chicago manual of style grammar
conventions

The Chicago Manual of Style grammar conventions are foundational for clear,
consistent, and professional writing across a vast array of disciplines and
publications. Understanding these guidelines is crucial for anyone aiming for
polished prose, from academic scholars and professional editors to business
communicators and freelance writers. This comprehensive guide delves into the
core aspects of Chicago style grammar, covering everything from punctuation
nuances and capitalization rules to verb tenses and the proper use of
numbers. We will explore the intricacies of Chicago's approach to common
grammatical challenges, ensuring your writing adheres to the highest
standards of clarity and authority. This article aims to equip you with the
knowledge to confidently navigate the complexities of the Chicago Manual of
Style, making your written work both accessible and impactful.
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Punctuation Precision in Chicago Style

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) places a significant emphasis on
punctuation, recognizing its vital role in conveying meaning and guiding the
reader. Proper punctuation is not merely about adhering to rules; it's about
ensuring clarity and preventing ambiguity. CMOS offers detailed guidance on a
wide range of punctuation marks, from the ubiquitous comma to the less common
em dash.

The Versatile Comma

Commas are perhaps the most frequently used punctuation marks, and their
correct application is critical. CMOS advocates for the serial comma (also
known as the Oxford comma) in most cases. This means including a comma before
the final item in a list of three or more items, even when the items are
joined by "and" or "or." For example, "The report included data on sales,
marketing, and customer service." This convention helps to prevent misreading
by clearly separating list items. Beyond lists, commas are used to set off
introductory clauses and phrases, separate independent clauses joined by a
conjunction, and enclose nonrestrictive elements. Mastering the nuances of
comma usage is a cornerstone of good writing according to Chicago style.



Semicolons and Colons: Connecting Ideas

Semicolons are employed to connect two independent clauses that are closely
related in thought, but which could stand alone as separate sentences. For
instance, "The research was extensive; the findings were groundbreaking."
They can also be used in complex lists where the items themselves contain
commas. Colons, on the other hand, are used to introduce lists, explanations,
or quotations. A common usage is after a complete sentence that introduces a
list, such as: "The committee approved the following actions: increasing the
budget, hiring new staff, and launching a new campaign."

Dashes and Hyphens: Distinguishing Functions

Chicago style distinguishes clearly between hyphens and dashes. Hyphens are
used to join words to form compound words, such as "state-of-the-art" or
"well-being." They also appear at the end of a line to indicate a word has
been broken. Em dashes (-—), typically longer than hyphens, are used for
stronger breaks in thought than commas, to set off parenthetical information,
or to indicate an abrupt change in thought. For example, "The proposal-a bold
departure from past strategies—was met with cautious optimism." En dashes (-)
have their own specific uses, such as indicating ranges of numbers or
connecting certain compound adjectives.

Capitalization Standards for Clarity

Capitalization in Chicago style is primarily governed by the principle of
clarity and consistency. While there are specific rules for proper nouns,
titles, and the beginning of sentences, the overarching goal is to guide the
reader without creating unnecessary visual clutter. CMOS offers a detailed
approach to capitalization that balances conventional usage with practical
application.

Proper Nouns and Titles

Proper nouns, which refer to specific people, places, organizations, and
things, are generally capitalized. This includes names like "Abraham
Lincoln," "The United Nations," and "Mount Everest." When it comes to titles
of books, articles, and other works, Chicago style follows sentence case,
meaning only the first word of the title and subtitle, and any proper nouns
or words that are normally capitalized, are capitalized. For instance, a book
title would be written as "The history of ancient Rome: a scholarly inquiry."
This differs from title case, where most words in a title are capitalized.



Departmental and Institutional Names

The capitalization of departmental and institutional names can sometimes be
ambiguous. Generally, when referring to a specific, formally named department
or institution, it should be capitalized, such as "The Department of English
at the University of Chicago." However, when referring to the general concept
or function, lowercase is appropriate: "She studied English in the
university's literature department." Consistency is key in these instances.

Brand Names and Product Names

Specific brand names and product names are capitalized as they are proper
nouns. For example, "Apple" is capitalized when referring to the company or
its products, and "iPhone" is capitalized. However, generic terms for product
types are not capitalized, such as "smartphone" or "computer."

Verb Tense and Agreement: Maintaining
Consistency

Verb tense and agreement are fundamental to clear and coherent writing.
Chicago style emphasizes maintaining consistency in verb tense within a
narrative or exposition unless a shift is logically required. Subject-verb
agreement ensures that verbs correctly correspond to their subjects in number
and person.

Consistent Verb Tense

In narrative writing, the past tense is typically used to recount events.
However, when discussing a work of literature or a film, the present tense is
often preferred to describe the events as they unfold. For example, "In
Shakespeare's Hamlet, the prince contemplates suicide; he struggles with
revenge." In academic and technical writing, the present tense is often used
for generally accepted truths or for discussing the content of a document.
The key is to be deliberate about tense shifts and to ensure they serve a
clear purpose, such as indicating a chronological change or a transition to a
different aspect of the topic.

Subject-Verb Agreement Rules

Subject-verb agreement means that a singular subject takes a singular verb,
and a plural subject takes a plural verb. This can become tricky with
compound subjects, collective nouns, and intervening phrases. For instance,
"The team is playing well" (team is a singular collective noun). However, if
the intervening phrase is crucial, consider it: "The box, along with its



contents, was lost." Compound subjects joined by "and" are usually plural:
"John and Mary are going." When joined by "or" or "nor," the verb agrees with
the subject closer to it: "Neither the students nor the teacher knows."

The Chicago Manual of Style and Number Usage

The Chicago Manual of Style provides clear guidelines for when to spell out
numbers and when to use numerals. These conventions are designed to enhance
readability and maintain a consistent style throughout a document.

When to Spell Out Numbers

Generally, Chicago style recommends spelling out numbers one through ten. For
example, "There were five participants"” and "She ate twelve cookies." Numbers
that begin a sentence are always spelled out, regardless of their magnitude,
to avoid awkwardness: "Twenty-five years have passed since the event.”
Ordinal numbers below one hundred are also typically spelled out: "The
thirty-third anniversary was celebrated."

When to Use Numerals

Numerals are generally used for numbers eleven and above, for percentages,
for monetary figures, for dates, for measurements, and for statistics. For
example, "The project involved 15 researchers," "The price increased by 10%,"
and "The distance was 5 miles." When a sentence contains both a number that
should be spelled out and one that should be expressed as a numeral, Chicago
style advises using numerals for both for consistency: "The group included 5
men and 12 women."

Consistency in Series

A crucial aspect of number usage is maintaining consistency within a series
or within a particular document. If you are discussing quantities that are
frequently compared, you should use the same format for all of them. For
example, if your document regularly deals with large quantities of items, you
might opt to use numerals for all numbers above a certain threshold to avoid
excessive spelling out. The goal is to make the text flow smoothly and be
easy for the reader to process.

Sentence Structure and Clarity: Essential



Grammar Conventions

Effective sentence structure is paramount to clear communication. The Chicago
Manual of Style offers implicit and explicit guidance on constructing
sentences that are grammatically sound, logical, and easy for the reader to
follow. This involves attention to sentence length, parallelism, and the
avoidance of common structural errors.

Varying Sentence Length

A common pitfall in writing is the overuse of sentences of similar length,
which can lead to a monotonous rhythm. Chicago style encourages writers to
vary sentence length and structure to maintain reader engagement. A mix of
short, punchy sentences and longer, more complex ones can create a more
dynamic and engaging reading experience. Short sentences can be used for
emphasis, while longer sentences can develop complex ideas.

Maintaining Parallelism

Parallelism, also known as parallel structure, is the practice of using the
same grammatical form for elements in a series or comparison. This principle
applies to words, phrases, and clauses. For example, "She likes to run, to
swim, and to cycle" is parallel. An incorrect version would be "She likes to
run, swimming, and to cycle." Parallelism makes sentences more balanced,
rhythmic, and easier to understand. It's essential when listing verbs, nouns,
adjectives, or clauses that perform similar functions within the sentence.

Avoiding Sentence Fragments and Run-Ons

Sentence fragments, which are incomplete sentences presented as complete
ones, and run-on sentences, which improperly join two or more independent
clauses, are clear violations of grammatical convention. Chicago style, like
all reputable style guides, stresses the importance of correcting these
errors. A fragment might be a phrase or dependent clause masquerading as a
sentence, while a run-on can be a fused sentence with no punctuation or a
comma splice where only a comma separates independent clauses. Careful
proofreading is essential to catch these errors.

Common Grammatical Pitfalls and Chicago's
Solutions

Even experienced writers can stumble over certain grammatical challenges. The
Chicago Manual of Style provides authoritative answers to many of these



common sticking points, ensuring consistency and accuracy in written works.
Addressing these frequent errors is key to producing professional and
polished prose.

Pronoun Reference Clarity

Ambiguous pronoun reference is a frequent issue. A pronoun should clearly
refer to a specific antecedent. For instance, in the sentence "John told
Robert that he needed to finish the project," it's unclear who "he" refers
to. Chicago style guides recommend rewriting sentences to eliminate such
ambiguity. This might involve repeating the noun or restructuring the
sentence. For example, "John told Robert, 'You need to finish the project,'"
or "John told Robert that Robert needed to finish the project." Clarity here
is paramount for avoiding misinterpretation.

Modifiers and Misplaced Phrases

Dangling modifiers and misplaced modifiers can lead to nonsensical or comical
sentences. A dangling modifier is a phrase that does not logically modify any
word in the sentence. A misplaced modifier is placed incorrectly, making it
seem to modify the wrong word. For example, "Running quickly, the bus was
missed" is a dangling modifier—who was running? Correcting this would yield:
"Running quickly, he missed the bus." Chicago style encourages writers to
ensure that all modifying phrases are placed as close as possible to the
words they are intended to modify, and that they have a clear subject to
attach to.

Active vs. Passive Voice

While the passive voice is not inherently incorrect, Chicago style generally
favors the active voice for its directness and conciseness. In the active
voice, the subject performs the action ("The dog chased the ball"). In the
passive voice, the subject receives the action ("The ball was chased by the
dog"). The passive voice can be useful in specific contexts, such as when the
actor is unknown or unimportant, or when the focus should be on the object of
the action. However, overuse of the passive voice can make writing seem wordy
and evasive. Writers are encouraged to use the active voice whenever possible
for greater impact and clarity.

Q: What is the primary advantage of using the
Chicago Manual of Style for grammar?

A: The primary advantage of using the Chicago Manual of Style for grammar is
its comprehensive and detailed approach to ensuring clarity, consistency, and



precision in writing. It provides authoritative guidance on a wide range of
grammatical conventions, from punctuation and capitalization to verb usage
and number formatting, helping writers produce polished and professional
prose that is easily understood by their intended audience.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style mandate the use
of the serial (Oxford) comma?

A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style generally mandates the use of the serial
(Oxford) comma in lists of three or more items. This means a comma is placed
before the final conjunction (e.g., "and" or "or") to prevent ambiguity and
ensure each item in the list is clearly distinct.

Q: How does Chicago style handle capitalization of
titles?

A: Chicago style employs sentence case for titles of books, articles, and
other works. This means only the first word of the title and subtitle, and
any proper nouns or words that are normally capitalized, are capitalized. For
example, a book title would appear as "The journey to the unknown lands: a
historical account.”

Q: When should numbers be spelled out according to
Chicago style?

A: According to Chicago style, numbers one through ten should generally be
spelled out. Additionally, any number that begins a sentence must be spelled
out, regardless of its magnitude, to avoid awkwardness. Ordinal numbers below
one hundred are also typically spelled out.

Q: What 1is the Chicago Manual of Style's stance on
the active versus passive voice?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally favors the active voice over the
passive voice due to its directness, conciseness, and clarity. While the
passive voice has its appropriate uses, writers are encouraged to default to
the active voice for stronger and more engaging writing.

Q: How does Chicago style address potential
ambiguity in pronoun references?

A: Chicago style strongly advises writers to ensure that all pronoun
references are clear and unambiguous. If a pronoun could potentially refer to
more than one antecedent, the sentence should be revised by either repeating



the noun or restructuring the sentence to explicitly indicate which noun the
pronoun refers to.

Q: What are the key differences between hyphens and
em dashes in Chicago style?

A: In Chicago style, hyphens are primarily used to join words to form
compound words (e.g., "state-of-the-art") or for word division at line
breaks. Em dashes (—) are used for more significant breaks in thought, to set
off parenthetical information, or to indicate an abrupt change in sentence
direction, providing a stronger pause than a comma or parentheses.

Q: Is there a rule about sentence length variation
in Chicago style?

A: While not a strict rule, Chicago style implicitly encourages variation in
sentence length and structure. This practice is recognized as a key element
in maintaining reader engagement and creating a more dynamic and rhythmic
prose, preventing monotony that can arise from consistently short or long
sentences.
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