
chicago style academic writing guide
geographic

Navigating Geographic Specificity in Chicago
Style Academic Writing
chicago style academic writing guide geographic considerations are paramount for scholars
and researchers aiming for clarity, precision, and adherence to academic conventions. This guide
delves into the intricacies of incorporating and referencing geographic information within the
Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) framework. We will explore how to effectively define locations,
manage place names, cite maps and geospatial data, and understand the stylistic nuances that
differentiate Chicago style in geographically focused academic work. Mastering these elements
ensures your research is not only academically sound but also readily understood by a global
audience, fostering a deeper engagement with your subject matter.
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Understanding Geographic Terminology in Chicago
Style

The Chicago Manual of Style, while not exclusively dedicated to geography, provides a robust
framework for handling the specific language and data associated with geographic studies.
Academic writing in fields such as history, sociology, urban planning, environmental science, and
political science frequently necessitates precise geographic identifiers. This section will illuminate
how to approach terms related to physical and political geography, ensuring that the terminology
used is both accurate and consistent with Chicago's stylistic guidelines.



Accuracy in geographic terminology is the cornerstone of credible academic research. This involves
a commitment to using the most up-to-date and universally accepted names for places,
administrative divisions, and geographical features. When dealing with historical documents or older
research, it is crucial to acknowledge any discrepancies in place names or boundaries that may have
changed over time. Chicago style encourages clarity above all else, meaning that any potentially
ambiguous geographic term should be clarified within the text or through a footnote.

Proper Nouns and Place Names

The proper application of capitalization and spelling for geographic proper nouns is a fundamental
aspect of Chicago style. This includes cities, states, countries, continents, oceans, mountain ranges,
and rivers. Generally, all significant words in a place name are capitalized, as in the Pacific Ocean or
the Rocky Mountains. However, there are exceptions, particularly with possessives or adjectival
forms derived from place names, which should be handled with care and consistency.

When referencing specific administrative divisions, such as counties, municipalities, or districts,
adhering to official designations is vital. For instance, using "New York City" is standard, but for
more granular references, identifying the borough or even a specific neighborhood might be
necessary depending on the research context. The Chicago Manual of Style often defers to
established conventions and official government sources for the spelling and capitalization of such
entities, emphasizing the importance of consulting authoritative gazetteers or official naming bodies
when in doubt.

Disputed territories or regions with multiple common names present a unique challenge. In such
cases, Chicago style suggests providing the most commonly accepted name first, followed by an
alternative name or a brief explanation in parentheses or a footnote. This approach ensures that the
reader is informed without the author having to take a political stance, maintaining academic
neutrality. For example, one might refer to "the region commonly known as Taiwan (Republic of
China)."

Citing Maps and Geospatial Data

In disciplines heavily reliant on spatial analysis, the accurate citation of maps and geospatial data is
as critical as citing textual sources. Chicago style provides guidelines for acknowledging the source
of visual and digital geographic information, ensuring proper attribution and allowing readers to
locate or verify the data themselves. This includes printed maps, digital maps (e.g., Google Maps,
Esri products), and raw geospatial datasets.

When citing a printed map, key information to include typically involves the title of the map, the
publisher, the date of publication, and the scale. If the map is part of a larger work, such as an atlas
or a book, its location within that work should also be specified. For example, a citation might look
something like: "Map of Chicago Metropolitan Area, published by Rand McNally, 2022, scale
1:100,000."

The citation of digital maps and geospatial data requires attention to specific elements. This often



includes the name of the digital map service or software, the specific layer or dataset being
referenced, the date of access, and a stable URL if available. For datasets, information about the
data provider, the dataset name, version, and access date are crucial. For instance: "National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), 'Sea Surface Temperature Data,' accessed
October 26, 2023,
https://www.ncei.noaa.gov/products/climate-data-records/sea-surface-temperature-data."

The inclusion of metadata is also highly encouraged, especially when dealing with complex
geospatial datasets. While not always a formal citation requirement, understanding and presenting
information about the data's projection, datum, resolution, and acquisition method can significantly
enhance the academic rigor of the work and its reproducibility.

Geographic References in Footnotes and Endnotes

Chicago style's dual citation system, employing either footnotes or endnotes, offers flexibility in how
geographic information is presented. For brief mentions or clarifications of geographic locations that
are central to the narrative, a footnote can be an effective way to provide detail without disrupting
the flow of the main text. This might include specifying a precise address, a minor locality, or
clarifying the geographic context of a historical event.

When citing a map or a geospatial dataset within a footnote, the level of detail will depend on its
significance to the argument. A direct reference to a map used to illustrate a point might include its
title, publisher, and date. For more complex data, a footnote could point to the source of that data,
providing a brief description and a link if appropriate and permissible within the context of the
specific publication's guidelines.

The use of geographic terms in footnotes should mirror the precision expected in the main text. If a
footnote is used to define a less common geographic term or to provide a more specific location than
mentioned in the prose, it should be handled with the same care regarding proper nouns and official
designations.

Geographic References in the Bibliography

The bibliography, a comprehensive list of all sources cited in the work, plays a crucial role in
presenting geographic references. For full-fledged sources such as atlases, geographic reports, or
books with a strong geographic focus, their entry in the bibliography should be detailed and follow
the standard Chicago style format for books or reports, including author(s) or editor(s), title,
publisher, and publication date. Maps used as primary sources should also be listed here.

When citing geospatial datasets or digital mapping resources, the bibliography entry should provide
sufficient information for the reader to identify and, if possible, access the source. This typically
includes the name of the dataset or platform, the organization responsible for it, the version number
(if applicable), the date it was accessed, and a persistent URL. This ensures transparency and allows
for verification of the geographic information presented in the academic work.



The bibliography is also the place to list secondary sources that provide crucial geographic context
or background information. This might include scholarly articles on regional geography, historical
atlases, or government publications detailing geographical boundaries and administrative
structures. Consistent formatting across all bibliographic entries, whether textual or geographic, is a
hallmark of professional academic writing.

When to Be Specific: The Nuance of Geographic Scope

Determining the appropriate level of geographic specificity is a critical decision for any academic
writer. The goal is to provide enough detail for the reader to understand the context and location of
the research without overwhelming them with extraneous information. This decision is heavily
influenced by the discipline, the research question, and the intended audience.

For instance, a historical study of a specific battle might require precise coordinates or the names of
very small villages, whereas a broader sociological study on national trends might only need to refer
to states or regions. Chicago style encourages authors to exercise their judgment in this regard,
always prioritizing clarity and relevance. When in doubt, it is often better to err on the side of
providing slightly more detail, which can then be clarified in a footnote if it interrupts the narrative
flow.

Consider the temporal aspect of geography as well. Geographic names, boundaries, and even the
existence of certain features can change over time. When referencing historical geographies, it is
imperative to use the terminology and delineate the areas as they existed during the period under
study. This might involve explicitly stating the year or era to which a geographic reference pertains,
ensuring historical accuracy and avoiding anachronisms.

Consistency in Geographic Representation

Maintaining consistency in how geographic information is presented throughout an academic work
is non-negotiable. This applies to the spelling of place names, the format of geographic coordinates,
the use of administrative divisions, and the way maps and data are referenced. Inconsistency can
lead to reader confusion and undermine the credibility of the research.

For example, if an author decides to use the abbreviation "St." for "Saint" in place names initially,
they must maintain this convention throughout the document. Similarly, if a particular
administrative hierarchy is established (e.g., City, County, State), it should be followed consistently.
This careful attention to detail signals professionalism and meticulous research practices,
reinforcing the Chicago style emphasis on accuracy and clarity.

When working with international locations, understanding local naming conventions and official
transliterations is also important. While English is often the lingua franca of academia, respecting
the original or officially recognized names of places demonstrates cultural sensitivity and a
commitment to accurate representation. Consulting resources like the United Nations Group of
Experts on Geographical Names (UNGEGN) can be invaluable for ensuring accuracy in such cases.



The commitment to consistency extends to the use of terms like "North America" versus "the
Americas," or "United Kingdom" versus "Great Britain." The author must choose a convention and
adhere to it, making clear any distinctions that are relevant to their argument. This deliberate
approach to geographic representation enhances the reader's ability to follow the research and
grasp the spatial dimensions of the study effectively.

Ultimately, the Chicago style academic writing guide geographic considerations are interwoven with
the broader principles of clear, accurate, and well-supported scholarship. By meticulously handling
place names, citing spatial data, and maintaining consistency, researchers can ensure their work is
both academically rigorous and accessible to a discerning audience.

Q: How does Chicago style handle the capitalization of
geographical terms like "West" or "East" when used
directionally versus as regions?
A: In Chicago style, cardinal directions like "north," "south," "east," and "west" are generally
lowercase when they function as adjectives or adverbs, as in "the east wing of the building" or
"traveling west." However, they are capitalized when they form part of a proper noun designating a
specific region or area, such as "the American West," "the Middle East," or "the Sun Belt."
Consistency in applying this distinction is key.

Q: What is the recommended approach for citing a specific
geographic coordinate in Chicago style?
A: When citing a specific geographic coordinate, Chicago style generally recommends providing the
coordinate pair (latitude and longitude) in a clear and unambiguous format, often within parentheses
in the text or as a footnote. The format can vary, but a common approach is decimal degrees (e.g.,
41.8781° N, 87.6298° W) or degrees, minutes, and seconds (e.g., 41° 52' 41" N, 87° 37' 47" W). It's
advisable to specify the datum used if it's critical to your research (e.g., WGS 84).

Q: How should I cite historical maps that might use outdated
place names or political boundaries?
A: When citing historical maps with outdated terminology or boundaries, it is essential to
acknowledge this in your citation or within your text. You should use the place names and political
designations as they appear on the map itself, and then, in a footnote or parenthetically, provide the
modern equivalent or explain the historical context. For example, you might cite a map showing
"Constantinople" and then clarify that it refers to modern-day Istanbul.

Q: Does Chicago style have specific rules for referring to the
Indigenous names of geographical locations?
A: Chicago style encourages the use of Indigenous place names where appropriate and respectful,



especially when they are the primary or historically accurate names. It is best practice to use the
officially recognized or commonly accepted Indigenous spelling. If there are multiple spellings or
pronunciations, it's advisable to note this. If the Indigenous name is not widely known, a brief
explanation of its significance might be warranted in the text or a footnote.

Q: When citing online mapping services like Google Maps or
ArcGIS Online, what elements are most important according
to Chicago style?
A: When citing online mapping services, Chicago style typically requires the name of the service
(e.g., Google Maps, ArcGIS Online), the specific map or layer referenced (if applicable), the date of
access, and a stable URL. If you are citing data layers, you should also identify the data provider and
the dataset name or version. For example: "Esri, 'World Topographic Map,' accessed October 26,
2023, https://www.arcgis.com/home/item.html?id=30700064320c4645937516b599f67226."

Q: Is there a preferred way to handle geographic references in
footnotes that are significantly different from the main text?
A: If a geographic reference in a footnote provides crucial additional detail that would disrupt the
flow of the main text, Chicago style supports this. The footnote citation should be as complete as
necessary for clarity, mirroring the principles of the main text’s citation style. For example, if the
main text mentions "a city in Italy," a footnote might specify "Florence, Tuscany region, Italy," and
provide a citation for the map or gazetteer confirming this.

Q: How should I cite a geographic dataset used for statistical
analysis, especially if it's complex?
A: For complex geographic datasets used in statistical analysis, Chicago style emphasizes providing
as much identifying information as possible in the bibliography or footnotes. This includes the name
of the dataset, the organization or agency that created it, the version number, the year of release,
and the source or URL for access. If you've performed specific manipulations or selections from the
dataset, you may also wish to note this for reproducibility, though this is often more about
methodological transparency than strict citation.
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