
chicago style formatting geographic
The Chicago Manual of Style is a renowned guide for academic and professional
writing, and its application to geographic information presents unique
considerations. Navigating the intricacies of Chicago style formatting
geographic elements can be crucial for ensuring clarity, consistency, and
adherence to scholarly standards. This article delves into the core
principles of applying Chicago style to geographic data, from citing maps and
atlases to properly formatting place names and addresses within academic
works. We will explore the nuances of referencing specific geographic
locations, understanding the role of latitude and longitude, and the correct
methods for incorporating spatial data into bibliographies and notes. By
mastering these elements, writers can enhance the precision and credibility
of their research, particularly in disciplines heavily reliant on
geographical context.
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Understanding Chicago Style and Geographic Data

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides comprehensive guidelines for a
wide array of citation and formatting challenges, and its principles extend
logically to the inclusion and referencing of geographic information. When a
paper or research project involves specific locations, maps, atlases, or even
discussions of spatial relationships, understanding how CMOS handles these
elements is paramount. This involves not just how to cite a particular map,
but also how to represent place names, administrative divisions, and
geographical coordinates accurately and consistently throughout a document.
The goal is to ensure that any reader, regardless of their familiarity with
the specific locale, can easily understand and verify the geographic
information presented.

The Importance of Precision in Geographic Citations

Accurate citation of geographic resources is fundamental to academic
integrity. Whether you are citing a historical map for a history paper, a
geographical survey for an environmental study, or an atlas for a comparative
analysis, the source must be clearly identified. This allows readers to
locate the original data, assess its reliability, and conduct further



research if necessary. CMOS offers a structured approach to this, ensuring
that essential details such as the creator, title, publisher, and date are
consistently provided, minimizing ambiguity.

Scope of Geographic Formatting in Chicago Style

Chicago style formatting geographic elements encompasses more than just
bibliography entries. It influences how place names are written in the text,
how administrative boundaries are described, and how addresses are presented,
especially when referencing primary sources. For instance, the style dictates
conventions for using full place names versus abbreviations, the order in
which city, state, and country are listed, and the appropriate use of
punctuation. This meticulous attention to detail helps to standardize the
presentation of geographical data, making it readily comprehensible across
different academic disciplines.

Citing Geographic Resources in Chicago Style

Referencing geographic resources within the Chicago style framework requires
attention to the specific type of resource being cited, whether it's a
printed map, an online atlas, or a digital geographic dataset. The core
principle remains consistent: provide enough information for the reader to
locate and identify the source. This generally involves author/creator,
title, publication details, and date.

Citing Printed Maps and Atlases

When citing a physical map or an atlas, the information typically included in
a Chicago style note and bibliography entry mirrors that of a book, with
specific additions for the geographic nature of the item. The cartographer or
publishing entity often serves as the author. The title is crucial, and it's
important to note the scale and edition if relevant.

For example, a note might look like this:

1. John Smith, Map of the Greater Chicago Area, 1:24,000 scale, (Chicago:
City Planning Department, 2022).

And the corresponding bibliography entry would be:

Smith, John. Map of the Greater Chicago Area. 1:24,000 scale. Chicago: City
Planning Department, 2022.

The key is to present the information clearly and logically, adhering to the
standard author-title-publication format.



Citing Online Geographic Resources and Databases

The digital age has introduced a plethora of online geographic resources,
including interactive maps, satellite imagery, and geographical databases.
Citing these requires adapting the traditional Chicago style to include web-
specific information.

When citing an online map service or a digital atlas, include the name of the
website or platform, the specific map or data layer accessed, and the URL.
Crucially, include a date of access, as online resources can be updated or
removed.

An example for a note:

2. Google Maps, "Street View of Millennium Park, Chicago," accessed October
26, 2023, .

The bibliography entry would follow a similar pattern:

Google Maps. "Street View of Millennium Park, Chicago." Accessed October 26,
2023. .

For more complex datasets, such as those found on government portals or
academic repositories, it's important to identify the data creator, the title
of the dataset, and the repository from which it was accessed, along with a
persistent identifier if available (like a DOI).

Referencing Geographic Software and Tools

In some academic contexts, the software or tools used to generate or analyze
geographic data may themselves warrant citation. This is particularly true if
the specific configuration or version of the software is integral to the
methodology or results.

A typical citation for geographic software in a note might be:

3. Esri, ArcGIS Pro, version 3.1 (Redlands, CA: Esri, 2023).

The bibliography entry would be:

Esri. ArcGIS Pro. Version 3.1. Redlands, CA: Esri, 2023.

This acknowledges the technological tools used in the research process,
contributing to the transparency and replicability of the work.



Formatting Geographic Names and Addresses

The accurate and consistent formatting of geographic names and addresses is a
hallmark of professional academic writing in Chicago style. This applies to
both the main body of the text and any formal citations. Ensuring clarity
when referring to specific locales is crucial for readers.

Properly Formatting Place Names

When referring to cities, states, countries, or other geographical entities
within your text, Chicago style generally favors clarity and
comprehensiveness. It's often best to use the full name of a place,
especially when it is first introduced, to avoid confusion.

For example, instead of just writing "Springfield," specify "Springfield,
Illinois." Subsequent references might, if contextually clear, be shortened.
The use of commas to separate city and state, or state and country, is
standard.

A common convention is: City, State. For example, Chicago, Illinois. Or City,
Country. For instance, Paris, France.

Handling Administrative Divisions

When discussing political or administrative geography, adhere to the standard
naming conventions of the entities involved. This includes being precise
about whether you are referring to a city, county, province, state, or
country.

If citing historical documents or data that uses older administrative names
or boundaries, it is important to note this explicitly. For example, "the
region formerly known as the Duchy of Burgundy."

Formatting Addresses in Notes and Bibliographies

When an address is a necessary part of a citation—for example, if you are
citing a physical letter or a specific archival location—Chicago style
provides clear guidelines. The format generally follows the standard postal
convention for the country in question, but with specific punctuation and
capitalization rules applied as per CMOS.

A typical format for a US address might be:

Street Number and Name



City, State ZIP Code
Country (if necessary for international context)

Example in a note:

4. Letter from Jane Doe to John Roe, April 15, 1920, Doe Family Papers, Box
3, Folder 2, Chicago Historical Society, Chicago, Illinois.

The bibliography entry would reflect a similar structure, adapted for the
bibliography format.

Capitalization of Geographic Terms

In general, geographic names are capitalized. This includes continents,
oceans, mountain ranges, deserts, and bodies of water. Proper nouns referring
to specific geographic locations are always capitalized. Common nouns used in
conjunction with proper nouns are also often capitalized when they form part
of a distinct place name, such as "Lake Michigan" or "Rocky Mountains."
However, common nouns like "river," "lake," or "mountains" are not
capitalized when used generically, e.g., "the river flowed south."

Incorporating Latitude and Longitude

The inclusion of latitude and longitude coordinates can add a critical layer
of precision to geographic descriptions in academic writing. Chicago style
guides on this aspect focus on clarity and consistency, ensuring these
numerical identifiers are presented in a manner that is easily understood by
the reader.

Understanding and Presenting Coordinates

Latitude and longitude are angular measurements that define any point on the
Earth's surface. Latitude measures position north or south of the equator
(0°), ranging from 90° North (the North Pole) to 90° South (the South Pole).
Longitude measures position east or west of the Prime Meridian (0°), ranging
from 180° East to 180° West.

When presenting coordinates, the standard format involves degrees (°),
minutes ('), and seconds ("). Decimal degrees are also commonly used,
especially in scientific contexts. Chicago style generally prefers clarity,
so specifying the format used is helpful.

An example in a note using degrees, minutes, and seconds:

5. The observation point was located at 41° 52′ 44″ N, 87° 37′ 30″ W.



And in decimal degrees:

6. The coordinates for the historical marker are 41.8789° N, 87.6250° W.

It is important to consistently use either North/South and East/West
notation, or the positive/negative sign convention (e.g., +41.8789, -87.6250)
throughout the document.

Contextualizing Coordinate Citations

Simply listing coordinates may not be sufficient. It is often necessary to
provide context about what these coordinates refer to. For instance, are they
the location of an archaeological dig, a geological sample site, or a
specific landmark?

In your prose, you might write: "The ancient settlement, situated at 34° 03′
12″ N, 118° 14′ 34″ W, reveals evidence of early agricultural practices."
This places the coordinates within a descriptive sentence, enhancing
understanding.

Referencing the Source of Coordinate Data

As with any data used in research, the source of latitude and longitude data
should be cited. This might be a GPS device, a GIS database, a published map,
or online mapping service. The citation method will follow the general rules
for citing geographic resources, ensuring the reader can verify the origin of
the spatial information.

Special Cases in Geographic Formatting

Beyond the standard citation and formatting of place names and coordinates,
Chicago style also offers guidance on more specialized or nuanced aspects of
geographic formatting, particularly relevant in fields like history,
geography, and anthropology.

Citing Historical and Variant Place Names

Historical research often involves dealing with place names that have changed
over time. Chicago style emphasizes clarity and accuracy when referencing
these. If a location is known by multiple names, it is best to provide the
most current name along with historical or variant names, especially upon
first mention.



For example: "The city, known today as St. Petersburg, Russia (formerly
Leningrad and Petrograd), was founded in 1703." This approach ensures that
readers familiar with any of the names can identify the location and
understand its historical context. When citing historical documents, use the
name as it appeared in the document and note any discrepancies with modern
nomenclature.

Formatting Geographic Data in Tables

When presenting geographic information in tables, Chicago style guidelines
for tables should be followed, along with specific considerations for
geographic data. Ensure columns are clearly labeled, and that units (degrees,
decimal degrees) and directional indicators (N/S, E/W) are consistently
applied.

A table might include columns for:

Site Name
Latitude
Longitude
Elevation

Consistency in how latitude and longitude are represented (e.g., always in
decimal degrees with N/S and E/W indicators) is crucial for readability.

Geographic References in Footnotes and Endnotes

The principles for formatting geographic information in footnotes and
endnotes are the same as for the bibliography, with the primary difference
being the context of their use. Notes are typically used for parenthetical
information, source citations for specific statements, or supplementary
details.

If you are making a specific claim about a location and need to provide
precise geographic details, a footnote is an appropriate place to do so. For
instance, if discussing the exact starting point of a historical route, you
might include a footnote with the coordinates and the source from which they
were obtained. The formatting within the note should adhere strictly to CMOS
conventions for geographic data and citations.

FAQ Section



Q: How do I cite a specific latitude and longitude
coordinate in Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style, latitude and longitude coordinates should be presented
clearly. You can use degrees, minutes, and seconds (e.g., 41° 52′ 44″ N, 87°
37′ 30″ W) or decimal degrees (e.g., 41.8789° N, 87.6250° W). It is essential
to specify the notation used and consistently apply it throughout your work.
Always cite the source of these coordinates in a note or bibliography.

Q: What is the proper way to format a city and state
in Chicago style for in-text references?
A: When referring to a city and state in the text of your document, use the
format "City, State." For example, "The conference was held in Chicago,
Illinois." Ensure consistent capitalization and the use of a comma to
separate the city from the state.

Q: How should I format an address when it's part of
a Chicago style citation?
A: When an address is part of a citation, follow standard postal conventions
for the country, while adhering to CMOS punctuation and capitalization. For a
U.S. address, this typically includes the street number and name, followed by
the City, State ZIP Code. For example: Jane Doe, 123 Main Street, Anytown, IL
60601.

Q: When citing an online map or geographic database
in Chicago style, what information is required?
A: For online geographic resources, include the name of the website or
platform, the specific map or data layer, the URL, and a date of access. For
instance: Google Maps, "Satellite View of Yosemite Valley," accessed November
15, 2023, .

Q: What are the general rules for capitalizing
geographic terms in Chicago style?
A: Proper nouns that are specific geographic names, such as continents,
oceans, mountain ranges, and bodies of water, are capitalized (e.g., Pacific
Ocean, Rocky Mountains, Lake Superior). Common nouns used as part of a
distinct place name are also capitalized (e.g., Mississippi River). Generic
common nouns are generally not capitalized (e.g., the river flows to the
sea).



Q: How do I handle historical place names when
writing in Chicago style?
A: When referring to historical place names, it's important to be clear and
provide context. Upon first mention, provide the modern name and the
historical name(s) if they differ significantly. For example, "The city, now
known as St. Petersburg, Russia, was formerly called Petrograd." When citing
historical documents, use the place name as it appears in the document.

Q: Is there a specific Chicago style for formatting
latitude and longitude in decimal degrees?
A: Chicago style does not mandate a single format for decimal degrees, but it
emphasizes clarity and consistency. A common and acceptable format is to use
the degree symbol (°), followed by the decimal value, and then the
directional indicator (N/S or E/W). For example, 41.8789° N, 87.6250° W. You
may also use positive and negative signs, such as +41.8789, -87.6250, but be
sure to define this convention if used.

Q: How do I cite an atlas in Chicago style?
A: Citing an atlas in Chicago style is similar to citing a book. You will
typically include the author (often the publisher or editor), the title of
the atlas, the publication place, publisher, and year. For example: National
Geographic Society, Atlas of the World, 10th ed. Washington, D.C.: National
Geographic Society, 2018.
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