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The Chicago Manual of Style Preferred Spellings: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style preferred spellings are a cornerstone of clear, consistent, and
professional writing, particularly within academic, publishing, and journalistic fields. Adhering to these
guidelines ensures uniformity and credibility across diverse texts. This article will delve deep into the
intricacies of Chicago's preferred spelling conventions, exploring common areas of divergence, the
reasoning behind its choices, and practical application for writers aiming for precision. We will cover
everything from hyphenation and compound words to specific word choices and the general
philosophy that informs these decisions, empowering you to navigate the often-nuanced landscape of
stylistic preferences with confidence.
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Understanding the Rationale Behind Chicago's Spelling
Preferences

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is renowned for its comprehensive and authoritative approach to
editing and publishing. Its guidance on preferred spellings is not arbitrary; it is rooted in a
commitment to clarity, consistency, and historical precedent. CMOS generally favors spellings that are
either more common in American English or that reflect a clear etymological origin. This approach
aims to reduce ambiguity and provide a stable reference point for writers and editors, making the
reading experience smoother for a broad audience.

One of the core principles guiding Chicago's preferred spellings is a pragmatic approach to language
evolution. While it acknowledges the dynamic nature of English, it also seeks to maintain a degree of
standardization. This often means defaulting to the spelling found in dictionaries like Merriam-
Webster's Collegiate Dictionary, which itself is a widely respected authority in American English. By
aligning with such established resources, CMOS ensures that its recommendations are both accessible
and justifiable, providing a solid foundation for stylistic consistency in any written work.

Common Areas of Divergence in Chicago Style
Spellings

Writers often encounter discrepancies when comparing Chicago's preferred spellings with other style
guides or common usage. These divergences are typically found in areas where English spelling can



be variable, such as the use of "e" versus "a" in certain words, or the preference for "-ize" over "-ise."
Understanding these common points of contention is crucial for anyone aiming to adhere strictly to
Chicago's standards.

"-ize" versus "-ise" Endings
A prominent area of divergence is the use of the "-ize" suffix versus the "-ise" suffix. Chicago, like
many American English style guides, strongly prefers the "-ize" ending for words like "organize,"
"recognize," and "analyze." This preference stems from the Greek origin of the suffix. While "-ise" is
common and acceptable in British English, sticking to "-ize" for all such words is a hallmark of Chicago
style in American contexts.

"e" versus "a" in Certain Words
Another frequent point of variation involves words that can be spelled with either an "e" or an "a."
Chicago typically favors the spelling that is more common or historically justifiable. For instance,
"judgment" is preferred over "judgement," and "maneuver" is preferred over "manoeuvre." This
preference is often dictated by the dictionary of record, reinforcing the consistency that CMOS strives
for.

Single versus Double Consonants
The decision between single and double consonants can also lead to different preferred spellings.
Chicago generally leans towards simpler spellings when a double consonant is not essential for
pronunciation or meaning. For example, "traveler" is preferred over "traveller," and "counselor" over
"counsellor." This practice contributes to cleaner, more streamlined text.

Hyphenation and Compound Word Spellings in Chicago

The treatment of compound words and hyphenation is a significant aspect of Chicago's style
guidelines, impacting how words are presented and perceived by readers. CMOS provides detailed
instructions to ensure that compound terms are rendered correctly, whether they are treated as one
word, two words, or hyphenated. This meticulousness is vital for maintaining clarity and avoiding
misinterpretation.

Open, Closed, and Hyphenated Compounds
Chicago categorizes compound words into three main types: open compounds (two separate words,
like "ice cream"), closed compounds (one word, like "bedroom"), and hyphenated compounds (joined
by a hyphen, like "well-being"). The preference for each form often depends on the word's usage and
its tendency to become a recognized compound over time. CMOS provides extensive lists and
principles for determining the correct form, often recommending that words begin as open
compounds and become hyphenated before eventually closing into a single word as they become



more established in common usage.

Adjective Phrases Before Nouns
A key rule in Chicago style concerns the hyphenation of adjective phrases that precede a noun. When
two or more words function as a single adjective modifying a noun, they are typically hyphenated. For
example, in "a well-written book," "well-written" acts as a single unit describing "book" and is
hyphenated. However, if the modifier follows the noun, the hyphen is usually omitted (e.g., "The book
was well written"). This rule is critical for maintaining grammatical precision.

The Chicago Manual of Style also offers specific guidance on how to handle less common compound
formations. For instance, prefixes can sometimes create compound words. CMOS generally advises
against hyphenating prefixes unless the resulting word is ambiguous or unusual. Words like
"prearrange" or "reenter" are typically written as single words without a hyphen. This principle
reflects an effort to simplify spelling and avoid unnecessary punctuation.

Specific Word Spellings and Their Chicago Nuances

Beyond general rules, Chicago provides preferred spellings for a multitude of individual words that
may present challenges or have common alternative spellings. These specific recommendations often
reflect the manual's commitment to clarity and consistency, aiming to eliminate reader confusion.

Commonly Misspelled or Variable Words
CMOS addresses many words that are frequently misspelled or have variable spellings in general
usage. For example, it prefers "acknowledgment" over "acknowledgement" and "judgment" over
"judgement." These choices are often made to align with the most common and established American
English forms. Consulting the manual or a reliable dictionary for these specific instances is always
recommended.

Words with Foreign Origins
Words borrowed from other languages can present unique spelling challenges. Chicago typically
adopts the most common anglicized spelling unless there is a strong reason to retain the original. For
instance, "dialogue" is preferred over "dialog," and "theater" over "theatre" (in American English
contexts). These preferences aim for accessibility and ease of pronunciation for a broad readership.

The manual also offers guidance on names and places. While general rules apply, proper nouns often
have their own established spellings that should be respected. When in doubt about the spelling of a
specific name or place, cross-referencing with reputable sources or the entity itself is the best course
of action. Chicago's philosophy is one of respecting established conventions where they exist.



Practical Application of Chicago Manual of Style
Preferred Spellings

Implementing Chicago's preferred spellings in your writing requires attention to detail and a
willingness to consult the manual when necessary. The goal is not rote memorization but an
understanding of the principles that guide these decisions, enabling you to make consistent choices.

Utilizing Dictionaries and Style Guides
The most effective way to ensure compliance with Chicago's preferred spellings is to use a reliable
dictionary, such as Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary, as your primary reference. For specific
stylistic questions beyond basic spelling, always refer to the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of
Style. Many online resources and style checkers can also offer assistance, but they should be used as
complements to, not replacements for, direct consultation of the authoritative sources.

Consistency as a Key Principle
Regardless of the specific spelling choices made, the paramount principle in Chicago style is
consistency. Once you have determined the preferred spelling for a word or a type of word, apply it
uniformly throughout your document. This applies to everything from hyphenation of compound
words to the use of "-ize" endings. Inconsistency can be distracting and undermine the
professionalism of your work, even if the individual spellings are technically correct in isolation.

When approaching a new writing project governed by Chicago style, it is often beneficial to establish
a style sheet. This document can record all the specific spelling decisions and preferences made for
that particular project, including any deviations from general rules that might be necessary for clarity
or context. This proactive approach ensures that all contributors are working with the same guidelines
and that the final output is cohesive and professional.

Resources for Further Exploration of Chicago Style

Mastering Chicago manual of style preferred spellings is an ongoing process. The Chicago Manual of
Style Online offers a wealth of information, including a comprehensive index and search functionality,
making it easier to find answers to specific questions. Many university writing centers also provide
helpful summaries and guides on Chicago style, which can be valuable for students and academics.

For those working in publishing, workshops and professional development courses focusing on
Chicago style can provide in-depth training and opportunities to ask questions directly from
experienced editors. The ongoing evolution of language means that style guides are regularly
updated, so staying current with the latest editions is essential for maintaining accuracy and
adherence to best practices in academic and professional writing.



FAQ

Q: What is the primary dictionary recommended by The
Chicago Manual of Style for preferred spellings?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary as its
primary authority for preferred spellings in American English.

Q: Does The Chicago Manual of Style prefer "-ize" or "-ise"
endings for verbs?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style strongly prefers the "-ize" ending for verbs, such as "organize,"
"recognize," and "analyze," aligning with its American English convention.

Q: How does Chicago style handle compound words that are
not clearly open or closed?
A: Chicago style provides guidance on the transition of compound words from open to hyphenated to
closed forms based on their established usage and frequency, often suggesting a progression over
time.

Q: Is "judgment" or "judgement" preferred by The Chicago
Manual of Style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style prefers the spelling "judgment" over "judgement."

Q: What is the general rule for hyphenating adjective phrases
before a noun in Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style, adjective phrases that precede a noun and function as a single modifier are
typically hyphenated, for example, "a well-researched paper."

Q: How does The Chicago Manual of Style approach words
borrowed from other languages?
A: Chicago generally prefers the most common anglicized spelling for words borrowed from other
languages, prioritizing accessibility and ease of pronunciation for a broad audience.

Q: Should I use a style sheet when applying Chicago Manual



of Style preferred spellings?
A: Yes, using a style sheet is highly recommended when applying Chicago Manual of Style preferred
spellings, as it helps ensure consistency and documents specific choices made for a project.

Q: Does Chicago style distinguish between American and
British English spellings?
A: Yes, while Chicago primarily focuses on American English conventions for its preferred spellings, it
may acknowledge or provide guidance on British English variants when necessary.
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