough to be preserved, along with other items from the Press’s early years, in the 
cornerstone of the new Press building in 1903.”

https://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/help-tools/about.html 

CMOS was published in a 203 page volume in 1906, under the title Manual of Style: Being a 
compilation of the typographical rules in force at the University of Chicago Press, to which 
are appended specimens of type in use. Changes in the manual are outlined here, with 
information taken from the official CMOS website, https://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/
help-tools/about.html : The 13th edition (1982) finally makes the name The Chicago Manual 
of Style. This edition was the first to address the use of computers and word processors. The 
14th edition (1993) addressed more systematically the role of computers in writing, editing, 
and publishing. The 15th edition (2003) for the first time, was created with the help an 
advisory board to help them address the cultural and professional shifts brought about by the 
web. The 16th edition (2010) “brought Chicago style fully into the digital age”.

1937 Turabian At the University of Chicago

In 1893 Kate Larimore was born in in Chicago. Even though she was academically inclined 
she could not continue into higher education due to illness. Instead she became a secretary 
and typist. She got married to Stephen Turabian and became a secretary at the University of 
Chicago, where she became responsible for dealing with records of doctoral theses for which, 
in 1937, she eventually wrote a ‘slender pamphlet’  [31] to help the students get their 
presentations to the correct academic level. It would would eventually become the Manual 
for Writers of Research Papers, Theses, and Dissertations, the source that documents the 
parameters of the style commonly known today as ‘Turabian’. The work was the result of 
frustration, as she told a newspaper in 1958: “I learned early that modern young people have 
ideas of their own on grammar and punctuation. I also soon discovered that I was talking to a 
blank wall when I talked about parts of speech. They didn’t even understand me.”  [32]. Her 
Manual for Writers  [33] is still going strong, with over 9 million copies sold. 



It is worth noting that her manual is not the same as the CMOS though it does follow it 
closely  [34]. Her first edition corresponded to the 10th edition of the CMOS. The 9th edition 
of her manual corresponds with the 7th edition of CMOS.

APA

The American Psychological Association (APA) style is a variant of Author-Date used in 
most social sciences courses. 

MLA

The Modern Language Association (MLA) is the principal professional association in the 
United States for scholars of language and literature.  is a style of documentation that may be 
applied to many different types of writing.The MLA Handbook grew out of the initial MLA 
Style Sheet of 1951  [35].

Author-Number

Vancouver/Numerical

The numerical system, of showing only a number in the body text, either in hard or soft 
brackets or superscript or in brackets superscript, comes from the medical profession. In 1978 
a group of editors from the International Committee of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE), had 
a meeting in Vancouver, Canada, resulting in the Uniform Requirements for Manuscripts 
Submitted to Biomedical Journals (URMs), based on an earlier tradition now largely lost in 
the mist of time, with no citations available



Digital Citation Systems

Digital Citations Systems exist both to augment the users’ ability manage their research 
literature, which can clearly be a good thing, but also because PDF documents, whether old 
or modern, very rarely contain any useful metadata and the name of the PDF document has 
no bearing on the document’s title, authors or anything else. This can be seen on any 
document downloaded from the ACM Digital Library for example. 

The major Citation Management Systems available today are RefWorks, Zotero, Mendeley, 
and Endnote. 

EndNote by Clarivate Analytics, a large analytics company, includes a macOS client.

RefWorks by Ex Libris is web based and is part of a large suite of tools.

Zotero is free and open-source with a macOS client. 

Mendeley by Elsevier is the latest service. 

These systems are all based on using their internal databases for the actual work, with any 
imported PDFs being stored for the user to read and annotate but the data about each PDF is 
in the database and is no appended to the PDF. A repercussion of this is that these are closed 
systems with only explicit import and export options to move bibliographic data around and 
annotations, such as simple highlights, do not have a value in search; for example, a user 
cannot search documents based on highlighted keywords. 

These limitations are explicitly what led to my development of Reader to take advantage of 
the visual-meta approach, as shown in this promotional demo for visual meta: https://
youtu.be/rjeEPnPzD6c and this demo of the most current version, 1.5: https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=JlS2p2WrS6U&feature=youtu.be The aim of the visual-meta 
design is to bypass the cosmetics of citation systems while presenting citations in the manner 
institutions prefer while providing richer interactions through documents having more 
knowledge about what they contain and how they connect. 



Conclusion

Citation Systems emerged from an environment of increased individual responsibility based 
on reflections on writings of the ancients (thinkers before Christ) and soon also became about 
identity and become reduced to mere stamps at the end of works which often are not 
reflective of the author’s research or inspirations. 

21st Century Citations

So where do we go from here and how can we go from here? We have to start with accepting 
that we are living in a technological constraint of PDF and a social constraint of academic 
cosmetic traditions. The first thing we can do is to improve PDF viewer software to present 
the text in whatever way the reader prefers to see it, including the style of citations. We can 
further provide the ‘magic’ of digital substrate to use Alan Kay’s language  [36], to augment 
the way the reader can interact with the citations in the document, to sort the connective 
tissue of what we may think of as real and useful citations from the gristle of padding and 
lazily copied lists. 

To go forward we need to collectively define what we mean by citations and what we want it 
to be. I suggest the basic proposition that: The core act of citing is to present in some form 
knowledge external to the document at hand, for any of the reasons mentioned in the 
introduction to this section.

Relation to my own Research

In my work I address the act of citing from the explicit and implicit perspective. Explicit 
citations are improved through the visual-meta system, which I aim to demonstrate the utility 
of in this thesis. I also design and implement for implicit linking, such as Doug Engelbart 
referred to as example a word’s entry in a dictionary  [37] through the ‘Liquid’ tool.



Suggested Requirements for Improvement

Having gone through the history of citations, in moving forward, the requirement based on 
the use of citation systems over the last decades become clear:

1)   User-Creator : Make the process of citing quick and easy (for a basic trained user, as all 
interactions I work on aim to be–if someone is not interested in learning how to use tools I 
cannot build tools for them)

2)   Technical : To enable the core act of citing in the most efficient (not resource intensive) 
and robust manner (useful over time and over changes in technology) 

3)   Institution : Have the final citation system presented according to their current 
requirements (though I have to admit that my personal hope is that the ‘club’ aspect of 
citations will lessen in importance over time)

4)   User-Reader : Make the process of checking citing quick and easy (through retrieval of 
sources and useful views of connections)

It would seem that modern computer system are capable on delivering on all these counts–
and many efforts have been put into place to deliver on these requirements but it is clear from 
my user survey and dialog with academics that we are nowhere near where we need to be.

Addressing

Citations are a category of connection which the author wants to make clear but since the 
source is not inside the document, connections may break over time, with either implicit or 
explicit links and as such a key aspect of citing becomes that of Addressing. In the ‘Timeline’ 
section of the book I am editing’ The Future of Text, I have added events without explicit 
links or citations but I have checked that searching based on that text results in useful sources 
to check the veracity of the items–in other words explicitly supporting implicit links: https://
www.dropbox.com/s/91d3fi68dbh0s5r/
21%20April%20FoT%20Book%20FOR%20PDF%20.pdf?dl=0 



Future work on the thesis 

21st Century Citation Survey

I suggest that a next step for my PhD work should be to solicit academics to find their 
definition of what they want citations to be, by creating a survey with elements to choose 
from and freeform text to enter for further information.

Initial Questions for Academic Advisors

How important is it:

That the citation looks correctly formatted?

To be able to see if the student has cited the right amount of and right type of documents?

To be able to verify if a cited source is correct?

& etc.

Next Chapters 

Addressing will be expanded upon and linking in Hypertext will be explored next, with a 
foundation in the The Significance of Linking paper by Paul H. Lewis, Wendy Hall, Leslie A. 
Carr, and David De Roure. 
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