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Navigating Chicago Manual Spelling Preferences: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual spelling preferences are a cornerstone of polished and professional academic and literary
writing, offering a clear, consistent framework for authors and editors alike. Understanding these
guidelines is crucial for anyone aiming for clarity, credibility, and adherence to a widely respected style
standard. This article delves into the intricacies of Chicago's approach to spelling, exploring its preference
for American English, its stance on common variations, and how to apply these principles effectively. We
will examine specific areas of focus, including hyphenation, capitalization, and the treatment of foreign
words, providing practical advice for achieving accuracy. By mastering these nuances, writers can elevate

their work and ensure it meets the high standards expected in many publishing contexts.
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American English as the Default in Chicago Style

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) unequivocally designates American English spelling as its default.
This means that unless a specific reason dictates otherwise, writers should adhere to the conventions
commonly found in the United States. This preference is reflected throughout the manual, guiding
decisions on word endings, such as "-or" versus "-our" and "-ize" versus "-ise." For example, words like
"color," "favor," and "labor" are preferred over their British counterparts "colour," "favour,” and "labour."

Similarly, verbs ending in "-ize" like "organize," "recognize," and "analyze" are the standard Chicago choices.

This consistent application of American English spelling provides a uniform foundation for a vast array of
publications. It simplifies the editorial process by establishing a clear, non-negotiable baseline. Authors
working within the Chicago style can therefore be confident that by defaulting to American spelling, they
are aligning with the manual's fundamental requirements. This adherence not only aids readability for a
primarily American audience but also establishes a professional and standardized approach that is recognized

across numerous academic disciplines and publishing houses.



Handling Common Spelling Variations

While American English is the default, the Chicago Manual of Style acknowledges that certain words have
acceptable alternative spellings. The manual's guidance on these variations is rooted in practicality and
clarity, often favoring the simpler or more frequently used form. For instance, when it comes to words
ending in "-log” versus "-logue," Chicago generally prefers the shorter form, such as "catalog" over
"catalogue" and "dialog" over "dialogue." This preference extends to other common dual spellings where one

option is more concise or widely adopted in contemporary American usage.

The key principle when encountering such variations is consistency. Once a choice is made, it must be
applied throughout the entire manuscript. For example, if an author chooses to use "defense" instead of
"defence," they must maintain this spelling for every instance of the word. The same applies to other
common areas of variation, such as "gray" versus "grey." The Chicago Manual of Style empowers the writer
or editor to make a choice, but then insists on unwavering adherence to that choice for the duration of the
document. This meticulous attention to internal consistency is a hallmark of professional editing and a core

tenet of Chicago's style.

“-ize” vs. “-ise” Endings

One of the most frequently encountered spelling distinctions is the choice between words ending in "-ize"
and "-ise." The Chicago Manual of Style firmly advocates for the "-ize" ending as its preferred form. This

preference is rooted in the etymology of many of these words, which derive from Greek roots. Thus,
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words such as "analyze," "apologize," "criticize,” and "realize" should consistently be spelled with a "z" in

Chicago-style documents.

However, it is important to note that not all words that sound like they should end in "-ize" actually do. For
instance, "advertise" and "surprise" are exceptions and are always spelled with an "s." The Chicago Manual
of Style, and by extension its users, must remain diligent in distinguishing these correct "-ise" spellings
from the broader category where "-ize" is the standard. When in doubt, consulting a reputable dictionary or

the CMOS itself is the most reliable method to ensure accuracy.

“-or” vs. “-our” Endings

Another significant area of divergence between American and British English spelling, and thus a point of
focus for Chicago's preferences, is the treatment of words ending in "-or" versus "-our." The Chicago Manual
of Style consistently favors the "-or" ending, aligning with American English conventions. This applies to

common words like "color," "favor,” "humor,” "labor," "neighbor," and "splendor."



This rule is generally straightforward and applies broadly. The importance lies in applying it consistently
across an entire work. Failing to do so can create an unprofessional appearance and distract the reader.
Therefore, writers and editors should make a conscious effort to identify and correct any instances where "-
our” might have inadvertently crept into a manuscript intended for Chicago style, ensuring a unified and

polished presentation.

Hyphenation and Compound Words

The Chicago Manual of Style provides detailed guidance on hyphenation, a critical aspect of spelling that
impacts word meaning and readability. Compound words, which are formed by combining two or more
words, can be written as one word (closed compound), as two separate words (open compound), or as a

hyphenated word. Chicago's approach emphasizes clarity and common usage.

Generally, Chicago prefers open compounds unless usage has clearly established a closed or hyphenated
form. However, the manual also offers specific rules for when to hyphenate. For instance, compound
modifiers that precede a noun are typically hyphenated. An example would be "a well-known author”
versus "the author is well known." In the first case, "well-known" functions as a single adjective modifying
"author” and thus requires a hyphen. In the second, "well" and "known" function independently, and no

hyphen is needed.

When to Hyphenate Compound Modifiers

Compound modifiers, particularly those that appear before a noun and function as a single conceptual unit,
generally require hyphenation according to Chicago style. This helps prevent ambiguity and ensures the
reader understands the intended meaning. Consider the difference between "a small business loan" (a loan
for a small business) and "a small-business loan" (a loan that is characterized as small and business-like,
though this is less common). The hyphen clarifies that "small-business" is acting as a single descriptive

element.

However, there are exceptions. Adverbs ending in "-ly" are typically not hyphenated when they precede
another adjective, as in "a highly respected professor." The adverb already modifies the adjective clearly.
Furthermore, proper nouns used as modifiers, such as "New York City regulations," are usually not
hyphenated. The Chicago Manual of Style offers extensive lists and detailed explanations to help navigate

these nuances, stressing the importance of consulting these resources for complex cases.



Open vs. Closed Compounds

The distinction between open and closed compounds is another area where Chicago's spelling preferences
come into play. Many compound nouns are established in the language as either open or closed forms, and
Chicago generally defers to common usage. For instance, "high school” is typically an open compound,
while "classroom” is a closed compound. The manual encourages writers to consult dictionaries to determine

the established form for specific compound words.

Where usage is less settled or when creating new compounds, Chicago advises creating compounds that are
clear and unambiguous. For compound modifiers, as mentioned, hyphenation before a noun is often the
clearer choice. The overall goal is to ensure that the meaning is immediately apparent to the reader,
avoiding potential misinterpretations that can arise from unclear compounding. The consistent application of

these principles enhances the overall professionalism and clarity of the text.

Capitalization Rules in Chicago Style

Capitalization in the Chicago Manual of Style is governed by a set of rules designed to enhance readability
and clarity, particularly in titles, headings, and proper nouns. While generally straightforward, there are

specific preferences that distinguish Chicago's approach.

For titles of books, articles, and other creative works, Chicago employs title case, capitalizing the first word,
the last word, and all principal words (nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, and some conjunctions
and prepositions). Minor words, such as articles (a, an, the), conjunctions (and, but, or), and prepositions (of,
in, on), are generally lowercased unless they are the first or last word of the title. This applies to both main

titles and subtitles.

Capitalizing Titles and Headings

The rules for capitalizing titles and headings are applied with a degree of flexibility, but consistency is
paramount. In a manuscript, the author or editor must decide whether to employ "title case” or "sentence
case" for headings and subheadings. Title case, as described above, involves capitalizing most words.
Sentence case, on the other hand, capitalizes only the first word and any proper nouns or words that

require capitalization for other grammatical reasons.

Chicago's preference for title case in the titles of creative works is a notable aspect. For headings within a
text, however, the choice between title case and sentence case often depends on the nature of the

publication and the desired visual hierarchy. Many academic journals, for instance, opt for sentence case for



their internal headings. Regardless of the chosen style, the crucial element is uniformity throughout the
document. Any deviation from the established pattern can disrupt the flow and professionalism of the

writing.

Proper Nouns and Specific Entities

The treatment of proper nouns in Chicago style follows standard English conventions, requiring
capitalization for specific names of people, places, organizations, and things. This includes individual names
(e.g., John Smith), specific geographical locations (e.g., Chicago, Lake Michigan), recognized institutions
(e.g., University of Chicago), and unique events (e.g., the Renaissance). However, when these proper

nouns become common nouns through general usage, they are typically lowercased.

For example, while "the President" refers to the specific office of the President of the United States, "a
president” refers to any person holding that office. Similarly, "the Constitution" refers to the U.S.
Constitution, but "a constitution” refers to any set of fundamental principles. Chicago's style manual provides
extensive guidance on the capitalization of specific terms related to government, religion, and history to

ensure accurate and consistent application.

Foreign Words and Phrases

The Chicago Manual of Style addresses the use of foreign words and phrases in English text, emphasizing
clarity and the degree to which a word has been assimilated into English. Generally, foreign words that are

not commonly understood by English speakers or that retain a distinctly foreign flavor should be italicized.

However, if a foreign word or phrase has become so common in English that it is readily understood and
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frequently used (e.g., "déja vu,"” "schadenfreude,” "rendezvous"), it can be rendered in roman type without
italics and often without special punctuation. The manual provides examples and suggests that the ultimate
test is whether the word has entered the general vocabulary of English. When in doubt, italicization is

often the safer and more conventional choice to signal its foreign origin.

When to Italicize Foreign Words

Italicization is employed to draw attention to foreign words that have not been fully integrated into the
English lexicon. This helps readers recognize them as non-English terms and approach their pronunciation
and meaning accordingly. For instance, phrases like "ad hoc committee" or "bona fide offer" are often

italicized when first introduced, though common usage might eventually lead to them being treated as



standard English.

The Chicago Manual of Style advises that this distinction is fluid and can evolve over time. Therefore,
consulting a good dictionary for the current status of a foreign word is often beneficial. The goal is to ensure
that the reader is not confused by unfamiliar terms, and italics serve as a clear indicator of foreign origin

and potential unfamiliarity. This practice contributes to the overall readability and academic rigor of a text.

The Role of Dictionaries and Resources

When navigating the nuances of spelling, the Chicago Manual of Style strongly emphasizes the importance
of consulting authoritative resources. Dictionaries are the primary tools for resolving spelling discrepancies
and verifying established conventions. Chicago specifically recommends several dictionaries, including
Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary and the Oxford English Dictionary, for their comprehensiveness

and adherence to established lexicographical standards.

Beyond general dictionaries, specialized glossaries and style guides can also be invaluable. For instance, if a
manuscript deals with a specific scientific or technical field, a field-specific glossary might offer preferred
spellings or terminology. The Chicago Manual of Style itself is the ultimate arbiter for its specific
conventions, providing detailed explanations and examples for a vast range of stylistic issues, including

spelling. Relying on these trusted resources ensures accuracy and consistency.

Consistency is Key: Applying Chicago Spelling

The overarching principle of Chicago manual spelling preferences, and indeed of most style guides, is
consistency. Whether adhering to American English spelling, choosing between "-ize" and "-ise," or
deciding on hyphenation, the most critical factor is applying the chosen standard uniformly throughout the
entire document. Inconsistent spelling can undermine the credibility of a work and create a distracting

reading experience for the audience.

This commitment to consistency requires careful attention to detail during the writing and editing process.
It often involves creating a style sheet, particularly for larger projects, to track specific word spellings,
hyphenation choices, and capitalization rules. A style sheet acts as a reference document, ensuring that all
contributors adhere to the same set of editorial decisions. Ultimately, diligent application of Chicago's
spelling preferences, with a focus on unwavering consistency, leads to a polished, professional, and highly

readable final product.



Conclusion: Mastering Chicago's Spelling Standards

Understanding and meticulously applying the spelling preferences outlined in the Chicago Manual of Style
is an essential step toward producing high-quality, professional writing. From the default adoption of
American English to the nuanced rules for hyphenation and foreign words, Chicago provides a clear and
comprehensive framework. By prioritizing clarity, consistency, and the use of authoritative resources,

writers and editors can confidently navigate these guidelines.

The commitment to specific spelling conventions, such as favoring "-ize" over "-ise" and the "-or" ending for
certain words, contributes to the recognizable and respected voice of Chicago-style publications. Mastering
these details ensures that the content is not only accurate but also free from distractions, allowing the ideas
and arguments within the text to take center stage. The ongoing practice and application of these principles

will undoubtedly lead to more polished and impactful written communication.

FAQ: Chicago Manual Spelling Preferences

Q Does the Chicago Manual of Style have a preferred dictionary for
spelling?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style recommends using Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary (for general

American usage) and the Oxford English Dictionary (for comprehensive etymological and historical

information). It encourages consulting authoritative dictionaries for spelling decisions.

Q What is Chicago's preference for words ending in "-ize" versus "-ise"?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style strongly prefers the "-ize" ending for words where both spellings are

common, such as "analyze," "organize," and "recognize." However, it notes that certain words, like

"

"advertise" and "surprise,” are always spelled with "-ise.

Q How does Chicago handle the spelling of color versus colour?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style adheres to American English spelling conventions, meaning it prefers
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"color," "favor,” "labor," and similar words ending in "-or" rather than "-our."



Q: Should I italicize all foreign words when writing in Chicago style?

A: Chicago style generally recommends italicizing foreign words and phrases that are not commonly
understood or integrated into English. However, words that have become familiar through widespread use
may be rendered in roman type without italics. Consulting a dictionary for the current status of the word is

advised.

Q What is Chicago's stance on hyphenating compound modifiers?

A: Chicago style generally requires hyphenating compound modifiers that precede a noun and function as a
single unit, such as "a well-known author.” Adverbs ending in "-ly" are typically not hyphenated when

modifying an adjective, as in "a highly regarded scholar."

Q: Is there a specific rule for "judgment” versus "judgement” in Chicago
style?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style prefers the spelling "judgment” without the final "e," aligning with

common American English usage.

Q What if a word has multiple accepted spellings?

A: When a word has multiple accepted spellings, the Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes consistency. Once
a spelling is chosen for a particular manuscript, it should be used uniformly throughout that text.

Consulting a dictionary will help determine the most common or preferred spelling.
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