chicago manual of style geographic writing for

publication

The Chicago Manual of Style geographic writing for publication is a crucial guide for anyone aiming for
clarity, consistency, and professionalism in their written work. Navigating the intricacies of representing
geographical information accurately and ethically requires a deep understanding of established conventions.
This comprehensive article delves into the core principles and practical applications of the Chicago Manual
of Style when it comes to geographic writing, covering everything from place-name standardization to the
proper citation of geographic data. We will explore how to ensure your maps, descriptions, and references
are not only correct but also accessible to your intended audience, whether they are academics, researchers,
or the general public. Mastering these guidelines will elevate the credibility and usability of your

published content.

Table of Contents

Understanding Geographic Nomenclature
Capitalization and Punctuation in Geographic Terms
Addressing Ambiguity and Specificity

Citation Practices for Geographic Data

Best Practices for Geographic Descriptions

Ethical Considerations in Geographic Writing

Integrating Maps and Visualizations

Understanding Geographic Nomenclature

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) places significant emphasis on the accurate and consistent use of
geographic names. This is fundamental to avoiding confusion and ensuring that readers can easily identify
the locations being discussed. The core principle is to adhere to the official or most widely recognized
names for places, respecting local usage where appropriate but prioritizing standardization for broader

comprehension.

‘When dealing with official place names, such as cities, countries, states, and provinces, the CMOS generally
advises using the names as recognized by national or international authorities. For the United States, this
often means consulting official government sources. For international locations, the U.S. Board on
Geographic Names (BGN) is a key resource, providing standardized English forms of foreign geographic

names.



Place-Name Standardization

Standardization of place names is paramount in professional publications. This involves using established
spellings and forms to prevent ambiguity. For instance, knowing whether to use "Beijing" or "Peking"
depends on the era of publication and the specific context, but generally, current official names are

preferred.

When encountering variations in place names, such as historical names or local colloquialisms, authors must
make a conscious decision about which form to use. The CMOS suggests that if a deviation from the
standard is necessary for clarity or historical accuracy, it should be explained or noted. This ensures that the

reader is informed about the naming convention being employed.

Foreign Geographic Names

Handling foreign geographic names requires particular care. The CMOS encourages the use of the most
common and accepted English spellings. In many cases, this aligns with the recommendations of bodies like

the BGN, which compiles comprehensive lists of foreign names and their standardized English equivalents.

Authors should be aware of transliteration systems, especially when dealing with languages that do not use
the Latin alphabet. While many systems exist, the goal is to present the name in a way that is
pronounceable and recognizable to an English-speaking audience, without sacrificing accuracy. If a less

common transliteration is used, it may be beneficial to provide context or a note.

Capitalization and Punctuation in Geographic Terms

The rules governing capitalization and punctuation in geographic terms can be intricate. The Chicago

Manual of Style provides clear guidelines to ensure consistency and grammatical correctness.

Generally, proper nouns, including the names of specific geographic features and political entities, are
capitalized. This includes continents, oceans, countries, states, cities, and specific mountains or rivers.
However, the treatment of descriptive terms when they form part of a proper name versus when they are

used generically can be a point of confusion.

Proper Nouns vs. Common Nouns



The distinction between a proper noun and a common noun is critical. For example, "the Rocky
Mountains" is capitalized because "Rocky Mountains" is the specific name of the mountain range. However,

nn

if you were to say "there are many mountains in the region,” "mountains” would be treated as a common

noun and not capitalized.

Similarly, "the Nile River" is a proper noun. But "a river flows through the city" uses "river" as a common

noun. This principle extends to other geographic features like lakes, deserts, and valleys.

Compound Geographic Names

Compound geographic names, such as "New York City" or "Lake Superior,” are treated as single entities
and capitalized accordingly. The CMOS provides guidance on whether to capitalize descriptive elements
that are integral to the name. For instance, in "West Virginia," "West" is capitalized as it forms part of the

state's proper name.

Punctuation in geographic contexts often involves possessives and other grammatical constructions. For
example, "Australia's vast interior” would correctly use the possessive apostrophe. Commas are used to
separate elements in lists of geographic locations, such as "Paris, France," or "London, England, is a major

capital.”

Addressing Ambiguity and Specificity

Clarity and precision are paramount in geographic writing. When identifying locations, it is crucial to

provide enough detail to avoid ambiguity while also respecting conciseness.

The level of specificity required often depends on the context and the intended audience. A scholarly
paper discussing ancient trade routes might require precise latitude and longitude coordinates or detailed
descriptions of ancient settlements, whereas a travelogue might be content with broader regional

identifiers.

Contextual Specificity

The CMOS emphasizes that the author's responsibility is to ensure that the reader can unambiguously
identify the geographic entity being referenced. This might involve including the state or country for

lesser-known cities or specifying the historical period if a place name has changed significantly over time.



For example, if you mention "Springfield," the reader needs to know which Springfield you mean. Adding

the state, such as "Springfield, Illinois," or "Springfield, Massachusetts,” resolves this ambiguity.

Units of Measurement and Scale

When discussing distances, areas, or elevations, the CMOS recommends using consistent and clearly defined
units of measurement. For international publications, the metric system (SI units) is often preferred,
although imperial units may be acceptable depending on the target audience and the nature of the

publication. It is good practice to provide conversions or to specify the system being used.

Similarly, when referring to maps or scales, ensuring that the scale is clearly indicated and understood is
vital. A vague reference to "a large area" is less informative than "an area of approximately 500 square

kilometers."

Citation Practices for Geographic Data

Properly citing geographic data and sources is essential for academic integrity and allows readers to verify
information. The Chicago Manual of Style offers robust guidelines for various types of geographic

references.

This includes citing maps, satellite imagery, geospatial datasets, gazetteers, and geographical surveys. The
goal is to provide enough information for the reader to locate and understand the source of the geographic

information presented.

Citing Maps and Atlases

‘When citing a specific map or an atlas, key information typically includes the title of the map or atlas, the
publisher, the place of publication, and the year. For maps that are part of a larger work, such as an edited
volume, the page number or plate number should also be included. If the map has a specific cartographer or

editor, their name should be noted as well.

For example, a citation might look like: National Geographic Society, "World Political Map," in National
Geographic Atlas of the World, 10th ed. (Washington, D.C.: National Geographic Society, 2018).



Citing Geospatial Data and Online Resources

Geospatial data, such as shapefiles or datasets accessed online, requires a specific citation format. This
typically involves providing the name of the dataset, the creator or source of the data, a version number if
applicable, and a stable URL or access method, along with the date of access. Online gazetteers and

geographical databases also fall into this category.

An example citation for online data might be: U.S. Census Bureau, "TIGER/Line Shapefiles," accessed
October 26, 2023, https://www.census.gov/geographies/mapping-files/time-series/geo/tiger-line-file.html.

Creator/Author of the data

Title of the dataset

Version or release date

Publisher or distributing organization

URL or access information

Date of access

Following these citation standards ensures transparency and allows for the replication of research or

verification of facts by other scholars.

Best Practices for Geographic Descriptions

Effective geographic writing goes beyond mere identification; it involves creating vivid and accurate

descriptions that help readers visualize and understand places.

This requires a keen eye for detail and an understanding of how to convey spatial relationships and
environmental characteristics effectively. The tone and style of description should align with the overall

purpose of the publication.



Describing Landscapes and Features

‘When describing physical landscapes, be specific about the elements being observed. Use precise
terminology for landforms (e.g., plateau, canyon, fjord), vegetation types (e.g., boreal forest, Mediterranean
scrub), and bodies of water (e.g., bay, gulf, strait). The CMOS encourages using language that is both

descriptive and informative.

Consider the scale of your description. Are you describing a continent, a country, a city, or a specific

microhabitat? The level of detail should be proportionate to the scope of your discussion.

Conveying Spatial Relationships

Clearly articulating spatial relationships is crucial. Use directional terms (north, south, east, west, northeast,
etc.) consistently and accurately. When describing the relative positions of features, ensure there is no
ambiguity. For instance, instead of saying "the town is near the mountains," specify "the town lies at the

foot of the eastern slopes of the Sierra Nevada range."

‘When referring to maps or diagrams, make sure your descriptions align with the visual representations.

Consistent use of conventions, such as north being at the top of a map, is important.

Ethical Considerations in Geographic Writing

Geographic writing carries significant ethical responsibilities, particularly concerning representation,

attribution, and the impact of language on perceptions of place.

The Chicago Manual of Style implicitly supports ethical practices by advocating for accuracy, clarity, and
respect for sources. However, writers must also be mindful of broader ethical considerations unique to the

field of geography.

Avoiding Stereotypes and Bias

It is imperative to avoid perpetuating stereotypes or biases when describing people, cultures, or regions.
Geographic writing can shape public perception, and it is crucial to present balanced and nuanced

portrayals. This means challenging assumptions and avoiding generalizations.



Language plays a critical role. Words can carry implicit connotations. For example, describing a region as
"remote” might have different implications depending on whether it is intended to evoke isolation or

opportunity. Careful word choice is essential.

Respecting Indigenous Place Names and Knowledge

In many regions, Indigenous communities have historical and cultural connections to specific place names
and geographical features. The CMOS, while focused on standardization, should be balanced with respect for
these traditions. When possible and appropriate, acknowledging and using Indigenous place names,

especially alongside or instead of colonial names, demonstrates cultural sensitivity.

Researching and understanding the provenance of place names and the cultural significance associated with

them is a crucial ethical step for any geographer or writer working with such information.

Integrating Maps and Visualizations

Maps, charts, and other visualizations are powerful tools in geographic writing. They can convey complex
information quickly and effectively, but they must be integrated thoughtfully and accurately with the

text.

The Chicago Manual of Style provides guidance on how to refer to and present visual elements within a

publication to ensure they complement and support the written content.

Referencing Visuals in Text

Any map, diagram, or illustration that is relevant to the text should be referenced. This allows readers to
connect the written narrative with the visual information. Typically, visuals are labeled numerically (e.g.,

Figure 1, Map 2) and referred to by these labels in the text.

For example, you might write: "As depicted in Figure 3, the arid conditions of the region are evident."

Ensure that the figure referenced directly supports or illustrates the point being made in the text.

Creating Effective Visuals



‘When creating maps or other geographic visualizations, clarity and accuracy are paramount. The CMOS

implicitly supports the use of well-designed visuals. Key elements to consider include:

Clear titles and legends

o Appropriate scale bars

Accurate projections

Legible labels

¢ Consistent symbology

The choice of color, font, and layout should enhance readability and understanding, not detract from it. The
purpose of the visualization should guide its design, ensuring it effectively communicates the intended

geographic data or concept.

The Importance of Accuracy

The accuracy of any map or visualization is critical. Misleading or inaccurate visuals can lead to significant
misunderstandings. Authors must ensure that all geographic data presented in visual form is correct and
up-to-date, especially when dealing with dynamic geographic phenomena or statistical data. Double-
checking coordinates, boundaries, and thematic representations is a non-negotiable step in professional

geographic writing.

FAQ Section

Q How does the Chicago Manual of Style handle the capitalization of
geographic terms that are part of a proper name?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style dictates that descriptive terms are capitalized when they are an integral
part of a proper geographic name, such as "the Great Plains" or "the Mississippi River." However, if the

term is used generically, it is not capitalized, for example, "a large plain” or "a winding river."



Q: What are the key considerations when using foreign geographic
names in publication according to CMOS?

A: When using foreign geographic names, CMOS recommends adhering to the most widely accepted
English spellings, often guided by resources like the U.S. Board on Geographic Names. If a less common or

an alternative name is used for specific reasons (e.g., historical context), it should be clarified for the reader.

Q How should I cite geospatial data or online geographic resources in my
publication?

A: According to CMOS guidelines, citing geospatial data typically involves providing the name of the
dataset, its creator or source, version number (if applicable), a stable URL or access method, and the date of

access. This ensures readers can locate and verify the data used.

Q: What is the CMOS's stance on units of measurement for distances and
areas in geographic writing?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style advises using consistent and clearly specified units of measurement. For
international publications, the metric system is often preferred, but imperial units may be acceptable

depending on the target audience. It is always good practice to clarify the system or provide conversions.

Q How does the Chicago Manual of Style address the ethical
considerations of geographic writing, particularly regarding bias?

A: While CMOS focuses on stylistic and grammatical accuracy, it implicitly supports ethical practices by
emphasizing clarity and precision. Writers are responsible for avoiding stereotypes and biases in their

descriptions of places and people, ensuring balanced and nuanced portrayals.

Q What are the best practices for describing landscapes and conveying
spatial relationships according to geographic writing principles?

A: Geographic writing best practices, aligned with CMOS, include using precise terminology for landforms
and features, employing directional terms consistently, and clearly articulating relative positions to avoid

ambiguity. The level of detail should be appropriate for the context and audience.



Q: How should maps and visualizations be integrated into written content

according to publishing standards?

A: Maps and visualizations should be clearly labeled (e.g., Figure 1) and referenced in the text. The visuals
must accurately support the written narrative, and their design should prioritize clarity, legibility, and the

effective communication of geographic information, adhering to standards for scale, legends, and projections.
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