
chicago manual of style geographic
naming conventions in research
chicago manual of style geographic naming conventions in research is
paramount for ensuring clarity, consistency, and credibility in academic and
professional writing. Adhering to these established guidelines prevents
ambiguity, aids readers in precisely locating places, and upholds scholarly
rigor. This comprehensive guide delves into the intricacies of applying the
Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) to geographic references, covering everything
from the basic principles of naming to nuanced considerations for historical
and foreign locations. Understanding and implementing these conventions is
not merely about following rules; it is about contributing to a more precise
and accessible body of knowledge.
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The Foundation: Core Principles of Chicago
Manual of Style Geographic Naming Conventions
in Research
The Chicago Manual of Style provides a robust framework for presenting
geographic information accurately and unambiguously within research. The
fundamental goal is to offer readers a clear and precise understanding of the
location being referenced, minimizing any potential for confusion. This
principle extends across all forms of academic writing, from dissertations
and journal articles to books and research reports.

A key tenet is the use of official or widely recognized names for geographic
entities. This means prioritizing the current, officially designated name of
a city, state, country, or body of water. For instance, when referring to the
capital of Japan, the correct and preferred term is Tokyo, not Edo, which was
its historical name. This commitment to current nomenclature ensures that
contemporary readers can easily identify the intended place without needing
specialized historical knowledge unless the context explicitly requires it.



Standardization and Consistency Across Research
Projects
One of the most critical aspects of applying geographic naming conventions is
maintaining consistency throughout a research project. Whether citing a
single source or drawing from multiple references, the chosen naming style
for a particular location should remain uniform. Inconsistent usage, such as
referring to a place by its full name in one instance and an abbreviated form
in another, can disrupt the reader's flow and perception of professionalism.

For example, if an author decides to use the full name "United States of
America" in the initial mention of a geographic entity, subsequent references
within the same work should ideally maintain this form or a consistently
abbreviated version. Similarly, for states within the U.S., using
abbreviations like "Calif." or "N.Y." should be done so consistently,
adhering to CMOS guidelines for abbreviations. This careful attention to
detail reinforces the author's authority and the clarity of the presented
information.

Prioritizing Clarity and Reader Comprehension
The ultimate objective of any citation or reference style is to facilitate
clear communication. In the context of geographic naming, this means
selecting names that are most likely to be recognized by the intended
audience. While academic research may sometimes necessitate delving into
historical or obscure locations, the general rule of thumb is to err on the
side of clarity and familiarity when possible.

If a location has undergone significant name changes, CMOS suggests providing
the current name first, followed by the historical name in parentheses,
especially if the historical name is crucial to the research. This approach
bridges the gap between historical context and contemporary understanding,
ensuring that both the specialist and the general reader can follow the
narrative. The emphasis remains on making the research accessible and
understandable to as wide an audience as appropriate for the subject matter.

Navigating Specific Guidelines for Different
Types of Geographic Locations
The Chicago Manual of Style addresses a wide array of geographic entities,
each with its own set of conventions to ensure precision. These guidelines
extend beyond simple city and country names to encompass regions, bodies of
water, mountain ranges, and even smaller administrative divisions.
Understanding these nuances is crucial for authors aiming for complete
accuracy in their scholarly work.

For political entities, such as countries and states, the standard practice
is to use their official and most commonly recognized names. When referring
to cities, the full, official name should be used, especially for major



metropolitan areas. For smaller towns or villages, additional clarifying
information, such as the state or province, may be necessary to prevent
confusion, particularly if there are multiple places with the same name.

Cities, States, and Countries: Standard Nomenclature
When citing cities, the full, officially recognized name should be employed.
For example, "New York City" rather than just "New York" when referring to
the urban center. For states within the United States, the standard practice
is to use the full name, such as "California," "Texas," or "Massachusetts."
CMOS provides specific guidance on abbreviations for U.S. states when they
appear in specific contexts, such as within tables or lists, but generally
advocates for the full name in prose.

Countries should also be referred to by their official, commonly accepted
names. For instance, "Germany" rather than "Federal Republic of Germany"
unless the specific political structure is relevant to the discussion. When
dealing with historical research, if a country or region has a different name
in the historical period being studied, it is often advisable to present the
historical name and, if clarity demands, provide the modern equivalent in
parentheses. This practice ensures that readers can contextualize the
location within its historical setting while still being able to identify it
on a contemporary map.

Regions, Bodies of Water, and Topographical Features
Geographic naming conventions also apply to larger geographical areas such as
continents, regions, and distinct topographical features. For continents,
standard names like "Asia," "Europe," or "North America" are used. When
referring to specific regions within a continent, such as "Southeastern Asia"
or "Western Europe," these should be clearly defined and consistently
applied.

Bodies of water, including oceans, seas, lakes, and rivers, are typically
referred to by their established, well-known names, such as the "Pacific
Ocean," "Mediterranean Sea," "Lake Michigan," or the "Mississippi River." For
less universally known bodies of water, providing additional geographical
context, such as the nearest significant landmass or river basin, can be
beneficial. Similarly, major mountain ranges or deserts are identified by
their standard names, like the "Rocky Mountains" or the "Sahara Desert."

Addressing Ambiguity and Variant Names in
Geographic References
The world of place names is often complex, with locations sometimes
possessing multiple names, historical variants, or common colloquialisms. The
Chicago Manual of Style offers clear guidance on how to navigate these



situations to maintain precision and avoid reader confusion in research. The
overarching principle is to choose the name that is most clear, unambiguous,
and relevant to the context of the research.

When a place has a well-known historical name that is significantly different
from its current official name, and that historical name is relevant to the
research, CMOS suggests providing the current name first, followed by the
historical name in parentheses. For instance, if discussing the history of
Saint Petersburg, Russia, during the early 20th century, one might refer to
it as "Petrograd (formerly Saint Petersburg)." This ensures readers can
identify the location both historically and in the present day.

Handling Multiple Names and Common Usage
Some locations may have multiple commonly used names or official versus
unofficial designations. In such cases, CMOS advises prioritizing the name
that is most widely recognized and understood by the target audience. If
there is potential for ambiguity, it is best to provide a fuller
identification. For example, if referring to a place that might be confused
with another of the same name, adding the state, province, or country is
essential.

Consider the case of a city named "Springfield." There are numerous
Springfields across the United States. In a research paper, simply stating
"Springfield" would be insufficient. One must specify "Springfield,
Illinois," or "Springfield, Massachusetts," to ensure clarity. This principle
of adding qualifying information is a cornerstone of precise geographic
referencing in research.

The Role of Official Designations Versus Common
Names
CMOS generally favors official geographic names. However, there are instances
where a common or vernacular name is so widely used and understood that it
might be preferred for clarity or stylistic reasons, especially if the
official name is cumbersome or less familiar. The key is to be consistent
with the choice made and to ensure that the reader is not left in doubt about
the location being referred to.

If a particular research project heavily relies on historical documents that
consistently use a specific name for a location, authors may choose to use
that name throughout their work, provided they clearly establish the identity
of the location early on. This might involve a footnote or a parenthetical
explanation that states, "Throughout this study, the city will be referred to
by its contemporary name of Alexandria, though historical documents often use
its ancient name, Rhakotis."



Geographic Naming in Footnotes and Endnotes
The application of Chicago Manual of Style geographic naming conventions
extends into the meticulous details of footnotes and endnotes, which are
crucial for providing source attribution and additional explanatory
information. Even in these often brief citations, clarity and precision
regarding geographic locations are paramount to maintaining the integrity of
the research.

When a footnote or endnote references a work that itself mentions a
geographic location, the conventions for that location within the note should
ideally align with those used in the main text. If a new geographic entity is
introduced solely within a note, it must still adhere to the same principles
of clarity and accuracy. This ensures that no matter where the reader
encounters the geographic reference, the information is presented
consistently and professionally.

Citing Sources with Geographic References
In a footnote or endnote, when citing a book, article, or other source that
provides information about a specific place, the geographic name used in the
citation should reflect how it is presented in the source itself, unless
there is a compelling reason for correction or clarification. For example, if
a book refers to "St. Petersburg," the footnote should reflect that spelling.
However, if the author of the research wishes to draw attention to a
historical name change, they might do so in the main text or a separate note.

The purpose of the note is often to provide specific details or evidence.
Therefore, if a source precisely identifies a location as "Portsmouth, New
Hampshire," the note should accurately reflect this. Ambiguity in notes can
be just as problematic as in the main body of the text, potentially leading
readers to incorrect sources or misinterpreting the evidence being presented.

Providing Clarifications within Notes
Footnotes and endnotes also serve as an excellent place to provide
disambiguation or additional context for geographic names that might
otherwise be unclear. If a reference is made to a generic place name like
"Greenville," a footnote can offer the necessary clarification, such as
"Greenville, South Carolina." This allows the main text to remain uncluttered
while still ensuring the reader has access to precise information.

Moreover, when discussing historical geography, a note can be used to detail
the evolution of a place name. For instance, a note might explain, "The
region referred to in the primary source as 'New Albion' corresponds to the
modern-day area of coastal California." This is particularly useful when the
historical name is unfamiliar to most readers or when the geographic
boundaries have shifted over time.



Geographic Naming in Bibliographies and Works
Cited
The bibliography or works cited section is the final repository of
information about the sources used in a research project. Here, consistency
in geographic naming conventions is not just about clarity for the reader; it
is also a signal of the author's meticulousness and adherence to scholarly
standards. The Chicago Manual of Style outlines specific practices to ensure
that geographic references within bibliographies are accurate and uniform.

When listing the place of publication for a book, the full, official name of
the city should be used. If there is any potential for confusion with another
city of the same name, or if the city is less well-known, it is advisable to
include the state, province, or country as part of the publication
information. This aids readers in identifying the specific edition of a work
they might wish to consult.

Publication City and Publisher Location
For books, the city of publication is a standard element in bibliographical
entries. CMOS generally requires the use of the full name of the city where
the publisher is located. For example, "New York," "London," or "Paris." If a
city is particularly obscure or shares its name with other prominent cities,
adding the state or country is a common and recommended practice. For
instance, "Bloomington, Indiana" or "Cambridge, England."

This practice is crucial for international works or for works published in
countries with less distinct major publishing centers. It helps researchers
locate specific editions of texts and ensures that the bibliographic data is
precise. For example, distinguishing between a publication from Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, and one from Philadelphia, Mississippi, is essential for
accurate source identification.

Consistency in Source Entry Formatting
The principle of consistency is vital in bibliographies. Whatever style is
adopted for naming geographic locations in the main text and notes should be
mirrored in the bibliography, where appropriate. If a specific convention was
established for referring to a historical location, and that location appears
as a place of publication for a source, the same convention should be
considered, though standard practice for publication cities often leans
towards current official names.

For instance, if an author has consistently referred to a city by its
historical name throughout the paper for scholarly reasons, and a key source
was published in that city under its historical name, the bibliography entry
should reflect that. However, if the source was published under the city's
current name, the bibliography should use that. The overarching goal is to
accurately represent the source while maintaining a cohesive approach to



geographic naming throughout the entire research document.

Specialized Considerations for Historical and
Non-English Locations
Research often ventures into territories where established geographic naming
conventions require adaptation. Historical research, in particular,
necessitates careful handling of place names that may no longer be in use or
have significantly different forms. Similarly, dealing with locations in non-
English speaking regions demands attention to transcription, transliteration,
and cultural nuances.

When engaging with historical geography, the primary challenge is to provide
names that are both recognizable to the modern reader and accurate to the
period being studied. This often involves a dual approach: presenting the
name as it was known historically while also providing a modern equivalent
for clarity. The Chicago Manual of Style offers guidance to help authors
strike this balance effectively.

Adapting for Historical Place Names
For historical geographic entities, the convention is generally to use the
name prevalent during the period under study. However, if this name is
obscure or could lead to significant confusion, it is prudent to provide a
modern equivalent. For example, a study of ancient Rome might refer to the
city as "Rome," but if discussing a specific district or feature that had a
distinct historical name, such as "Trastevere" (though this is still in use),
or a long-abandoned settlement, a footnote might be necessary to clarify its
modern location or identity.

A common strategy is to first use the historical name and then provide the
modern name in parentheses, or vice versa, depending on the context and
emphasis. For instance, "The ancient city of Lutetia (modern-day Paris) was a
significant settlement." This ensures that readers familiar with either name
can orient themselves correctly.

Transliteration and Transcription of Non-English
Names
When dealing with geographic locations in non-English speaking countries,
proper transliteration and transcription are crucial. Transliteration
involves converting the letters of one alphabet into the letters of another,
while transcription aims to represent the sounds of a language. CMOS
generally advises following established systems for transliteration, such as
those used by scholarly bodies or international organizations.

For example, when referring to cities in Russia, one might use the Library of
Congress system for transliterating Cyrillic into Latin script. However, if a



place has a widely adopted and recognized English name (e.g., Moscow for
Moskva), it is usually best to use that name unless the specific nuances of
the original transliteration are critical to the research. The goal is to
maintain consistency and readability for an English-speaking audience while
respecting the original name as much as possible.

Best Practices for Maintaining Consistency and
Precision
The overarching theme in applying the Chicago Manual of Style's geographic
naming conventions is the pursuit of clarity, accuracy, and reader
comprehension. Achieving these goals hinges on consistent application of the
rules and a proactive approach to potential ambiguities. Authors should view
geographic referencing not as an afterthought, but as an integral component
of their research's integrity.

Developing a clear strategy for geographic names early in the writing process
can prevent inconsistencies from creeping in. This might involve creating a
personal glossary for particularly challenging or frequently referenced
locations within a specific research project. Such a glossary can serve as a
quick reference for the author, ensuring that decisions made about naming are
consistently applied.

Developing a Personal Glossary for Complex Projects
For extensive research projects, especially those involving multiple
locations, historical periods, or diverse geographical areas, creating a
dedicated glossary of geographic terms can be invaluable. This glossary
should document every geographic entity mentioned, its preferred form of
citation in the text, and any relevant historical context or alternative
names. It acts as a definitive guide for the author and can also be shared
with co-authors or editors to ensure uniform application.

This practice is particularly helpful when dealing with names that have
undergone significant changes or when multiple, similarly named places exist.
By pre-determining the citation style for each, authors can avoid the time-
consuming process of making corrections later and ensure a seamless reading
experience for their audience. The glossary should also include decisions
made regarding the use of abbreviations, the inclusion of states or
provinces, and the preferred transliteration systems for non-English names.

Proactive Identification of Potential Ambiguities
Before submitting a manuscript, a thorough review should include a specific
check for geographic naming consistency and clarity. Authors should ask
themselves: Is every location clearly identified? Could any name be
misinterpreted? Are historical names properly contextualized? Is the chosen



name the most appropriate for the intended audience?

Engaging a colleague or editor to review the manuscript with an eye for
geographic accuracy can also provide fresh insights. A fresh perspective can
often identify potential ambiguities or inconsistencies that the author,
deeply immersed in the research, might overlook. Ultimately, the commitment
to precise geographic naming conventions reflects a dedication to scholarly
rigor and effective communication in research.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary goal of Chicago Manual of
Style geographic naming conventions in research?
A: The primary goal is to ensure clarity, precision, and consistency in
identifying locations referenced in research, thereby minimizing ambiguity
and aiding reader comprehension.

Q: Should I use the current or historical name of a
place in my research?
A: Generally, you should use the current, official name. However, if the
historical name is crucial to your research, use the current name first,
followed by the historical name in parentheses, or vice versa, depending on
context.

Q: How should I handle cities with the same name in
different states or countries?
A: Always provide clarifying information, such as the state, province, or
country, to distinguish between similarly named locations. For example,
"Springfield, Illinois" versus "Springfield, Massachusetts."

Q: What is the rule for abbreviating U.S. state
names in research following CMOS?
A: CMOS generally advises using the full name of U.S. states in prose.
Specific abbreviations may be permitted in certain contexts, like tables or
lists, and should adhere to CMOS guidelines.

Q: How do I address geographic names that have



undergone significant changes over time?
A: Present the most relevant name for your context first, and if necessary
for clarity, provide the alternative name (historical or modern) in
parentheses or through a footnote.

Q: What are the guidelines for transliterating non-
English geographic names?
A: Follow established scholarly systems for transliteration, such as those
from the Library of Congress or relevant international organizations,
ensuring consistency and accuracy.

Q: Should I use a personal glossary for geographic
terms in my research?
A: Yes, especially for complex projects involving many locations or
historical periods. A glossary helps maintain consistency and serves as a
reference for preferred naming conventions.

Q: Are there specific rules for geographic naming in
bibliographies?
A: Yes, for publication cities, use the full, official name. If a city is
less known or shares its name with others, include the state, province, or
country for disambiguation.
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