
chicago manual of style grammar and
punctuation
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a cornerstone of clear and precise
writing, especially when it comes to mastering grammar and punctuation. For
anyone aiming for professional-level clarity, whether in academic papers,
publishing, or business communication, understanding the nuances of Chicago
style grammar and punctuation is paramount. This guide delves deep into the
essential rules and recommendations put forth by CMOS, covering everything
from sentence structure and verb tense to the correct application of commas,
semicolons, and apostrophes. We will explore common pitfalls and provide
actionable advice to elevate your writing to meet the rigorous standards of
this esteemed style guide, ensuring your work is both accurate and impactful.
Furthermore, we'll examine specific punctuation marks and their sophisticated
usage within the Chicago framework, empowering you to communicate with
confidence and authority.
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Core Principles of Chicago Style Grammar

The Chicago Manual of Style Grammar section is built upon a foundation of
clarity, consistency, and logical construction. At its heart, CMOS emphasizes
readability and accessibility, advocating for straightforward sentence
structures and precise word choices. This means avoiding overly convoluted
phrasing and ensuring that the intended meaning is immediately apparent to
the reader. A key principle is the adherence to standard English grammar,
with CMOS often providing the definitive word on debated grammatical points.

One of the foundational elements of Chicago style grammar is the correct use
of verb tense and agreement. Ensuring that verbs accurately reflect the time
of the action and agree in number with their subjects is crucial for
grammatical correctness. CMOS provides detailed guidance on maintaining
consistent verb tenses within a narrative or argumentative piece, preventing



confusion and maintaining a logical flow of information. This attention to
detail extends to pronoun agreement, where antecedents must be clear and the
pronouns used must match in number and gender.

Subject-Verb Agreement

Subject-verb agreement is a fundamental concept in English grammar that CMOS
meticulously addresses. The basic rule is that a singular subject takes a
singular verb, and a plural subject takes a plural verb. However, CMOS
acknowledges the complexities that arise with compound subjects, collective
nouns, and intervening phrases. For instance, when two singular subjects are
joined by "and," they typically take a plural verb. Collective nouns, such as
"team," "committee," or "government," can be tricky; CMOS recommends treating
them as singular when acting as a unit and plural when their individual
members are emphasized.

Intervening phrases, particularly prepositional phrases that come between the
subject and the verb, are common sources of error. CMOS strongly advises
writers to identify the true subject of the sentence and ignore these
intervening phrases when determining verb agreement. For example, in the
sentence "The box of apples is on the table," the subject is "box"
(singular), not "apples" (plural), so the singular verb "is" is correct.
Guidance on these and other nuanced scenarios is readily available within the
manual.

Pronoun Clarity and Agreement

Pronoun usage is another area where Chicago style grammar demands precision.
Pronouns must clearly refer to their antecedents, which are the nouns they
replace. Ambiguous pronoun reference can lead to misinterpretation and a lack
of clarity in writing. CMOS provides extensive guidelines on ensuring that
each pronoun has a single, identifiable antecedent, and that the pronoun
agrees with its antecedent in number, gender, and person. This includes
careful consideration of indefinite pronouns and the correct use of "who"
versus "whom."

CMOS also addresses the evolving landscape of gender-neutral pronouns. While
traditionally focusing on gendered pronouns, the manual now provides guidance
on the appropriate use of singular "they" and other gender-neutral
alternatives when an individual's gender is unknown or when referring to a
person who identifies as non-binary. The emphasis remains on clarity and
respect for the subject being referenced, ensuring that pronoun usage is both
grammatically sound and socially aware.



Essential Punctuation Rules in Chicago Style

Punctuation is the unsung hero of clear communication, and the Chicago Manual
of Style Grammar and Punctuation provides a comprehensive framework for its
effective use. Beyond simply marking pauses, punctuation in CMOS helps to
structure sentences, clarify relationships between ideas, and guide the
reader through complex prose. Mastery of these rules is not merely about
following arbitrary conventions; it is about wielding the tools of language
to ensure your message is received precisely as intended.

The manual meticulously details the function and placement of every major
punctuation mark. From the subtle but crucial role of commas in separating
elements to the definitive stops of periods, each symbol has a purpose. CMOS
prioritizes consistency and clarity, offering practical advice for situations
that often lead to writerly hesitation. Understanding these principles allows
writers to avoid common errors and enhance the overall readability and
professionalism of their work.

The Comprehensive Guide to Comma Usage

The comma is arguably the most frequently used and most frequently misused
punctuation mark. The Chicago Manual of Style Grammar and Punctuation
dedicates significant attention to its proper application, offering a set of
clear, logical rules designed to enhance clarity. A primary function of the
comma is to separate items in a series, and CMOS strongly advocates for the
serial comma (also known as the Oxford comma), which is placed before the
final item in a list of three or more. This practice, while sometimes
debated, significantly reduces ambiguity.

Commas are also essential for setting off introductory clauses and phrases,
nonrestrictive clauses, and parenthetical elements. For instance, an
introductory subordinate clause should be followed by a comma, as in "After
finishing the report, she sent it to her supervisor." Nonrestrictive clauses,
which provide additional but not essential information about a noun, are set
off by commas. For example, "My brother, who lives in California, is visiting
next week." Restrictive clauses, conversely, are essential to the meaning of
the sentence and are not set off by commas. CMOS provides ample examples to
illustrate these distinctions and help writers make accurate comma
placements, thereby improving sentence flow and readability.

Semicolons and Colons: Linking and Introducing

Semicolons and colons, often confused or avoided, serve distinct and
important functions within Chicago style grammar and punctuation. A semicolon
is primarily used to connect two independent clauses that are closely related



in thought, when a conjunction is not used. For example, "The storm raged
outside; the family huddled by the fireplace." This usage creates a stronger
connection between the clauses than a period would, suggesting a direct
relationship. Semicolons are also used to separate items in a complex list
where those items themselves contain commas.

Colons, on the other hand, are used to introduce something that follows. This
can be a list, an explanation, a quotation, or an amplification of the
preceding clause. For example, "She packed the essentials for her trip: a
passport, a change of clothes, and a good book." Colons are also used after
the salutation in a formal letter and to separate hours from minutes in time.
CMOS provides clear guidance on the appropriate use of both semicolons and
colons to ensure that these powerful punctuation marks are employed
effectively to enhance sentence structure and meaning.

Apostrophes: Possession and Contractions

Apostrophes play a crucial role in English grammar, primarily indicating
possession and the omission of letters in contractions. In Chicago style
grammar and punctuation, the rules for apostrophe usage are precise. For
possessives, singular nouns generally form the possessive by adding an
apostrophe and an 's' (e.g., "the cat's toy"). For singular nouns ending in
's,' CMOS generally recommends adding another 's' unless pronunciation
dictates otherwise (e.g., "James's car"). Plural nouns ending in 's' form the
possessive by simply adding an apostrophe (e.g., "the students' notebooks").
Irregular plural nouns that do not end in 's' are treated like singular nouns
(e.g., "the children's games").

Contractions, such as "it's" (it is) and "they're" (they are), are formed by
combining two words and omitting some letters, indicated by an apostrophe.
CMOS advises caution with contractions in formal writing, often recommending
spelling out the words instead. However, when contractions are used, their
formation and placement of the apostrophe must be correct. The distinction
between "its" (possessive pronoun) and "it's" (contraction of "it is" or "it
has") is a common pitfall that CMOS meticulously clarifies.

Quotation Marks and Dialogue

The proper use of quotation marks is essential for accurately representing
direct speech and quoted material. Chicago Manual of Style grammar and
punctuation rules for quotation marks are detailed and aim for consistency.
In American English, periods and commas are typically placed inside the
closing quotation mark, while semicolons and colons are placed outside.
Question marks and exclamation points are placed inside if they are part of
the quoted material and outside if they are part of the surrounding sentence.



For dialogue, CMOS provides specific guidance on how to punctuate
conversations. Each new speaker's dialogue generally begins a new paragraph.
When a quotation is interrupted by an attribution (e.g., "he said"), the
punctuation depends on the nature of the interruption. For instance, "I'm
going home," he said, "as soon as I can." If the interruption occurs mid-
sentence, a comma follows the attribution. If the interruption occurs at the
end of a sentence, a period follows the attribution. These nuances ensure
that dialogue is presented clearly and naturally.

Hyphens, Dashes, and Parentheses

Hyphens, dashes, and parentheses are punctuation marks that help to clarify
relationships between words and ideas, but their usage can be intricate.
Hyphens are primarily used to join words to form compound modifiers (e.g., "a
well-written essay") or to divide words at the end of a line. Chicago style
grammar advises on when to hyphenate compound adjectives preceding a noun,
generally recommending it when the meaning might be ambiguous otherwise.

Dashes serve a more emphatic purpose than hyphens. An em dash (—) is used to
set off an amplifying clause, to indicate an abrupt break in thought, or to
set off a parenthetical element for emphasis. For example, "The results of
the experiment—though surprising—were consistent." An en dash (–) is used to
indicate a range (e.g., "pages 10–20") or a connection between words (e.g.,
"the Chicago–New York flight"). Parentheses () are used to enclose
supplementary information that is not essential to the main sentence but
provides context or detail. CMOS guidelines ensure that these marks are used
appropriately to guide the reader's understanding of the sentence's structure
and emphasis.

Capitalization and Numbers

Capitalization and the treatment of numbers are fundamental aspects of any
style guide, and the Chicago Manual of Style Grammar and Punctuation offers a
comprehensive approach. Consistent application of capitalization rules
ensures readability and adheres to established conventions in publishing and
academic writing. Similarly, standardized methods for presenting numbers
prevent confusion and maintain a professional appearance.

CMOS generally favors less capitalization than some other styles, adhering to
a "down style" for common nouns unless they are part of a proper noun. This
means that general terms are capitalized only when they begin a sentence or
are part of a formal title. The manual provides detailed tables and rules for
capitalizing titles of books, articles, and other works, as well as for
proper nouns and their derivatives.



Capitalization Rules

The core principle of capitalization in Chicago style is to capitalize words
that are inherently proper nouns or are part of a formal title. This includes
names of people, places, organizations, and specific events. However, CMOS
often advises against capitalizing common nouns that are used in a general
sense, even if they are related to a specific field or discipline. For
example, "the president" is capitalized only when referring to a specific,
named individual holding that office, or when the title is used as a direct
substitute for the name. Similarly, departments within an organization are
capitalized when referred to by their official name but not when used
generically.

Titles of works are capitalized in what is known as "headline style," where
the first word, the last word, and all principal words are capitalized.
Subordinate words like articles, prepositions, and conjunctions are generally
not capitalized unless they are the first or last word. CMOS also provides
specific guidance on capitalizing terms related to religion, government, and
the military, ensuring a consistent and authoritative approach across all
types of writing.

Numbers and Numerals

The treatment of numbers in writing is another area where Chicago style
grammar and punctuation provides clear directives. CMOS generally recommends
spelling out numbers one through ten, and using numerals for numbers 11 and
above. This is a common convention aimed at improving readability. However,
there are numerous exceptions to this rule that CMOS meticulously outlines.
For instance, numbers used in statistics, measurements, dates, times, and
percentages are typically rendered as numerals regardless of their value.

When numbers appear at the beginning of a sentence, CMOS advises spelling
them out, even if they are larger than ten. If this results in an awkward
construction, writers are encouraged to rephrase the sentence to avoid
starting with a number. The manual also provides guidance on how to handle
large numbers, the use of commas in numerals (e.g., 1,000,000), and the
proper way to express fractions and decimals. Consistency is key, and
following CMOS's detailed rules ensures that numerical information is
presented clearly and professionally.

Formatting and Styling Considerations

Beyond grammar and punctuation, the Chicago Manual of Style Grammar and
Punctuation addresses various formatting and styling elements that contribute



to the overall presentation and professionalism of a written work. These
elements include the treatment of titles, headings, and the use of italics
and boldface. Adhering to these guidelines ensures that a document is not
only grammatically sound but also visually organized and easy to navigate.

CMOS provides recommendations for structuring different types of documents,
from books and articles to dissertations and theses. The aim is to create a
cohesive and aesthetically pleasing document that effectively communicates
its content. Understanding these stylistic conventions is crucial for
authors, editors, and anyone involved in the production of written materials.

Titles and Headings

The formatting of titles and headings plays a significant role in organizing
content and guiding the reader. Chicago style offers a hierarchy of headings
that can be used to break down complex texts into manageable sections. The
primary title of a work is typically centered and presented in a prominent
font. Subheadings, which introduce specific sections or topics within the
main body, are formatted according to a defined hierarchy, often using
different font styles, sizes, or indentation to distinguish their level of
importance.

CMOS provides detailed examples of how to format different levels of headings
consistently. This includes decisions about capitalization (as discussed
previously), the use of boldface or italics, and their placement relative to
the text. For instance, a first-level heading might be centered and bolded,
while a second-level heading might be flush left and italicized. This
structured approach to headings enhances the visual appeal and aids the
reader in understanding the organization of the material.

Italics and Boldface

Italics and boldface are typographical tools used to emphasize words, titles,
foreign terms, or to distinguish specific types of content. In Chicago style
grammar and punctuation, the use of italics is common for titles of books,
journals, newspapers, and works of art. It is also used for foreign words and
phrases that have not been Anglicized, as well as for scientific names of
species. Occasionally, italics are used for emphasis, though this should be
done sparingly.

Boldface is typically reserved for headings and subheadings, as previously
mentioned, to create visual hierarchy. It can also be used to emphasize key
terms or definitions, but its use for emphasis in the main body of text
should be judicious to avoid distracting the reader. CMOS provides specific
guidelines on when to use each of these typographical devices, ensuring that



they serve to enhance clarity and readability rather than detract from it.
The consistent and appropriate application of italics and boldface
contributes to a polished and professional presentation.

Advanced Grammar Topics in CMOS

While the core principles of Chicago style grammar and punctuation are
essential for all writers, CMOS also delves into more advanced topics that
address complex grammatical constructions and stylistic nuances. These
advanced areas often involve situations where standard rules might seem
ambiguous or where stylistic choices can significantly impact the tone and
clarity of the writing. Mastering these can elevate a writer's ability to
handle sophisticated prose.

This section explores topics such as the use of passive voice, complex
sentence structures, and the nuances of stylistic variation within the
Chicago framework. Understanding these advanced elements allows writers to
make informed decisions that align with the overall goals of their writing,
whether it be academic rigor, persuasive argumentation, or clear and engaging
narrative.

The Passive Voice and Its Usage

The passive voice, where the subject of a sentence receives the action rather
than performing it, is a common feature in academic and scientific writing.
Chicago Manual of Style Grammar and Punctuation acknowledges the utility of
the passive voice in certain contexts. For example, it can be useful when the
actor is unknown or unimportant, or when the writer wishes to emphasize the
object of the action. An example would be "The experiment was conducted
successfully." Here, the focus is on the experiment, not on who conducted it.

However, CMOS also cautions against the overuse of the passive voice, as it
can often lead to wordiness, a lack of directness, and ambiguity. In many
cases, an active voice construction is more concise and impactful. For
instance, "The team conducted the experiment successfully" is generally
preferred over "The experiment was conducted successfully" when the team is
the focus. CMOS encourages writers to choose the voice that best serves their
purpose, providing guidance on identifying and revising instances where the
passive voice may weaken the writing.

Complex Sentence Structures and Transitions

Crafting complex sentences that effectively convey intricate relationships



between ideas is a hallmark of sophisticated writing. Chicago style grammar
and punctuation provides guidance on constructing such sentences by using
subordinate clauses, participial phrases, and other grammatical devices. The
key is to ensure that these structures remain clear and do not become overly
convoluted.

Transitions are crucial for connecting these complex sentences and ensuring a
smooth flow between ideas. CMOS emphasizes the use of transitional words and
phrases (e.g., "however," "therefore," "in addition") to signal the
relationship between sentences and paragraphs. Effective transitions help the
reader follow the logical progression of thought, preventing abrupt shifts
and maintaining coherence. Writers are encouraged to use a variety of
transitional strategies to create a seamless reading experience.

The enduring principles of the Chicago Manual of Style Grammar and
Punctuation offer a robust foundation for anyone seeking to refine their
writing. By understanding and applying these rules, writers can enhance the
clarity, precision, and professionalism of their work, ensuring their message
is communicated effectively and impactfully to their intended audience. The
meticulous attention to detail within CMOS empowers writers to navigate the
complexities of language with confidence and authority, producing prose that
is both grammatically sound and stylistically elegant.

Q: What is the serial comma in Chicago style?
A: The serial comma, also known as the Oxford comma, is the comma placed
before the final conjunction in a list of three or more items. For example,
in the list "apples, oranges, and bananas," the serial comma is the one after
"oranges." Chicago style strongly recommends the use of the serial comma to
prevent ambiguity in lists.

Q: When should I use a semicolon according to the
Chicago Manual of Style?
A: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, a semicolon is primarily used to
connect two independent clauses that are closely related in thought when a
conjunction is not used. It can also be used to separate items in a complex
list where those items already contain commas.

Q: How does Chicago style handle apostrophes for
possessives of names ending in 's'?
A: For singular nouns ending in 's,' Chicago style generally recommends
adding another 's' to form the possessive, unless pronunciation dictates
otherwise. So, for a name like "James," the possessive would typically be
"James's."



Q: Are there specific rules for capitalizing titles
in Chicago style?
A: Yes, Chicago style uses "headline style" capitalization for titles of
books, articles, and other works. This means the first word, the last word,
and all principal words are capitalized. Subordinate words like articles,
prepositions, and conjunctions are generally not capitalized unless they are
the first or last word of the title.

Q: What is the general rule for using numerals
versus spelling out numbers in Chicago style?
A: The general rule in Chicago style is to spell out numbers one through ten
and to use numerals for numbers 11 and above. However, there are many
exceptions, particularly for numbers used in statistics, measurements, dates,
and times, which are typically rendered as numerals.

Q: Does Chicago style prefer the active or passive
voice?
A: While Chicago style acknowledges the utility of the passive voice in
specific contexts (e.g., when the actor is unknown or unimportant), it
generally advises writers to prefer the active voice for its conciseness and
directness.

Q: How should dialogue be punctuated in Chicago
style?
A: In Chicago style, each new speaker's dialogue generally begins a new
paragraph. Periods and commas are typically placed inside the closing
quotation mark. If a quotation is interrupted by an attribution mid-sentence,
a comma follows the attribution.

Q: What is the difference between an em dash and an
en dash in Chicago style?
A: An em dash (—) is used for emphasis, to set off an amplifying clause, or
to indicate an abrupt break in thought. An en dash (–) is used to indicate a
range (e.g., dates or numbers) or a connection between words.
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