chicago manual of style geographic names

chicago manual of style geographic names are a crucial element of scholarly and professional
writing, ensuring clarity, consistency, and accuracy when referencing locations. The Chicago Manual
of Style (CMOS) provides comprehensive guidelines for how to present these names, covering
everything from basic capitalization to complex situations involving historical or disputed territories.
This article delves deep into the CMOS approach to geographic nomenclature, exploring the rationale
behind its rules, common challenges writers face, and best practices for adhering to its standards. We
will examine the importance of accurate referencing, the nuances of specific types of geographic
names, and how to navigate the ever-evolving landscape of place names in a globalized world, all
through the lens of the Chicago Manual of Style.
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Understanding the Importance of Geographic Name
Conventions

Accurate and consistent referencing of geographic names is paramount in academic writing,
journalism, and any field that involves reporting on or analyzing specific locations. The Chicago
Manual of Style, a widely respected authority on writing and citation, dedicates significant attention to
these conventions to prevent ambiguity and maintain a professional standard. Failing to adhere to
established guidelines can lead to confusion for readers, undermine the credibility of the author, and
even misrepresent factual information about a place or event. Therefore, a thorough understanding of
the Chicago Manual of Style's directives on geographic names is not merely a stylistic preference but
a foundational aspect of clear communication.

The implications of proper geographic naming extend beyond simple accuracy. In historical research,
for instance, a place might have had multiple names over time, and precise identification is critical for
reconstructing events and understanding context. Similarly, in international relations or contemporary
news reporting, the correct naming of regions or territories can carry political weight. The CMOS
provides a framework to navigate these complexities, offering guidance that promotes clarity and
avoids unintentional biases or inaccuracies.



Core Principles of Geographic Naming in CMOS

At its heart, the Chicago Manual of Style's approach to geographic names is guided by principles of
clarity, consistency, and adherence to established usage. The manual emphasizes that the primary
goal is to ensure that readers can easily and accurately identify the location being referenced. This
often means favoring the most commonly used and officially recognized names. When ambiguity
arises, CMOS advocates for providing sufficient context or a more specific designation to clarify the
intended meaning.

One of the fundamental tenets is to use established English names when they exist and are widely
recognized. However, CMOS also acknowledges the importance of respecting local nomenclature and
often advises consulting authoritative sources for the most current and accepted names. The
manual’s guidance is designed to be practical, offering solutions for a wide range of scenarios that
writers might encounter, from well-known cities to obscure geographical features.

Capitalization Rules for Geographic Features

Capitalization is a cornerstone of clear geographic naming, and the Chicago Manual of Style offers
specific rules to ensure consistency. Generally, all parts of a proper geographic name are capitalized.
This includes words that form the unique identifier of the place, such as "Mississippi River," "Rocky
Mountains," or "Central Park." The principle is that these are proper nouns, denoting a specific entity.

However, the rules can become nuanced when common nouns are part of a geographic name. For
example, in "river," "mountains," or "park," these are descriptive terms. CMOS dictates that when
these common nouns are part of a specific, named entity, they are capitalized. If they are used
generically, such as "a wide river" or "a range of mountains," they remain lowercase. This distinction
is critical for maintaining accuracy and adhering to standard English grammar for proper nouns.

General Geographic Features

For common geographic features that are part of a recognized name, capitalization is straightforward.
Examples include:

Lake Michigan

Great Plains

Death Valley

Pacific Ocean

In these instances, every word that forms the specific name of the feature is capitalized. This applies
regardless of whether the word is an adjective, noun, or even a preposition or article that is integral to



the name.

Compound Geographic Names

Compound geographic names often present minor challenges, but CMOS provides clear direction. If a
compound name is treated as a single unit, all its components are capitalized. For example, "New
York City" is capitalized consistently. When a hyphen is used, as in "North-Western Europe," both
elements are typically capitalized. The key is to treat the name as a recognized designation rather
than a descriptive phrase.

Geographic Terms Used Generically

Conversely, when geographic terms are used generically, they are not capitalized. This occurs when
the term refers to the type of feature rather than a specific, named one. For instance, one would write
"the highest mountain in the Alps" or "a long river flowing through the valley." Here, "mountain" and
"river" are common nouns and are correctly rendered in lowercase. Similarly, terms like "the north,"
"the south," "the east," or "the west" are lowercase when referring to general directions, but
capitalized when they form part of a proper name, such as "North America" or "the South Pacific."

Handling Pluralization and Possessives of Geographic
Names

The treatment of plural and possessive forms of geographic names requires careful attention to
maintain grammatical correctness and clarity, as outlined by CMOS. Generally, the rule is to pluralize
or form the possessive of the common noun part of the name, if applicable, while keeping the proper
adjective or identifier intact. However, there are specific conventions that apply to different types of
geographic entities.

Pluralizing Geographic Names

When referring to multiple instances of a specific geographic feature, the common noun is typically
pluralized. For example, instead of "the Lake Michigan," one would write "the Lakes Michigan," though
this is less common. More frequently, it would be "the Great Lakes" (where "Great" is an adjective
modifying the plural noun "Lakes"). For cities, one might refer to "the two cities of London" if
distinguishing between different Londons, but usually, the context would make it clear. If referring to
multiple rivers of the same name, which is rare, it would be "the two Mississippis" if such a peculiar
situation arose, but more typically, one would say "two rivers named Mississippi."



Forming Possessives of Geographic Names

Forming possessives follows similar logic. If the geographic name ends in a common noun, the
possessive is usually formed on that noun. For example, "the boundaries of the Rocky Mountains" is
the correct way to express possession, rather than "the Rocky Mountains' boundaries." Similarly,
"Paris's economy" is the standard possessive form for a city. For names ending in 's', CMOS
recommends adding an apostrophe and 's' for clarity, as in "Kansas's roads."

Specific Types of Geographic Names and Their
Treatment

The Chicago Manual of Style provides detailed guidance for various categories of geographic names,
recognizing that different types of locations require slightly different approaches to ensure accuracy
and clarity. These categories range from political boundaries to natural formations and man-made
structures.

Political Divisions and Administrative Units

When referring to political divisions like countries, states, provinces, counties, or cities, CMOS
advocates for using their official or most commonly recognized names. Capitalization follows the
standard rules for proper nouns. For instance, "United States of America," "State of California,"
"County of Cook," and "City of Chicago" are all treated as proper names and capitalized accordingly.
When the official name includes descriptive terms, those terms are capitalized as well. For example,
"the United Kingdom" is capitalized in its entirety.

Natural Geographic Features

Natural features like mountains, rivers, lakes, oceans, deserts, and valleys have specific conventions.
As mentioned earlier, the descriptive word becomes capitalized when it is part of the official name,
such as "Mount Everest," "Amazon River," "Lake Superior," "Atlantic Ocean," "Sahara Desert," and
"Death Valley." When referring to types of features generically, lowercase is used: "a tall mountain,"
"a wide river," "a large lake."

Man-Made Structures and Landmarks

Man-made structures and landmarks, such as bridges, buildings, parks, and monuments, also fall
under specific rules. The name of the structure is treated as a proper noun and capitalized
accordingly. Examples include "Golden Gate Bridge," "Empire State Building," "Central Park," and
"Lincoln Memorial." Similar to natural features, descriptive words that are part of the established
name are capitalized. Generic references, like "a suspension bridge" or "a tall building," would remain



in lowercase.

Historical and Disputed Geographic Names

Navigating historical and disputed geographic names can be complex. CMOS advises writers to use
the name that is most appropriate for the historical context or the one currently recognized by
authoritative sources. For disputed territories, it is often best practice to use the name most
commonly associated with the entity in question while perhaps acknowledging the dispute or
alternative names in a footnote or parenthetical. This ensures factual accuracy and avoids taking
sides unintentionally.

For historical names, such as "Constantinople" for modern-day Istanbul, the choice depends on the
period being discussed. If writing about the Byzantine Empire, "Constantinople" is appropriate. If
discussing contemporary Turkey, "Istanbul" is the correct term. CMOS encourages clarity and
precision, urging writers to be mindful of the temporal and political context.

Geographic Names and International Contexts

In international contexts, geographic names can vary significantly in spelling and pronunciation. The
Chicago Manual of Style recommends using the established English transliteration or the name
commonly used in English-language contexts, unless a specific reason exists to deviate. For example,
"Beijing" is the standard English rendering of the capital of China, rather than "Peking," which was
used historically. It is also advisable to consult official gazetteers or international naming conventions
to ensure accuracy and avoid outdated or politically charged names.

When dealing with names that have diacritics or special characters, CMOS suggests using them if
they are essential to the correct pronunciation or meaning of the name and if the publisher's style
guide permits. However, in many academic and general publications, these are often omitted for
simplicity and to ensure compatibility across different digital platforms and typesetting systems. The
overriding principle remains clarity and accessibility for the intended audience.

Resources for Verifying Geographic Names

Maintaining accuracy in geographic naming often requires consulting reliable resources. The Chicago
Manual of Style itself points to several types of authorities that writers can and should use. These
resources help ensure that names are current, correctly spelled, and appropriately capitalized.
Relying on a single source might not always suffice, especially for less common or rapidly changing
place names.

A primary resource for official names is the United States Board on Geographic Names (BGN) for
locations within the United States and its territories, and the Foreign Geographic Names (FGN)
division for foreign locations. These bodies maintain official databases of geographic names and
provide authoritative spellings and designations. For international names, consulting resources from



the United Nations Group of Experts on Geographical Names (UNGEGN) can also be highly beneficial.

e The United States Board on Geographic Names (BGN)
e The National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency (NGA)

¢ Official government gazetteers of various countries

e Reputable atlases and encyclopedias

¢ Academic journals and scholarly works in relevant fields

When in doubt, cross-referencing information across multiple authoritative sources is a sound
practice. This is particularly important for geographical features that may have multiple names, or for
regions whose political status is complex or contested.

The Role of Consistency in Geographic Referencing

Consistency in the use of geographic names is as vital as accuracy itself. Once a writer has
determined the appropriate name for a location according to CMOS guidelines, they must apply that
name uniformly throughout their work. Inconsistent naming can be jarring for the reader and can
suggest a lack of careful editing and attention to detail. This applies not only to the primary name
used but also to any variations or historical references.

For example, if a document begins by referring to "the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia," it
should continue to use that designation consistently, perhaps introducing the more common "North
Macedonia" later with an explanation if necessary. The goal is to avoid confusion and maintain a
smooth reading experience. This principle of consistency extends to capitalization, pluralization, and
the use of possessives, ensuring a unified stylistic approach to all geographic references.

Adapting to Evolving Geographic Nomenclature

The world of place names is not static; it is constantly evolving due to political changes, cultural
shifts, and deliberate renaming efforts. The Chicago Manual of Style implicitly acknowledges this
dynamism by emphasizing the use of current, recognized names. Writers must therefore be prepared
to adapt their nomenclature as needed, especially for long-term projects or when revising older texts.

Staying abreast of these changes often involves ongoing engagement with reputable news sources,
academic research, and governmental announcements. For instance, the name of a country or major
city might change due to independence movements, governmental reforms, or historical revisions. A
diligent writer will consult updated atlases, gazetteers, and style guides to ensure their references
remain accurate and relevant in the contemporary context. This adaptability is a hallmark of



professional and credible writing.

FAQ Section

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style handle capitalization
of common nouns within geographic names?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) generally capitalizes common nouns that are part of a proper
geographic name when they function as integral identifiers of a specific place. For example, in "Rocky
Mountains," "Mountains" is capitalized. However, if the term is used generically, it remains lowercase,
such as "a range of mountains."

Q: What is the CMOS guideline for pluralizing geographic
names?

A: CMOS suggests pluralizing the common noun part of a geographic name when referring to multiple
instances of that feature. For example, "the Great Lakes" is the correct plural form. For cities or other
entities, one would typically refer to "the cities of Rome" or use contextual clues to differentiate if
necessary.

Q: How should disputed geographic names be treated
according to CMOS?

A: For disputed geographic names, CMOS advises writers to use the name that is most appropriate for
the historical context or the one currently recognized by authoritative sources. It is often
recommended to provide context or acknowledge alternative names to ensure clarity and avoid
unintended bias.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style offer specific advice for
transliterating foreign geographic names?

A: While CMOS provides general guidance on using established English transliterations or commonly
recognized names in English-language contexts, it also suggests consulting authoritative sources for
foreign names. The goal is clarity and accessibility for the intended audience, and the use of diacritics
may vary based on publisher style.

Q: What are the best resources for verifying the spelling and
usage of geographic names according to CMOS principles?

A: CMOS recommends consulting authoritative bodies such as the United States Board on Geographic
Names (BGN) for domestic locations and its foreign counterparts, along with reputable atlases,
encyclopedias, and international naming conventions. Cross-referencing multiple sources is
encouraged for accuracy.
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