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Navigating Geographic Terminology with the Chicago Manual of Style

chicago manual of style geographic terminology serves as a cornerstone for writers and editors
aiming for clarity, precision, and consistency in their work, especially when dealing with place
names, borders, and geopolitical entities. This comprehensive guide offers a wealth of information
on how to correctly represent geographic information, ensuring that readers are not left confused by
inconsistencies or inaccuracies. From the proper capitalization of regional terms to the accurate
depiction of administrative divisions, mastering these guidelines is crucial for academic, journalistic,
and professional writing. This article will delve into the intricate details of the Chicago Manual of
Style's recommendations for geographic terminology, exploring key areas such as state and country
names, administrative divisions, and the nuanced use of capitalization for geographical concepts. We
will also address common challenges and provide practical advice for navigating this essential
aspect of scholarly and professional communication.
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Understanding State and Country Designations

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides specific guidance on the use of state and country
names to ensure clarity and consistency. Generally, it recommends using the full, official names of
states and countries unless brevity is absolutely necessary and no ambiguity arises. For instance,
when referring to the United States, the manual advises using "United States" rather than
abbreviations like "U.S." or "USA" in running text. Similarly, states should be written out in full, such
as "California" or "New York," rather than being abbreviated, even though postal abbreviations are
common in other contexts.

When dealing with international locations, the CMOS generally favors the most commonly accepted
and recognized names for countries and their major subdivisions. This often means adhering to the
spellings and designations provided by official sources, such as governmental bodies or international
organizations. The goal is to avoid confusion and to present information in a way that is immediately
understandable to a broad audience, regardless of their familiarity with specific regions. Consistency
in how these names are presented throughout a document is paramount. If a particular style of
naming is adopted for one instance, it should be maintained for all similar instances.



Using Official Names vs. Common Designations

A key aspect of the Chicago Manual of Style's approach to geographic terminology involves the
choice between official and common designations. While official names are often preferred for
accuracy, common usage can sometimes be more practical or widely understood. The manual
advises authors to weigh these factors carefully. For example, in some contexts, a well-established
common name might be more accessible to readers than a less familiar official designation.
However, clarity and the potential for misunderstanding should always be the primary
considerations.

The CMOS also touches upon the use of possessives and plurals for geographic terms. Generally,
standard English rules apply. For instance, "France's economy" is correct, and "the two Californias"
might be used to refer to distinct historical or administrative regions within the state. The emphasis
remains on logical application of grammatical rules to geographic nomenclature, ensuring that the
text flows naturally and adheres to established linguistic conventions.

Capitalization Rules for Geographic Terms

Capitalization is a critical element in the Chicago Manual of Style's guidelines for geographic
terminology. The manual distinguishes between terms that function as proper nouns, designating
specific places, and those that are used as common nouns, referring to general categories or
concepts. This distinction is fundamental to accurate and professional writing.

Proper geographic nouns, such as "Asia," "Europe," "Africa," and "North America," are always
capitalized. Similarly, names of specific countries, states, cities, oceans, and continents fall into this
category and require capitalization. For example, "the Pacific Ocean" is capitalized because it refers
to a unique and specific body of water. Likewise, "Paris" is a proper noun for a specific city and is
capitalized.

Distinguishing Proper Nouns from Common Nouns

The complexity often arises when geographic terms are used in a more general sense. For instance,
"southern California" might be capitalized as "Southern California" when referring to a distinct
region with specific cultural or geographical characteristics, but it might remain lowercase
"southern California" if it simply indicates a direction relative to the state. The Chicago Manual of
Style emphasizes context and established usage in making these decisions. If a term has gained
recognition as designating a particular region or area, it is typically capitalized.

Terms like "the Midwest" or "the Arctic" are capitalized because they represent well-defined regions,
even if they are not formally delineated political entities. This capitalization acknowledges their
status as recognized geographical areas. The manual also addresses terms like "the coast" or "the
mountains," which are generally lowercase unless they are part of a proper name, such as "the
Pacific Coast" or "the Rocky Mountains."



Capitalization of Directional Terms

Directional terms such as north, south, east, and west require careful consideration. When used to
indicate direction generally, they are lowercase: "The sun sets in the west." However, when they
form part of a proper noun, designating a specific region, they are capitalized: "He traveled to the
West Coast." Similarly, "northern Italy" refers to a general area, while "the Northern Italian
Renaissance" refers to a specific historical and cultural movement associated with that region, thus
requiring capitalization.

The CMOS offers detailed examples to clarify these nuances. For example, "the South" typically
refers to the Southern United States as a distinct region and is capitalized, whereas "turn south" is a
direction and remains lowercase. This principle extends to compound terms; "Southeast Asia" is
capitalized as a recognized geopolitical and geographical region.

Handling Administrative Divisions and Political Entities

Accurately representing administrative divisions and political entities is another crucial area covered
by the Chicago Manual of Style. This includes states, provinces, counties, cities, and their respective
governmental bodies. The manual stresses the importance of using precise language to avoid any
ambiguity about political or administrative boundaries.

When referring to states and provinces, the CMOS generally advises using their full names. For
example, "Ontario" rather than "Ont." and "Texas" rather than "Tex." The same principle applies to
counties and other administrative subdivisions. The goal is to ensure that the reader can clearly
identify the specific geographic and political area being discussed.

Referring to Subnational Divisions

The style guide provides specific recommendations for various levels of subnational divisions. For
instance, when referring to a county in the United States, the full name should be used, such as
"Cook County, Illinois." If the context is clear, the state name might be omitted, but for formal
writing or when introducing the entity, including both is often preferable. The comma placement in
such constructions follows standard grammatical rules.

For international administrative divisions, the CMOS generally follows the established English
names for provinces, prefectures, or similar subdivisions. If a particular country uses a term that
does not have a direct English equivalent, the manual might suggest using the foreign term followed
by a brief explanation or an English approximation in parentheses, depending on the context and the
intended audience's familiarity.



Names of Governmental Bodies

When referring to the governmental bodies associated with these divisions, the Chicago Manual of
Style also provides guidance. For instance, "the Illinois State Legislature" or "the City Council of
Chicago" are examples of how such entities should be named and capitalized. Proper nouns referring
to specific legislative bodies, courts, or executive offices are capitalized. Generic references, such as
"a state legislature" or "the city council," would remain lowercase.

The manual also addresses the use of abbreviations for governmental bodies, generally advising
against their use in formal prose unless they are exceptionally common and unambiguous. For
instance, "FBI" or "CIA" might be acceptable in certain contexts after their full names have been
introduced, but specific regional or local governmental bodies should typically be written out in full.

Specific Terminology for Geographical Features

Beyond political and administrative designations, the Chicago Manual of Style also offers guidance
on terminology related to natural geographical features. This includes mountains, rivers, lakes,
deserts, and other landforms. The primary objective is to use precise and universally understood
terms.

When naming specific geographical features, the CMOS emphasizes the use of their official or most
widely accepted names. For example, "Mount Everest" is capitalized and used as the proper name
for the specific mountain. Similarly, "the Amazon River" or "Lake Superior" are treated as proper
nouns. The definite article "the" is often included as part of the name when it is conventionally used,
such as "the Sahara Desert."

Capitalization of Natural Features

Natural features that are part of a proper name are capitalized. This includes elements within a
name like "the Rocky Mountains" or "Death Valley." However, generic terms for landforms are
lowercase unless they are part of a specific name. For instance, "a mountain range" is lowercase, but
"the Appalachian Mountains" is capitalized. "A river" is lowercase, but "the Mississippi River" is
capitalized.

The manual also addresses descriptive terms used with geographical features. For example, "a
coastal plain" or "an inland sea" are generally lowercase. However, if these terms become integrated
into a recognized regional name, they may be capitalized. The key is to determine whether the term
functions as a specific identifier or a general descriptor.

Terms for Bodies of Water

Bodies of water, such as oceans, seas, lakes, and rivers, are consistently capitalized when their



specific names are used. Examples include "the Atlantic Ocean," "the Mediterranean Sea," "the
Great Lakes," and "the Nile River." The definite article "the" is often considered part of the name
and is capitalized accordingly if it's conventionally included, as in "the Dead Sea."

Generic terms for bodies of water are lowercase. For instance, "an ocean," "a sea," "a lake," or "a
river" are all lowercase. However, if these terms are used to denote a specific, but perhaps less
formally named, geographic area, the context and consistency of usage will guide capitalization. The
CMOS prioritizes clarity and adherence to established nomenclature.

Addressing Ambiguity and Regional Variations

One of the significant challenges in geographic terminology is dealing with ambiguity and regional
variations in naming conventions. The Chicago Manual of Style provides a framework for resolving
such issues, emphasizing clarity and consistency above all else.

When a place name has multiple common spellings or pronunciations, or when a region is referred
to by different names, the CMOS advises authors to choose the most widely recognized and least
ambiguous term. If there is a significant risk of misunderstanding, providing a brief clarification or
noting alternative names might be necessary, especially in scholarly or international contexts. The
goal is to ensure that the reader can accurately identify the location being discussed without having
to navigate linguistic uncertainties.

Consistency in Usage

Maintaining consistency in the use of geographic terminology throughout a document is paramount.
Once a decision is made regarding the spelling, capitalization, or fullness of a place name, that
choice should be applied uniformly. This applies not only to country and state names but also to
administrative divisions, geographical features, and regional designations.

The Chicago Manual of Style encourages authors to consult authoritative sources for proper names
and spellings. This might include official government gazettes, encyclopedias, atlases, or the style
guides of relevant professional organizations. Relying on reputable sources helps ensure accuracy
and minimizes the risk of introducing errors.

Handling Unfamiliar or Controversial Terminology

In cases where terminology is unfamiliar to the target audience or potentially controversial, the
CMOS suggests a cautious approach. This might involve defining terms upon first use or opting for
more universally understood language. When dealing with disputed territories or politically sensitive
place names, authors should strive for neutrality and accuracy, adhering to the conventions of
reputable international bodies where applicable. The manual does not prescribe specific political
stances but rather offers guidance on presenting information clearly and responsibly.



Ultimately, the principles behind the Chicago Manual of Style's guidance on geographic terminology
revolve around precision, clarity, and consistency. By carefully applying these rules, writers can
ensure that their work is both accurate and accessible to their intended readers, fostering a deeper
understanding of the geographical contexts they explore.

FAQ

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style handle abbreviations
for state names?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally advises against using abbreviations for state names in
running text. It recommends writing out the full name of the state, such as "California" or "New
York," to ensure clarity and consistency. Abbreviations are typically reserved for specific contexts
like mailing addresses or tables where space is limited and clarity is not compromised.

Q: When should directional terms like "north" or "south" be
capitalized according to the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: Directional terms are capitalized when they are part of a proper noun, designating a specific
region. For example, "the West Coast" or "Southeast Asia" are capitalized. However, they are
lowercase when used to indicate a general direction, as in "The train traveled north" or "He lives in
the southern part of the state."

Q: What is the Chicago Manual of Style's stance on using
"USA" versus "United States" in text?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style recommends using "United States" in running text rather than
abbreviations like "USA" or "U.S." This approach prioritizes formality and avoids potential
ambiguity. Abbreviations might be considered only in very specific contexts where brevity is
paramount and the meaning is perfectly clear.

Q: How should I refer to provinces or other subnational
divisions in countries other than the United States according
to CMOS?
A: For subnational divisions in other countries, the Chicago Manual of Style suggests using the most
commonly accepted English names for those divisions. If a direct English equivalent is not readily
available or widely understood, it may be advisable to use the original term along with a brief
explanation or translation in parentheses, depending on the context and audience familiarity.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style offer specific guidance on
naming international bodies of water?
A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style recommends using the established and officially recognized



names for international bodies of water. These include oceans, seas, gulfs, and bays. For example,
"the Atlantic Ocean," "the Mediterranean Sea," and "the Persian Gulf" are all to be capitalized as
proper nouns.

Q: How does CMOS advise handling ambiguous or disputed
geographical place names?
A: When dealing with ambiguous or disputed place names, the Chicago Manual of Style encourages
authors to prioritize clarity and accuracy. This may involve using the most widely recognized name,
providing context, or noting alternative names if there is a significant risk of misunderstanding. In
politically sensitive cases, neutrality and adherence to reputable international standards are often
advised.

Q: What is the general rule for capitalizing geographical
features like mountains and rivers in the Chicago Manual of
Style?
A: Geographical features are capitalized when they are part of a proper noun. For instance, "Mount
Fuji," "the Amazon River," and "Lake Michigan" are all capitalized. Generic terms for such features,
such as "a mountain," "a river," or "a lake," are written in lowercase unless they are part of a
specific, named geographical feature.
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