chicago manual of style american spelling

Mastering the Chicago Manual of Style: A Comprehensive Guide to American Spelling

chicago manual of style american spelling is a cornerstone for writers and editors aiming for
clarity, consistency, and professional polish in their work. This esteemed style guide provides a
definitive framework for grammar, punctuation, and, crucially, the nuances of American English
orthography. Understanding its principles is paramount for anyone producing academic papers,
books, articles, or any content intended for a broad American audience. This article delves deep into
the specific recommendations and rationale behind the Chicago Manual of Style's approach to
American spelling, offering practical guidance and clarifying common points of confusion. We will
explore its foundational principles, examine specific spelling conventions, and address how it
differentiates from other style guides, ultimately empowering you to apply its directives with
confidence.
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Understanding the Importance of Style Guides

Style guides are indispensable tools in the realm of professional writing and editing. They serve as
authoritative references that establish a uniform set of rules and guidelines for grammar, punctuation,
capitalization, citation, and spelling. For writers and publishers, adherence to a recognized style guide
ensures consistency across documents, enhances readability, and lends an air of credibility and
professionalism to the content. Without a shared standard, different writers or editors might interpret
grammatical rules or spelling conventions in disparate ways, leading to a disjointed and potentially
confusing final product. The Chicago Manual of Style (CMQOS), in particular, is one of the most widely
respected and utilized style guides in the United States, covering a vast array of editorial practices.

The significance of a style guide like CMOS extends beyond mere aesthetic preference. It directly
impacts the clarity and accessibility of information. By providing clear directives on issues such as
how to spell certain words, when to italicize, or how to format numbers, it removes ambiguity and
allows readers to focus on the content itself rather than being distracted by inconsistencies. For
academic publishers, trade book publishers, and many other professional organizations, adopting a
specific style guide is a fundamental step in their editorial process, ensuring that all published works
meet a high standard of quality and uniformity.



Core Principles of Chicago Manual of Style American
Spelling

The Chicago Manual of Style generally advocates for standard American English spelling. This means
that for words with common variations, CMOS typically favors the American form. This commitment to
American spelling is not arbitrary; it reflects the target audience and the primary market for which the
guide was developed. However, CMOS is also pragmatic and emphasizes consistency above all else.
While it champions American spelling, it also recognizes that certain contexts or authorial choices
might warrant deviation, provided that such deviations are applied consistently throughout the work.

One of the guiding principles behind CMOS's approach to spelling is clarity and ease of understanding
for the intended readership. It aims to provide guidance that is practical for editors and authors alike.
The manual does not shy away from prescribing specific forms but also acknowledges the dynamic
nature of language and the existence of acceptable alternatives. The goal is to provide a robust
framework that minimizes subjective judgment calls, leading to a more predictable and professional
outcome for any written project. This dedication to a well-defined set of rules makes CMOS an
invaluable resource for anyone striving for excellence in written communication.

Common Spelling Differences: -or vs. -our

A prominent area where American English spelling diverges from British English, and where the
Chicago Manual of Style strictly adheres to American convention, is in the use of suffixes like "-or"
versus "-our." Words such as "color," "flavor," "labor," and "neighbor" are spelled with "-or" in
American English, while their British counterparts typically use "-our." The CMOS consistently directs
writers to use the American "-or" ending.

This particular distinction is one of the most recognizable markers of American spelling. The CMOS
clarifies that for words derived from Latin, such as "color" (from color) and "labor" (from labor), the
American spelling retains the "o" without the "u." This rule applies broadly across a wide range of
vocabulary, including less common words. For instance, "humor" is American, not "humour"; "ardor" is
American, not "ardour"; and "glamor" is American, not "glamour." Adhering to this rule is a
straightforward way to ensure your writing aligns with the specified American spelling conventions

advocated by the CMOS.

Common Spelling Differences: -ize vs. -ise

Another significant point of divergence between American and British spelling, and a frequent topic of
guidance within the Chicago Manual of Style, involves the "-ize" and "-ise" endings. American English
overwhelmingly prefers the "-ize" suffix for verbs such as "organize," "realize," "apologize," and
“criticize." While British English often uses "-ise" (e.g., "organise," "realise"), CMOS firmly endorses
the "-ize" form as the standard American convention.

The rationale behind the "-ize" preference in American English, and thus in CMOS, is often linked to



the etymology of these words, many of which derive from Greek roots ending in "-izo." This makes the
"-ize" ending appear more linguistically consistent to American scholars and writers. However, it is
important to note that CMOS does acknowledge the "-ise" spelling as acceptable in some specific
cases, such as words where the "-ise" is not a verb ending but part of the root, like "advertise,"
"surprise," and "exercise." Despite these rare exceptions, the general rule and the strong
recommendation of CMOS is to consistently use the "-ize" ending for the vast majority of such verbs.

Common Spelling Differences: -er vs. -re

The final major spelling convention that the Chicago Manual of Style addresses in relation to American
English is the "-er" versus "-re" ending in words of French origin. Words like "center," "theater,"
"meter," and "liter" are the standard American spellings, whereas their British counterparts often end
in "-re," such as "centre," "theatre," "metre," and "litre." CMOS mandates the use of the "-er" suffix for
these terms.

This convention is deeply ingrained in American orthography. The CMOS emphasizes that this
preference extends to all words that fall into this category. For example, "somber" is the American
spelling, not "sombre"; "caliber" is American, not "calibre"; and "limber" is American, not "limbre."
This rule is crucial for maintaining a consistent American English voice in your writing. By applying the
"-er" ending, you align your text with the established norms of American spelling, as guided by the
authoritative principles of the Chicago Manual of Style.

Handling Compound Words and Hyphenation

The Chicago Manual of Style provides extensive guidance on the proper formation and spelling of
compound words, as well as the judicious use of hyphens. Unlike simple spelling rules for suffixes,
compound word formation can be more complex, with words evolving from two separate words to
hyphenated forms and eventually to single, unhyphenated words over time. CMOS offers principles to
navigate this evolving landscape.

Generally, CMOS advises writers to consult a dictionary for the preferred spelling of compound words.
However, it also offers guidelines for instances where a dictionary might not be readily available or for
newly coined compounds. Open compounds (two words) are often used as adjectives before a noun
(e.g., "ice cream cone"), while closed compounds (one word) are typically nouns or verbs (e.g., "ice
cream"). Hyphenation is often recommended for compound modifiers that precede a noun to prevent
ambiguity (e.qg., "state-of-the-art technology" versus "state of the art technology"). The key principle
stressed by CMOS is clarity and consistency; once a decision is made for a particular compound, it
should be applied uniformly throughout the document.

Capitalization Conventions in American English

While not strictly a spelling issue, capitalization is a closely related aspect of orthography that the



Chicago Manual of Style addresses comprehensively. American English capitalization rules, as
outlined by CMOS, often differ from those in other English variants and require careful attention to
ensure accuracy and adherence to standard practice. CMOS provides clear directives on when to
capitalize, particularly concerning proper nouns, titles, and headings.

CMOS generally advocates for a more conservative approach to capitalization than some other style
guides. This means that common nouns are typically not capitalized unless they are part of a proper
noun or a specific title. For example, in titles of works, CMOS typically follows a rule of "headline
style," capitalizing the first word, the last word, and all principal words but not articles, prepositions,
or conjunctions unless they are the first or last word. Similarly, when referring to specific institutions
or departments, capitalization is applied only when referring to the official, specific name. The
emphasis remains on clarity and avoiding unnecessary capitalization that can disrupt the flow of text.

Numbers and Their Spelling

The Chicago Manual of Style provides detailed recommendations on when to spell out numbers and
when to use numerals. This is another area where consistency and clarity are paramount. While there
isn't a direct "American spelling" versus "British spelling" for numbers themselves, the stylistic
choices for their presentation are crucial for maintaining a professional American English document.

CMOS generally recommends spelling out numbers from one to ten and using numerals for numbers
11 and above. However, exceptions abound, and context is key. For instance, when dealing with
statistics, measurements, or large quantities, numerals are often preferred for precision. Similarly,
when numbers are used in a series, consistency is maintained by either spelling all of them out or
using numerals for all. CMOS also provides guidance on spelling out cardinal numbers and ordinal
numbers, as well as percentages and monetary figures. The overarching goal is to ensure that the
presentation of numbers enhances, rather than hinders, the reader's comprehension.

When to Deviate from Standard American Spelling

While the Chicago Manual of Style firmly grounds its recommendations in standard American English
spelling, it also recognizes that there are valid reasons for deviation. The paramount principle, as
reiterated throughout the manual, is consistency. If an author has a strong reason for using a
particular spelling that deviates from the American standard, the CMOS allows for this, provided it is
applied uniformly throughout the entire work.

One common scenario for deviation might arise from the author's background or the specific subject
matter. For instance, an author writing about British history or culture might choose to retain certain
British spellings to maintain historical or cultural accuracy. Similarly, in creative writing, an author
might deliberately alter spellings for stylistic effect or characterization. However, any such decision
must be conscious and consistently implemented. The CMOS does not endorse casual or haphazard
deviations; rather, it provides a framework for intentional choices that serve the overall integrity and
purpose of the text. If such deviations are made, it is often advisable to notify the publisher or editor
beforehand.



The Role of Consistency in Your Writing

The single most important principle that underpins the Chicago Manual of Style's approach to
American spelling, and indeed all its editorial recommendations, is consistency. Whether you are
adhering strictly to American spellings or making deliberate, informed choices to deviate, maintaining
uniformity is critical for professional presentation. Inconsistency in spelling can be distracting to
readers, undermining the credibility of the author and the publication.

CMOS emphasizes that consistency applies not only to individual words but also to broader stylistic
elements. For example, if you decide to use the "-ize" ending for verbs, you must use it for all
applicable words throughout your text. Similarly, if you choose to spell out numbers up to ten, this
rule should be applied universally. This dedication to consistency ensures that the reader's experience
is seamless and that the focus remains on the content. Editors often spend considerable time
ensuring this uniformity, and authors who pre-emptively address it in their drafts significantly ease
this process and enhance the quality of their work.

Resources for Further Reference

For writers and editors seeking to master the Chicago Manual of Style's directives on American
spelling and other editorial practices, a range of resources is available. The primary and most
authoritative source is, of course, the latest edition of the Chicago Manual of Style itself. This
comprehensive volume offers detailed explanations, examples, and a thorough index to help users
navigate its recommendations efficiently.

Beyond the manual itself, numerous online resources and style guides offer supplementary
information. Many academic institutions and professional organizations provide their own style sheets
that are based on or closely follow CMOS. Furthermore, online dictionaries that indicate regional
variations in spelling can be helpful. However, when a specific style is required, such as the Chicago
Manual of Style's American spelling conventions, always defer to the official manual for the most
accurate and up-to-date guidance. Regular consultation and practice are key to internalizing these
guidelines and applying them effectively.

Q: What is the primary difference between Chicago Manual of
Style American spelling and British spelling?

A: The primary difference lies in specific word endings and spellings. For instance, the Chicago Manual
of Style (CMOS) American spelling consistently uses "-or" instead of "-our" (e.g., color vs. colour), "-
ize" instead of "-ise" (e.g., organize vs. organise), and "-er" instead of "-re" (e.g., center vs. centre).

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style allow for British spellings
in American contexts?

A: While CMOS strongly advocates for American spelling, it emphasizes consistency above all else. If
an author has a compelling reason to use British spellings, CMOS allows for it, provided that the



chosen spelling is applied uniformly throughout the entire work.

Q: How does CMOS handle compound words and hyphenation
in American spelling?

A: CMOS advises consulting a dictionary for standard spellings of compound words. For hyphenation,
it recommends using hyphens to clarify meaning, especially with compound modifiers preceding a
noun (e.g., state-of-the-art). Consistency in applying chosen hyphenation rules is crucial.

Q: Are there any exceptions to the "-ize" versus "-ise" rule in
CMOS American spelling?

A: Yes, CMOS recognizes exceptions for words where "-ise" is part of the root and not a verb ending,
such as "advertise," "surprise," and "exercise." However, for verbs derived from roots that take the
Greek "-izo" suffix, CMOS consistently prefers "-ize."

Q: What is the general rule for spelling out numbers in the
Chicago Manual of Style American spelling?

A: CMOS generally recommends spelling out numbers one through ten and using numerals for
numbers 11 and above. However, this rule has numerous exceptions, particularly for statistics,
measurements, and when numbers appear in a series, where consistency is the guiding principle.

Q: How important is consistency when applying Chicago
Manual of Style American spelling?

A: Consistency is paramount. Inconsistencies in spelling, even minor ones, can distract readers and
undermine the professionalism and credibility of the text. CMOS stresses that once a spelling
convention is chosen, it should be applied uniformly throughout.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style have specific rules for
capitalization of words that are sometimes spelled
differently?

A: While CMOS focuses on spelling variations, its capitalization rules are also crucial. It generally
recommends a more conservative approach to capitalization, applying it only to proper nouns and
specific titles, thus ensuring clarity and avoiding unnecessary capitalization that could detract from
the text.

Q: Where can | find the definitive guide for Chicago Manual of



Style American spelling?

A: The definitive guide is the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style itself. It provides
comprehensive explanations, detailed examples, and a robust index to assist writers and editors in
adhering to its standards.
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