
chicago manual of style geographic
naming practices for publications
The Chicago Manual of Style Geographic Naming Practices for Publications is a cornerstone
for authors, editors, and publishers aiming for clarity, consistency, and accuracy in their
written works. Adhering to these guidelines ensures that geographical references are
unambiguous and universally understood, preventing potential confusion for readers across
diverse backgrounds and locations. This comprehensive guide delves into the intricacies of
naming conventions, from established place names and their variations to the specific
challenges posed by newly designated or contested territories. Understanding these
practices is crucial for maintaining the credibility and professionalism of any publication,
whether it be a scholarly journal, a historical account, or a global business report. This
article will explore the core principles of Chicago's approach to geographic nomenclature,
offering practical advice and detailed explanations for navigating its often complex
landscape, with a particular focus on ensuring precise and effective communication through
meticulous geographic naming.
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Understanding Core Principles of Geographic
Naming

The Chicago Manual of Style's approach to geographic naming is rooted in the fundamental
principles of clarity, accuracy, and consistency. The primary goal is to ensure that readers
can easily and unequivocally identify the specific locations being referenced. This involves a
systematic consideration of established conventions, official designations, and the potential
for ambiguity. Authors are encouraged to prioritize the most commonly recognized name
for a place, while also being prepared to provide context or clarification when alternative
names or designations exist.

Consistency within a single publication is paramount. Once a particular naming convention
is adopted for a specific geographic entity, it should be applied uniformly throughout the
text. This avoids reader confusion and contributes to the overall professionalism of the
work. Chicago emphasizes consulting authoritative sources to verify the correct spelling
and designation of place names, acknowledging that geographic information can evolve
over time.

Furthermore, the Manual recognizes that geographic naming can be influenced by political,
historical, and cultural factors. Therefore, a nuanced approach is often required, especially



when dealing with regions or territories where multiple names are in use or where the
status of the place is subject to ongoing debate. The overarching aim is to present
information in a manner that is both informative and respectful of established geographical
realities.

Establishing Official and Common Place Names

A key aspect of Chicago's geographic naming practices involves distinguishing between
official names and commonly used designations. Official names are typically those
established by governmental bodies or recognized international organizations. These often
reflect legal or administrative boundaries and are considered the authoritative appellations.

Common place names, on the other hand, are those widely used in everyday language,
popular media, or historical contexts. While these may not always align with official
designations, their widespread recognition often makes them necessary for reader
comprehension. For instance, "The Hague" is a common name for the city that is the seat of
government in the Netherlands, even though its official name and context within the
country might be more nuanced.

When using geographic names, Chicago advises prioritizing the most common and readily
understood term. If an official name differs significantly from the common name, or if using
the common name could lead to ambiguity, the author should consider providing the official
name in parentheses upon first mention. For example, one might refer to "New York City
(Manhattan Island)" if specifying that particular borough, or "Saint Petersburg (Leningrad)"
when discussing its historical context.

Guidelines for Different Types of Geographic Entities

The principles extend to various types of geographic entities, each with its own set of
considerations. For countries, the standard practice is to use the commonly recognized
short-form name, such as "United States" or "Canada," rather than the formal "United
States of America" or "Dominion of Canada," unless specific legal or formal contexts require
it.

For states, provinces, and regions within countries, consistency is also vital. Referring to
"California" or "Ontario" is generally sufficient. When discussing larger regions that may not
have strict political boundaries, such as "Southeast Asia" or "the Middle East," it is
important to define the scope of the region being discussed, either explicitly or implicitly
through context.

Cities and towns are typically identified by their primary name. However, if a city has
multiple administrative divisions or is often referred to by a more specific localized name,
clarification might be necessary. For example, when discussing the specific historical area
of Paris, one might refer to "Paris (the Marais district)."



Handling Variations and Alternative Designations

Geographic locations often possess multiple names due to historical changes, linguistic
differences, or political shifts. Chicago's manual provides guidance on how to navigate
these variations to maintain clarity and accuracy.

One common scenario involves transliteration from non-Latin alphabets. Different
transliteration schemes can result in varied spellings for the same place. In such cases, it is
advisable to choose one transliteration system and use it consistently. Consulting
authoritative atlases, encyclopedias, or gazetteers can help determine the most widely
accepted or standardized transliteration.

Historical names also present a challenge. If a publication discusses a region or city as it
existed under a former name, it is crucial to clearly indicate this. For instance, when
discussing the Soviet Union era, referring to "Leningrad" when discussing events prior to its
renaming back to Saint Petersburg is appropriate, but it should be clarified to avoid
confusion with contemporary references.

Resolving Ambiguities with Similar Place Names

Ambiguity can arise when multiple places share the same or similar names, especially at
different administrative levels. For example, there might be multiple towns named
"Springfield" within a single country. To resolve such ambiguities, it is often necessary to
include a larger geographical identifier.

The standard approach is to qualify the name with its state, province, or country. For
instance, one would specify "Springfield, Illinois," or "Springfield, Massachusetts," to
distinguish them. This practice is essential for ensuring that readers can pinpoint the exact
location being referred to, preventing misinterpretations that could affect the substance of
the text.

When dealing with less common or highly localized place names, it may also be beneficial
to provide a brief contextual description to aid the reader. This could involve mentioning a
nearby larger city, a prominent geographical feature, or the historical significance of the
location.

Addressing Disputed and Newly Named
Territories

The landscape of geographic naming is dynamic, with territories sometimes being renamed
or their sovereignty being contested. Chicago's manual advocates for a neutral and
informative approach in such sensitive situations.



When a territory is subject to dispute, it is generally recommended to present the situation
factually and avoid taking sides. This often involves using official names designated by
recognized international bodies where available, or clearly acknowledging the competing
claims. For example, if referring to a region with contested sovereignty, one might state,
"The region, claimed by both Country A and Country B..." This allows the author to discuss
the area without endorsing any particular political claim.

In cases of recent renamings or the establishment of new territories, it is important to use
the most current and officially recognized names. However, if the former name is still
widely recognized or relevant to the historical context of the publication, it should be
introduced with a clear indication of the change. For example, "The city, formerly known as
[Old Name], is now officially [New Name]." This ensures historical accuracy while
maintaining contemporary relevance.

Best Practices for Sensitive Geographic Designations

For particularly sensitive geographic designations, such as those involving ethnic or political
conflicts, extreme care must be taken. The Chicago Manual of Style stresses the
importance of respecting established conventions and avoiding language that could be
perceived as biased or offensive.

Consulting reputable sources that specialize in international affairs or geopolitical naming
conventions is highly recommended. These sources often provide guidelines on how to
refer to contested areas or regions with complex political histories. The goal is always to
present information in a manner that is objective, accurate, and contributes to a clear
understanding of the subject matter without exacerbating sensitivities.

When in doubt, authors are encouraged to err on the side of caution and provide additional
context. Explaining the historical background of a place name or the political circumstances
surrounding its designation can be invaluable for readers trying to navigate complex
geopolitical realities.

Specific Considerations for Different Publication
Types

The application of Chicago's geographic naming practices can vary slightly depending on
the nature and intended audience of the publication. Academic works, for instance, may
require a higher degree of precision and may necessitate more frequent use of official
designations, especially when precise administrative boundaries are crucial to the research.

For historical publications, maintaining historical accuracy in naming is paramount. This
means using the names that were current at the time of the events being described, even if
they are no longer in use. As previously mentioned, clear parenthetical explanations of
name changes are essential for reader comprehension in such contexts.



In journalistic or general readership publications, the emphasis leans more heavily on
common names and immediate reader recognition. While accuracy remains critical, the
priority is often to ensure that the reader can quickly and easily understand which location
is being referenced without being bogged down by overly technical or obscure official
designations. However, when an official name is significantly different from the common
name and could cause confusion, it should be included.

Ensuring Reader Comprehension Across Audiences

Regardless of the publication type, the ultimate goal is reader comprehension. This involves
anticipating potential points of confusion and proactively addressing them through clear
and consistent naming practices.

When introducing a geographic location for the first time, consider the likely knowledge
base of your audience. If you are writing for an international audience, assume less
familiarity with very specific local place names. Providing the country or region alongside a
city name, or clarifying the significance of a particular landmark, can significantly enhance
understanding. Conversely, for a highly specialized audience familiar with a particular
region, less explicit clarification might be needed.

The use of maps or other visual aids can also be a powerful tool for complementing
geographic naming practices. While not a substitute for clear textual references, a well-
placed map can help readers orient themselves and reinforce the locations being discussed.

Tools and Resources for Geographic Naming
Compliance

Maintaining compliance with Chicago's geographic naming practices, and indeed with
general accuracy in geographic references, is greatly facilitated by the use of reliable tools
and resources. These resources serve as authoritative arbiters for place names, spellings,
and administrative divisions.

The United Nations Group of Experts on Geographical Names (UNGEGN) is a primary source
for internationally recognized place names and guidelines. Their work in standardizing
geographical names is invaluable for publications dealing with international matters.

Reputable atlases and gazetteers are indispensable. Major cartographic publishers often
provide detailed geographical dictionaries that list place names, their variations, and their
administrative contexts. Consulting multiple authoritative sources can help resolve
discrepancies and confirm the most appropriate nomenclature.

Online resources from governmental geographic agencies, such as the U.S. Board on
Geographic Names, are also crucial, especially for North American locations. These bodies
maintain extensive databases of official place names and their histories.



Consulting Authoritative Sources for Verification

The process of verifying geographic names should be systematic. When encountering a
place name, it is wise to cross-reference it across several authoritative sources. This is
particularly important for less common locations, or those with a history of name changes
or disputes.

National geographic institutes (e.g., Ordnance Survey for the UK, IGN for France).

International organizations like the UNGEGN.

Major cartographic publishers (e.g., National Geographic, Oxford University Press).

Academic encyclopedias and specialized historical atlases.

By diligently consulting these resources, authors and editors can ensure that their
geographic references are accurate, consistent, and conform to the highest standards of
clarity and professionalism as advocated by The Chicago Manual of Style.









Q: What is the primary goal of Chicago Manual of Style
geographic naming practices?
A: The primary goal is to ensure clarity, accuracy, and consistency in geographic references
within publications, preventing reader confusion and maintaining professional credibility.

Q: How does Chicago's manual differentiate between
official and common place names?
A: Official names are those established by governmental or recognized international bodies,
while common names are widely used in everyday language. The manual advises
prioritizing common names for reader recognition but suggests clarifying with official
names when ambiguity might arise.

Q: What is the recommended approach for handling
place names with historical variations?
A: For historical publications, it is crucial to use the names that were current at the time of
the events. If a place has been renamed, the author should clearly indicate the change,
often with a parenthetical explanation of the former name upon first mention.

Q: How should disputed or contested territories be
named in a publication?
A: Publications should adopt a neutral and factual approach, acknowledging competing
claims. Using official names designated by international bodies, or clearly stating the nature
of the dispute, is recommended to avoid bias.

Q: When multiple places share the same name, how can
ambiguity be resolved according to Chicago's
guidelines?
A: Ambiguities can be resolved by qualifying the place name with its state, province, or
country. For example, "Springfield, Illinois" or "Springfield, Massachusetts."

Q: What are some reliable resources for verifying
geographic names and ensuring compliance with
Chicago's practices?
A: Reliable resources include the United Nations Group of Experts on Geographical Names
(UNGEGN), reputable atlases and gazetteers, national geographic institutes, and
governmental geographic agencies like the U.S. Board on Geographic Names.



Q: Does The Chicago Manual of Style offer specific rules
for transliterated names?
A: Yes, for transliterations from non-Latin alphabets, Chicago advises choosing one
transliteration system and using it consistently. Consulting authoritative sources for
accepted transliterations is recommended.

Q: How do geographic naming practices differ for
academic versus general readership publications?
A: Academic publications may require more precision and the use of official designations,
especially when administrative boundaries are critical. General readership publications
prioritize common names for reader recognition, but should still clarify ambiguities.
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