
chicago manual of style hyphenation spelling

Chicago Manual of Style hyphenation spelling is a cornerstone of clear and consistent written

communication, especially in academic, publishing, and professional contexts. Mastering these rules

ensures that your prose is not only grammatically sound but also aesthetically pleasing and easily

understood by your intended audience. This comprehensive guide delves into the intricacies of

Chicago Manual of Style hyphenation, exploring when and why hyphens are used, and provides

detailed insights into its spelling conventions. We will navigate the nuances of compound words,

prefixes, suffixes, and various stylistic choices that influence hyphenation decisions, alongside common

spelling pitfalls and preferred American English standards. Understanding these elements is crucial for

anyone aiming for precision and authority in their writing.
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Understanding the Purpose of Hyphenation in CMOS

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) employs hyphenation to enhance clarity and avoid ambiguity in

written text. Hyphens act as linguistic bridges, connecting words to form a single conceptual unit or



indicating that a word is split across two lines of text. In the context of compound adjectives, for

instance, hyphens signal to the reader that two or more words function together to modify a noun,

preventing potential misinterpretations that could arise if they were treated as separate entities. This

deliberate use of punctuation is a hallmark of professional editing, ensuring that the flow of ideas

remains uninterrupted and the meaning is precise.

Beyond mere connection, hyphenation in CMOS serves to improve readability by visually grouping

related terms. This is particularly important for complex phrases or when a descriptive element might

otherwise be misunderstood. The manual emphasizes that the primary goal of hyphenation is to serve

the reader by making the text as clear and easy to comprehend as possible, even when dealing with

unconventional word combinations or technical jargon. Adherence to these guidelines contributes

significantly to the overall professionalism and polish of a written work.

General Hyphenation Rules in Chicago Manual of Style

The Chicago Manual of Style presents a set of general guidelines for hyphenation that serve as a

foundation for more specific rules. A key principle is to hyphenate compound modifiers when they

precede the noun they modify. For example, a "well-written report" requires a hyphen between "well"

and "written" because together they describe the report. However, if the modifier follows the noun, as

in "the report was well written," no hyphen is typically needed. This distinction is crucial for maintaining

grammatical accuracy and avoiding awkward phrasing.

Another important general rule pertains to compound words that have not yet become fully established

as single words. CMOS often recommends hyphenating such terms to maintain clarity. If a word is not

found hyphenated in a reputable dictionary, writers should consider whether a hyphen is necessary for

comprehension. The manual also addresses the hyphenation of temporary compounds, which are

often hyphenated to prevent misreading. The overarching aim is always to ensure that the intended

meaning is conveyed unambiguously to the reader.



Hyphenation of Compound Adjectives

One of the most frequent areas where hyphenation rules are applied is with compound adjectives. As

mentioned, when two or more words function as a single unit to modify a noun and appear before that

noun, they are typically hyphenated. Examples include "state-of-the-art technology," "long-term

investment," and "fast-paced environment." The hyphen links these words, signaling that they should

be read as a cohesive descriptor, rather than independent words that might lead to a different

interpretation.

However, there are important exceptions to this rule. Adverbs ending in -ly are generally not

hyphenated when they form part of a compound adjective. For instance, "a highly regarded author"

does not require a hyphen between "highly" and "regarded" because "highly" modifies "regarded," and

"highly regarded" together modifies "author." Furthermore, when the first word of a compound modifier

is an article, preposition, or conjunction, a hyphen is usually not used, unless it creates ambiguity.

Familiarity with these exceptions is vital for accurate hyphenation of compound adjectives according to

CMOS.

Hyphenation with Prefixes and Suffixes According to CMOS

The hyphenation of words with prefixes and suffixes follows specific patterns in the Chicago Manual of

Style. Generally, common prefixes like re, un, pre, non, and anti do not require hyphens unless the

prefix is followed by a proper noun or adjective (e.g., non-Christian), or when hyphenation is necessary

to avoid confusion or awkward pronunciation. For example, re-cover (to cover again) is distinguished

from recover (to get well).

Certain prefixes, however, are more likely to be hyphenated, especially those that could lead to

ambiguity or are less common. Prefixes like ex- (in the sense of former), self-, and great- are

consistently hyphenated (e.g., ex-wife, self-control, great-grandparent). The manual also addresses



hyphenation with suffixes, although this is less common. When a suffix creates a new word that is not

a standard English word, or when it clarifies meaning, a hyphen might be employed. The key is to

consult a dictionary and to prioritize clarity and established usage.

Common Spelling Conventions in the Chicago Manual of Style

The Chicago Manual of Style generally adheres to American English spelling conventions. This means

that words that have different spellings in British English are typically presented in their American form.

For example, words ending in -our in British English, such as "colour" and "flavour," are spelled "color"

and "flavor" in CMOS. Similarly, words ending in -re in British English, like "centre" and "theatre," are

spelled "center" and "theater."

Another significant convention is the use of -ize over -ise endings for verbs, such as "organize" and

"realize," although -ise is also sometimes accepted. The manual also provides guidance on spelling of

commonly confused words, emphasizing the importance of accurate usage to maintain the credibility of

the text. When in doubt, consulting a reputable dictionary, such as Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate

Dictionary, is the recommended practice for resolving spelling questions according to CMOS

standards.

When to Consult the Chicago Manual of Style for Hyphenation

and Spelling

There are numerous situations where consulting the Chicago Manual of Style directly is not only

advisable but essential for achieving accuracy and consistency. For particularly complex compound

terms, especially those that are technical or newly coined, the manual offers detailed guidance. When

faced with words that have multiple potential hyphenations or spellings, and a standard dictionary

provides conflicting information, CMOS often offers a preferred convention.



Furthermore, the manual is an indispensable resource for understanding the nuances of hyphenation

related to numbers, fractions, and prefixes. It also provides clear direction on spelling of foreign words

that have been incorporated into English, as well as guidelines for possessives and plurals. In any

instance where clarity might be compromised or where established rules seem ambiguous, referring to

the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style is the most reliable way to ensure adherence to its

comprehensive standards.

Hyphenation and Spelling of Numbers and Titles

Chicago Manual of Style provides specific rules for the hyphenation and spelling of numbers.

Compound numbers from twenty-one to ninety-nine are always hyphenated (e.g., "thirty-five," "sixty-

seven"). Fractions used as adjectives before a noun are also hyphenated (e.g., "a two-thirds majority").

However, fractions used as nouns are not hyphenated (e.g., "two thirds of the class"). Numbers used

as part of a compound modifier, such as "a 10-year-old child," are hyphenated, but only when they

precede the noun.

Regarding titles, the manual offers guidance on hyphenating titles of books, articles, and other works

when they are used in a descriptive or referential manner. For instance, a book titled "The Art of War"

would be referred to as "Sun Tzu's 'The Art of War'" in prose. When a title itself contains hyphenated

words, those hyphens are, of course, retained. The primary goal is to represent titles accurately and to

ensure that any hyphenation used within the text, related to numbers or titles, serves to clarify

meaning and maintain grammatical correctness.

Navigating Exceptions and Stylistic Choices in CMOS

Hyphenation

While CMOS provides clear rules, it also acknowledges that language is dynamic, and exceptions



exist. The manual emphasizes that clarity and readability are paramount, and writers should not

hesitate to deviate from a strict rule if doing so would result in a more understandable text. This means

that while general guidelines for compound adjectives and prefixes are helpful, the ultimate decision

often rests on whether hyphenation prevents misreading.

CMOS also recognizes that some stylistic choices are subjective. For instance, the decision to

hyphenate certain less common compound words might depend on the intended audience and the

overall style of the publication. The manual encourages consistency within a given work. If a particular

hyphenation choice is made for a compound term, it should be applied consistently throughout the

document. Understanding these nuances allows writers to apply the rules judiciously and effectively.

The Importance of Consistency in Chicago Manual of Style

Hyphenation and Spelling

Consistency in hyphenation and spelling is a critical element of professional writing, and the Chicago

Manual of Style places significant emphasis on this principle. Whether following American or British

English conventions, or applying specific hyphenation rules for compound words, the chosen style

must be maintained throughout a document. Inconsistent hyphenation, for example, can create a

disjointed reading experience and undermine the author's credibility. The same applies to spelling

variations within a single text.

Adhering to CMOS for both hyphenation and spelling ensures that a text is not only grammatically

correct but also polished and professional. This uniformity signals attention to detail and respect for the

reader. By establishing a clear style guide based on CMOS and applying it rigorously, writers can

produce work that is clear, accurate, and authoritative, meeting the high standards expected in

academic, scholarly, and professional publishing. The manual serves as the ultimate arbiter, guiding

writers toward clarity and precision in every aspect of their prose.



Q: What is the primary goal of hyphenation according to the Chicago

Manual of Style?

A: The primary goal of hyphenation according to the Chicago Manual of Style is to enhance clarity and

avoid ambiguity in written text, ensuring that the intended meaning is conveyed accurately and the

prose flows smoothly for the reader.

Q: When should compound adjectives be hyphenated in Chicago

Manual of Style?

A: Compound adjectives should generally be hyphenated when they precede the noun they modify and

function as a single unit to describe it, such as in "a well-known author."

Q: Are there any exceptions to the rule of hyphenating compound

adjectives?

A: Yes, adverbs ending in -ly that modify an adjective (e.g., "highly regarded") are typically not

hyphenated, and certain other constructions may also be exceptions based on clarity.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style handle spelling conventions,

particularly concerning British vs. American English?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style primarily adheres to American English spelling conventions, using

spellings like "color" and "flavor" instead of their British counterparts "colour" and "flavour."

Q: When is it advisable to consult the Chicago Manual of Style directly



for hyphenation or spelling queries?

A: It is advisable to consult the Chicago Manual of Style directly when dealing with complex compound

terms, technical jargon, newly coined words, or situations where standard dictionaries may offer

conflicting advice, to ensure adherence to established conventions.

Q: What are the hyphenation rules for compound numbers in Chicago

Manual of Style?

A: Compound numbers from twenty-one to ninety-nine are always hyphenated, for example, "fifty-two."

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style require hyphenation for prefixes?

A: Generally, common prefixes like 're-' or 'un-' do not require hyphenation unless the prefix is followed

by a proper noun or adjective, or to avoid confusion. Prefixes like 'self-' and 'ex-' are typically

hyphenated.

Q: How does CMOS address stylistic choices in hyphenation?

A: CMOS emphasizes that clarity and readability are paramount, allowing for deviations from strict

rules if necessary. It also stresses the importance of maintaining consistency in hyphenation choices

throughout a document.

Q: Are fractions hyphenated in Chicago Manual of Style?

A: Fractions are hyphenated when used as adjectives before a noun (e.g., "a one-half share"), but not

when used as nouns (e.g., "one half of the pie").



Q: What is the importance of consistency in hyphenation and spelling

according to CMOS?

A: Consistency in hyphenation and spelling is crucial for professional writing as it enhances readability,

avoids confusion, and maintains the credibility and polish of the text, reflecting attention to detail.
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