chicago manual of style geographic
writing for academic journals

chicago manual of style geographic writing for academic journals is essential
for scholars seeking to present their research with clarity, precision, and
adherence to established academic conventions. Navigating the complexities of
geographic nomenclature, citation practices, and stylistic elements can be
daunting, but understanding the Chicago Manual of Style's guidance is
paramount. This article delves into the core principles and specific
applications of Chicago's guidelines for geographic writing within academic
journals, covering everything from naming conventions for places to the
proper treatment of units of measurement and temporal references. By
mastering these elements, researchers can ensure their work is not only
accurate but also easily understood and respected by their peers. We will
explore how to handle international and domestic place names, the intricacies
of citing geographic data, and the importance of consistent formatting for
maps and spatial information. Furthermore, this comprehensive guide will
illuminate best practices for stylistic consistency, ensuring your geographic
contributions to academic discourse are both impactful and impeccably
presented according to the Chicago Manual of Style.
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Understanding Geographic Nomenclature in
Academic Writing

When engaging in geographic writing for academic journals, the accurate and
consistent use of place names is foundational. The Chicago Manual of Style
(CMOS) provides a robust framework for this, emphasizing clarity and user
comprehension above all else. This means that while adhering to established
naming conventions is crucial, authors must also consider the context and
intended audience of their journal article. The goal is to avoid ambiguity
and ensure that readers, whether specialists or those from related
disciplines, can readily identify the locations being discussed.

CMOS distinguishes between official names and common names, and authors are
advised to use official names where they are well-established and
unambiguous. However, common names can be employed if they are widely
recognized and if the context makes the location clear. For instance,



referring to "New York City" is generally preferable to a more obscure
official designation, unless precision demands otherwise. The manual also
addresses the use of diacritical marks and alternate spellings, advocating
for consistency once a choice is made.

Handling International Place Names

International geographic nomenclature presents unique challenges. CMOS
generally recommends using the most common English rendering of a place name
unless a specific scholarly context dictates otherwise, such as when
discussing local linguistic traditions. For example, the capital of Japan is
widely known as Tokyo, and this is the name typically used in English-
language academic writing. However, for less familiar locations, consulting
authoritative sources like the United States Board on Geographic Names (BGN)
or its international equivalents is essential. These bodies often provide
standardized spellings and preferred forms.

When a place has undergone a name change, particularly in post-colonial
contexts or due to political shifts, it is important to be aware of both the
historical and current names. CMOS advises noting the former name in
parentheses when introducing a place with a changed designation, especially
if the historical name is still commonly encountered in the literature or
historical records relevant to the research. This practice ensures that
readers familiar with older terminology can still follow the text.

Domestic Place Names and Administrative Divisions

For domestic place names, such as those within the United States, CMOS
generally follows established governmental naming conventions. This includes
the proper use of state abbreviations (though spelled out in narrative text
in some contexts, as per CMOS rules), county names, and city designations.
When referring to administrative divisions, such as counties within states or
provinces within countries, consistency is key. For instance, if you are
discussing a specific county within California, you should consistently refer
to it as, for example, "Los Angeles County, California," or simply "Los
Angeles County" if the state is clear from context.

The manual also provides guidance on the use of prepositions like "in," "at,"
or "near" when referencing locations. The choice of preposition can subtly
alter the meaning and should be applied logically. For example, "a study
conducted in rural China" differs from "a study conducted near the Yangtze
River delta." Careful attention to these details enhances the precision of
geographic writing.



Formatting Place Names Consistently

Consistency in formatting place names is a hallmark of professional academic
writing. The Chicago Manual of Style offers detailed guidelines to ensure
uniformity across manuscripts submitted to academic journals. This
consistency extends to the capitalization of geographic terms and the use of
possessives, as well as how specific types of geographic features are named.

When referring to geographical features such as rivers, mountains, or lakes,
the general rule is to use the common name followed by the generic term. For
example, "the Mississippi River," "the Rocky Mountains," or "Lake Superior."
CMOS advises against using articles like "the" when the generic term is part
of a proper noun, as in "Mount Rainier" rather than "the Mount Rainier." This
seemingly minor detail contributes significantly to the polished appearance
of academic prose.

Capitalization and Generics

The capitalization of generic geographic terms is a common point of concern.
CMOS dictates that when a generic term is part of a proper noun, it should be
capitalized. Thus, "the Sahara Desert" and "the Pacific Ocean" are correct.
However, when the generic term is used descriptively rather than as part of a
specific name, it is typically lowercase. For example, "the desert climate of
the region" or "navigating the ocean currents." The distinction lies in
whether the term functions as a proper noun or a common noun.

Similarly, the capitalization of terms indicating direction or regions can
vary. While "North America" is a proper noun referring to a continent,
"northern Canada" refers to a general direction or area within that
continent. CMOS provides clear examples to guide authors through these
nuances, ensuring that geographic descriptors are treated with the
appropriate capitalization based on their function within a sentence.

Possessives and Plurals of Geographic Terms

The use of possessives with geographic names requires careful consideration.
Generally, possessives are used when the geographic feature is owned or
controlled by a specific entity, or when it is a natural possessor. For
instance, "the city's parks" or "the river's banks." However, for many
standard geographic terms, possessives are not used. For example, one would
not typically say "the mountain's peak" but rather "the peak of the mountain"
or simply "the mountain peak."

Plurals of geographic terms are usually straightforward. When referring to
multiple instances of a geographic feature, the plural form is used. For
example, "the Appalachian Mountains" (referring to the entire range) or
"several rivers in the Amazon basin." The key is to maintain clarity and



natural language flow while adhering to grammatical rules.

Citing Geographic Data and Sources

The rigorous citation of geographic data and sources is fundamental to the
credibility of any academic journal article. The Chicago Manual of Style
offers comprehensive guidance on how to properly attribute information,
including data derived from maps, geographic databases, satellite imagery,
and other spatial resources. Accurate citations allow readers to verify the
information presented and to explore the original sources themselves,
fostering transparency and scholarly integrity.

When citing geographic data, it is important to identify the source of the
data, the date it was collected or last updated, and any specific
methodologies used in its collection or processing. This level of detail is
particularly crucial in fields where data can evolve rapidly or where
different datasets may have varying levels of accuracy or scope. CMOS
provides flexibility in citation formats, allowing for consistency within a
particular discipline or journal's requirements, often through footnotes or
endnotes and a corresponding bibliography.

Footnotes and Endnotes for Geographic Information

CMOS primarily recommends the use of footnotes or endnotes for citing
sources. For geographic information, this means providing a detailed
reference for each piece of data or statement that draws from a specific
geographic source. For example, if a study uses population density data from
a particular census, the footnote would specify the census year, the issuing
agency, and the specific dataset or report accessed. This allows for precise
attribution and aids readers in locating the original information.

The content of the footnote or endnote should be sufficient to identify the
source unambiguously. This might include author or editor, title of the work,
publisher, publication date, and page numbers or specific data identifiers.
For online geographic datasets, the URL and access date are also essential
components of a complete citation.

Bibliography Entries for Geographic Resources

Following the footnote or endnote system, a bibliography at the end of the
article provides a consolidated list of all sources cited. For geographic
resources, the bibliography entry should mirror the information provided in
the notes but follow the prescribed format for the bibliography. This
typically includes the authoring body or individual, the title of the dataset
or map series, the publisher or distributor, the year of publication or
release, and any relevant edition or version information.



When citing online geographic resources, the bibliography entry should
include the name of the website or platform, the specific name of the dataset
or map, the date it was accessed, and the permanent URL or DOI (Digital
Object Identifier) if available. This ensures that even if online content
changes, readers have a stable reference point for the data used in the
article.

Spatial References and Units of Measurement

The precise description of spatial relationships and the consistent use of
units of measurement are critical in academic geographic writing. The Chicago
Manual of Style offers guidance on how to present these elements clearly and
unambiguously, ensuring that research findings are communicated accurately to
a global audience. This includes adhering to standard conventions for
coordinate systems, distances, areas, and elevations.

When describing locations or extents, it is often necessary to specify
spatial references. This can range from simple directional terms to complex
coordinate systems. CMOS encourages the use of widely understood systems and
advises authors to define any specialized terminology or abbreviations used
within their field. The goal is to make the spatial information accessible
and interpretable by a broad academic readership.

Coordinate Systems and Geographic Coordinates

When precise locations are crucial, the use of geographic coordinates 1is
standard practice. CMOS suggests that authors specify the coordinate system
being used, such as latitude and longitude, and the datum (e.g., WGS 84). For
example, a location might be specified as "latitude 40.7128° N, longitude
74.0060° W." The format for degrees, minutes, and seconds, or decimal
degrees, should be consistent throughout the article.

Furthermore, the manual provides recommendations for the presentation of
these coordinates. This often involves using standard abbreviations and
ensuring that the direction (North, South, East, West) is clearly indicated.
For regions where specific projections are common, such as UTM (Universal
Transverse Mercator), it is advisable to state the zone and relevant
parameters.

Units of Measurement for Distance, Area, and
Elevation

The choice of units of measurement for distance, area, and elevation should
be guided by the conventions of the relevant academic field and the intended
audience. CMOS generally favors the use of the International System of Units
(SI), also known as the metric system, for its global standardization.



However, it also acknowledges that in certain disciplines or regions,
imperial units may still be prevalent or required.

When using SI units, authors should ensure correct spelling and notation,
such as "kilometers" (km) for distance and "square kilometers" (km?) for
area. If imperial units are used, they should be clearly stated, such as
"miles" (mi) and "square miles" (mi2?). In cases where both systems are
relevant, or for clarity, it is often advisable to provide conversions. For
example, "a distance of 10 kilometers (approximately 6.2 miles)." This dual
presentation can significantly enhance comprehension for readers accustomed
to different measurement systems.

Temporal Aspects in Geographic Descriptions

Geographic phenomena often unfold over time, and academic writing in this
domain requires careful handling of temporal references. The Chicago Manual
of Style provides guidelines to ensure that timelines, historical periods,
and dates are presented with precision and clarity. This is particularly
important when discussing geographical changes, historical migrations, or the
evolution of landscapes.

When describing events or processes that have a temporal dimension, it is
crucial to establish a clear chronological framework. This involves using
consistent date formats and, where necessary, specifying the epoch or
calendar system being used. The goal is to create a coherent narrative that
allows readers to follow the progression of geographic developments being
analyzed.

Date Formats and Chronological Markers

CMOS recommends a specific format for dates: month day, year. For example,
“July 4, 1776." This format is generally preferred for clarity in narrative
text. When dates are used in a series or for statistical purposes, variations
may be acceptable, but consistency within the manuscript is paramount. For
instance, in tables or figures, a more compact format like "YYYY-MM-DD" might
be appropriate, provided it is explained or clearly understood within the
context of the data presentation.

Chronological markers such as "circa" (c. or ca.) for approximate dates,
"BCE" and "CE" (or "BC" and "AD") for time periods, and the use of centuries
should also be standardized. CMOS prefers BCE and CE over BC and AD for
secular academic contexts. The precise use of these markers ensures
historical accuracy and avoids potential misinterpretations, especially when
dealing with ancient or distant past events.



Historical Periods and Epochs in Geography

Many geographic studies engage with historical periods or geological epochs.
When referring to these, it is important to use established terminology and
to define any periods that might not be universally known. For example,
discussing the Holocene epoch or the Medieval period requires the reader to
understand the temporal scope being discussed. CMOS advises authors to use
standard names for historical periods and geological eras and to clarify
their temporal boundaries if they are central to the argument.

For instance, if an article examines the impact of agricultural practices
during the Bronze Age, it would be beneficial to briefly state the
approximate date range for the Bronze Age as understood in the relevant
geographical context. This provides readers with essential background
information, allowing them to better grasp the temporal scale of the
geographic processes under investigation.

Maps, Figures, and Visual Geographic
Representations

In academic geographic writing, maps, figures, and other visual
representations are often integral to conveying complex spatial information.
The Chicago Manual of Style provides guidance on how to effectively integrate
these elements into an article, ensuring they are clearly labeled,
referenced, and presented in a manner that enhances understanding. Visuals
are not merely decorative; they serve as critical tools for analysis and
communication.

When incorporating maps and figures, it is essential to adhere to consistent
formatting and citation practices. This ensures that the visuals are
perceived as authoritative and are easily interpretable by the reader. The
presentation of these elements directly impacts the reader's ability to
engage with and trust the presented geographic data.

Numbering and Captioning Visuals

CMOS recommends that all figures, including maps, charts, and graphs, be
numbered consecutively and referred to in the text by their number. Each
visual should have a clear and concise caption that explains its content and
purpose. For maps, this might include the area depicted, the projection used,
the scale, and the source of the data displayed. For other figures, the
caption should summarize the key findings or information presented.

The text should explicitly mention each figure. For example, "Figure 1 shows
the distribution of rainfall across the region," or "As illustrated in Figure
2, the migration patterns shifted significantly over the decade." This cross-



referencing ensures that readers are guided through the visual materials and
can connect them directly to the narrative of the article.

Referencing and Data Sources for Visuals

Just as with textual data, the sources of information used in maps and
figures must be cited. This includes the origin of base maps, the datasets
used for thematic representations, and any other visual elements
incorporated. CMOS mandates that the source of all borrowed or adapted
material be acknowledged, typically within the caption or in a note
accompanying the figure.

For maps created from specific geographic datasets, the citation in the
caption should clearly identify the dataset, its source agency, and the date
of collection or publication. If a map has been adapted from another
published work, full bibliographic details of the original source, along with
permission information if required, should be provided. This diligent
practice upholds academic honesty and allows readers to investigate the
origins of the visual information.

Style and Tone in Geographic Journal Articles

The overarching style and tone of geographic writing for academic journals,
as guided by the Chicago Manual of Style, are crucial for establishing
credibility and ensuring effective communication. The manual emphasizes
clarity, conciseness, and objectivity. Geographic research often deals with
complex spatial relationships and data, and maintaining a professional and
authoritative tone is paramount for the author's arguments to be taken
seriously.

The goal is to present findings in a manner that is accessible to the
intended audience while also adhering to the rigorous standards of academic
discourse. This means avoiding overly casual language, jargon that is not
clearly defined, and subjective pronouncements. The style should facilitate,
rather than hinder, the reader's comprehension of the geographic insights
being offered.

Clarity and Conciseness in Prose

Clarity and conciseness are cornerstones of effective academic writing. CMOS
advises authors to use precise language and to avoid unnecessary words or
phrases. In geographic writing, this translates to being direct when
describing spatial relationships, temporal sequences, and analytical
findings. For example, instead of saying "the area was characterized by a
high degree of precipitation," a more concise and direct statement would be
“the region experienced high precipitation.”



Furthermore, complex ideas should be broken down into manageable parts. When
describing intricate geographic processes or patterns, authors should employ
clear topic sentences, logical transitions, and well-structured paragraphs.
The aim is to guide the reader smoothly through the argument, ensuring that
each point is easily understood and contributes to the overall thesis.

Objectivity and Academic Voice

The academic voice in geographic writing is inherently objective. This means
presenting information and analysis in a neutral and unbiased manner, even
when discussing controversial topics or presenting findings that may
challenge existing paradigms. CMOS encourages the use of the third person and
the avoidance of personal anecdotes or overly subjective language. Instead of
"I believe this pattern is significant," an author might state, "This pattern
is statistically significant," or "The data suggest the significance of this
pattern."

This commitment to objectivity ensures that the research is evaluated on its

merits rather than on the author's personal opinions or biases. In geographic
studies, where data interpretation is often central, maintaining an objective
voice is especially important for building trust with the readership and for

contributing meaningfully to the scholarly conversation.

Mastering the Chicago Manual of Style's guidelines for geographic writing is
a critical step for any scholar aiming to publish in academic journals. From
the meticulous details of place-name formatting and citation to the broader
considerations of spatial and temporal accuracy, CMOS provides a
comprehensive roadmap. By adhering to these principles, researchers can
elevate the clarity, precision, and professionalism of their work, ensuring
their geographic contributions are both impactful and well-received by the
academic community. The commitment to these stylistic and informational
standards ultimately strengthens the integrity and readability of scholarly
research in geography and related fields.

Q: What are the primary considerations for
geographic writing in academic journals according to
the Chicago Manual of Style?

A: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, the primary considerations for
geographic writing in academic journals include accurate and consistent use
of place names (nomenclature), precise formatting of these names, rigorous
citation of geographic data and sources, clear presentation of spatial
references and units of measurement, accurate temporal descriptions, proper
integration and referencing of maps and figures, and the maintenance of an
objective and concise academic tone.



Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style advise
handling international place names?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends using the most common
English rendering of an international place name unless a specific scholarly
context requires otherwise. For less familiar locations, consulting
authoritative sources like the United States Board on Geographic Names 1is
advised. It also suggests noting former names when significant name changes
have occurred, for clarity with historical research.

Q: What are the best practices for citing geographic
data according to CMOS?

A: CMOS recommends citing geographic data rigorously, typically using
footnotes or endnotes and a corresponding bibliography. Citations should
include the source of the data, its collection date, any specific
methodologies, and for online resources, the URL and access date. Precision
in attribution is key for scholarly integrity.

Q: How should units of measurement be presented in
geographic writing according to CMO0S?

A: CMOS generally favors the use of the International System of Units (SI)
for its global standardization. However, it acknowledges that imperial units
may be prevalent in certain fields or regions. When using SI units, correct
spelling and notation are important. If imperial units are used, they should
be clearly stated, and providing conversions can enhance comprehension for a
broader audience.

Q: What is the role of maps and figures in
geographic writing, and how should they be handled
according to CMOS?

A: Maps and figures are essential visual tools in geographic writing for
conveying spatial information. CMOS advises numbering them consecutively,
providing clear and concise captions, and referencing them explicitly in the
text. Crucially, the sources of data and information used in these visuals
must also be cited, often within the caption itself.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style approach the
concept of objectivity in geographic academic
writing?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes objectivity in academic writing by



encouraging the use of the third person, avoiding personal anecdotes, and
presenting information and analysis in a neutral manner. The goal is for
research to be evaluated on its factual basis and logical argumentation
rather than on the author's personal opinions or biases.

Q: Are there specific rules for capitalizing
geographic terms in academic writing?

A: Yes, CMOS has specific rules for capitalizing geographic terms. Generic

terms that are part of a proper noun (e.g., "the Sahara Desert," "the Pacific
Ocean") should be capitalized. However, when the generic term is used
descriptively, it is typically lowercase (e.g., "the desert climate").

Directional terms also have specific rules; for example, "North America"
(continent) is capitalized, while "northern Canada" (direction) is not.

Q: What is the recommended format for dates in
geographic writing when following CMOS guidelines?

A: For narrative text, the Chicago Manual of Style recommends the format:
Month Day, Year (e.g., July 4, 1776). For other contexts like tables or
statistical data, more compact formats may be used if consistently applied
and understood, but the narrative format is the standard for prose.

Q: How should temporal markers like 'circa' or
'BCE/CE' be handled in geographic research?

A: CMOS prefers the use of BCE (Before the Common Era) and CE (Common Era)
over BC and AD for secular academic contexts. The term "circa" (c. or ca.)
should be used for approximate dates, and its usage should be consistent.
Clarity regarding the temporal scope of historical periods or geological
epochs being discussed is also important.

Q: What is the general advice regarding jargon and
specialized terminology in geographic writing for
journals?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style advocates for clarity and conciseness, which
extends to the use of jargon. While specialized terminology is often
necessary in academic fields, authors should define any terms that might not

be universally understood by the intended readership of the journal. The goal
is to ensure that the technical aspects of the research are accessible.
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