chicago style grammar rules examples

The Chicago Manual of Style: Essential Grammar Rules and Examples

chicago style grammar rules examples are crucial for anyone aiming for clarity, precision, and
professionalism in academic, professional, or journalistic writing. The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS),
often referred to as the Chicago Style, provides a comprehensive guide to grammar, punctuation, and
citation, making it a cornerstone for authors, editors, and publishers worldwide. This article delves into the
core principles of Chicago style grammar, offering clear explanations and practical examples to demystify its
conventions. We will explore various aspects, from punctuation and sentence structure to common
grammatical pitfalls, ensuring you can apply these rules effectively to enhance your writing.
Understanding these guidelines will not only improve the quality of your work but also establish your

credibility and ensure consistent adherence to established writing standards.
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Understanding Chicago Style: An Overview

The Chicago Manual of Style is a widely respected and comprehensive style guide that governs writing
and editing across numerous disciplines. Its primary goal is to ensure clarity, consistency, and accuracy in
written communication. Unlike some other style guides that are rigidly prescriptive, Chicago style often
offers flexibility, presenting options and explaining the reasoning behind them. This approach allows
writers to make informed decisions that best suit their specific needs while maintaining a high standard of
professionalism. At its core, Chicago style grammar rules examples are designed to make prose accessible

and understandable to the widest possible audience.

The manual covers a vast array of topics, including grammar, punctuation, capitalization, the use of
numbers, citation methods (both notes-bibliography and author-date), and editorial practices. For writers
and editors, mastering Chicago style is an investment in their craft, leading to more polished and
professional publications. Understanding its nuances, such as the specific rules for comma usage, the proper
placement of apostrophes, and the conventions for capitalizing titles, is fundamental to adhering to its

standards. This guide focuses on the grammatical aspects, providing practical applications of these rules.

Punctuation Rules in Chicago Style

Punctuation is the backbone of clear writing, and Chicago style offers detailed guidance on its proper
application. Correct punctuation not only guides the reader through a sentence but also conveys meaning
and tone. The following subsections will explore the most common punctuation marks and their usage

according to Chicago style.

The Comma: Navigating Its Many Uses

Commas are perhaps the most frequently used and often most misunderstood punctuation marks. Chicago
style provides specific guidelines to ensure their effective use. One of the primary roles of a comma is to
separate elements in a series. In a list of three or more items, Chicago style typically employs the serial
comma (also known as the Oxford comma) before the conjunction. This practice enhances clarity by
preventing ambiguity, especially in complex lists. For instance, "I need to buy apples, bananas, and oranges"

is clearer than "I need to buy apples, bananas and oranges."

Commas are also essential for setting off introductory clauses and phrases. A dependent clause or an
introductory phrase that precedes the main clause of a sentence is generally followed by a comma. For
example, "After the long meeting, we decided to go for dinner.” Similarly, participial phrases and
appositives that are nonrestrictive (providing extra, nonessential information) are set off by commas. "My
brother, who is a doctor, lives in New York." Restrictive clauses or phrases, which are essential to the

meaning of the sentence, are not set off by commas.



The Semicolon: Connecting Related Independent Clauses

Semicolons serve a dual purpose: they can connect two closely related independent clauses that are not
joined by a coordinating conjunction, or they can be used to separate items in a complex series that already
contain commas. When connecting two independent clauses, the semicolon suggests a closer relationship
than a period would. For example, "The experiment was a success; all hypotheses were confirmed." This

usage avoids a comma splice, which is the incorrect joining of two independent clauses with only a comma.

In lists, semicolons are invaluable when the items themselves contain internal punctuation. Consider this
example: "We visited Paris, France; Rome, Italy; and Madrid, Spain." Without the semicolons, this list could
be confusing. Chicago style prefers this separation for clarity when elements within a list are lengthy or

complex.

The Colon: Introducing Lists and Explanations

Colons have two primary functions: to introduce a list, an explanation, a quotation, or a restatement, and to
separate elements such as the hour and minute in time or chapter and verse in biblical citations. When a
colon is used to introduce a list, the clause preceding the colon should be a complete sentence. For instance,
"The chef prepared three essential components for the dish: a rich béchamel sauce, perfectly seared scallops,

and a delicate lemon-dill garnish."

Colons can also introduce an explanation or elaboration of the preceding clause. "He had one goal in mind: to
win the championship.” In formal writing, colons can introduce block quotations after a complete sentence.
It is important to note that a colon should not follow a verb or preposition that directly precedes the
element it introduces. For example, it is incorrect to say, "The ingredients are: flour, sugar, and eggs." The
correct phrasing would be "The ingredients are flour, sugar, and eggs," or "The required ingredients are:

flour, sugar, and eggs."

Apostrophes: Possession and Contractions

Apostrophes are primarily used to indicate possession and to form contractions. For possessives, singular
nouns generally take an apostrophe and an s ('s), such as "the student's book." Plural nouns ending in s
typically take only an apostrophe, as in "the students' books." However, for plural nouns not ending in s

non

(e.g., children, women), the 's' is added: "the children's toys," "the women's suffrage."

Possessive proper nouns ending in s can be tricky. Chicago style generally advises adding an apostrophe and
an s if the word is pronounced with an extra syllable, such as "Charles's" or "Jesus's." However, for classical
names ending in s, an apostrophe alone is often sufficient, as in "Pericles’ or "Augustus'.” When in doubt,
consistency is key. Contractions, such as "it's" (for "it is" or "it has") and "don't" (for "do not"), are formed by

omitting letters and using an apostrophe to mark the omission. Chicago style generally discourages the use



of contractions in formal academic or professional writing, preferring the full form.

Quotation Marks: Direct Speech and Titles

Quotation marks are used to enclose direct quotations from a source. In Chicago style, single quotation marks
are used for quotations within quotations. Punctuation placement with quotation marks is also important:
periods and commas are placed inside the closing quotation mark, while colons and semicolons are placed
outside. Question marks and exclamation points are placed inside if they are part of the quoted material and

outside if they apply to the entire sentence.

Quotation marks are also used for titles of shorter works, such as articles, essays, poems, short stories, and
chapters of books. Longer works, such as books, journals, and plays, are typically italicized. For example, an
essay titled "The Art of Writing" published in a book would be presented as "The Art of Writing," and the
book itself might be italicized.

Dashes: Em and En Spacing and Usage

Chicago style differentiates between em dashes (—) and en dashes (-), with distinct uses. The em dash is
primarily used for abrupt breaks in thought, to set off parenthetical material, or to emphasize a concluding
phrase. It is typically used without spaces on either side, though style guides can vary. For example, "The
evidence pointed to one conclusion—he was innocent." It can also replace parentheses for stronger emphasis:

"The outcome of the election—a surprising victory—stunned many observers."

The en dash is used to indicate a range (e.g., "pages 15-25," "the years 2020-2023") or to connect elements
that involve a relationship or contrast, such as compound adjectives where the first element ends in a

hyphen or when connecting cities in a route (e.g., "the New York—London flight").

Capitalization Conventions in Chicago Style

Capitalization rules in Chicago style aim for consistency and clarity, particularly in distinguishing proper
nouns and titles. While not as stringent as some other styles, adherence to these conventions is vital for a

professional presentation.

Proper Nouns and Their Specifics

Proper nouns, which refer to specific people, places, organizations, and things, are capitalized. This includes



names of people (John Smith), cities (Chicago), countries (United States), companies (Google), and specific
historical events (World War II). Days of the week, months, and holidays are also capitalized (Monday,

January, Christmas).

However, common nouns are generally not capitalized unless they begin a sentence or are part of a proper
noun. For example, "the river" is lowercase, but "the Mississippi River" is capitalized. Similarly, "the

university” is lowercase, but "the University of Chicago" is capitalized.

Titles of Works: Books, Articles, and More

In Chicago style, titles of books, articles, chapters, essays, poems, short stories, and other creative works are
capitalized using "title case." This means that the first word of the title and subtitle, and all other major
words (nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, and pronouns), are capitalized. Prepositions, articles, and

conjunctions are generally lowercase unless they are the first or last word of the title or subtitle.

Examples include: "The Lord of the Rings," "A Brief History of Time," "On the Road," and "The Raven."
For subtitles, the first word is capitalized, and subsequent words follow the same rule. For example, "The
Great Gatsby: A Novel of the Jazz Age."

Formal Titles and Academic Degrees

Formal titles used directly before a person's name are capitalized: "President Biden," "Professor Smith," "Dr.
Jones." When these titles are used in a general sense or after the name, they are typically lowercase: "The

president spoke to the nation," "She is a professor of history," "He consulted a doctor."

Academic degrees are generally lowercase unless they are used as part of a formal title or in a very specific
context. For instance, "She holds a bachelor of arts degree,” but if referring to a specific degree award, "He

received his Master of Fine Arts." Specific named professorships are capitalized: "the Dean's Chair."

Sentence Structure and Clarity

Clear sentence structure is paramount in conveying your message effectively. Chicago style offers guidance

on avoiding common grammatical errors that can obscure meaning.

Avoiding Run-On Sentences and Comma Splices

A run-on sentence occurs when two or more independent clauses are joined without proper punctuation or



conjunctions. A comma splice is a specific type of run-on sentence where two independent clauses are

joined only by a comma. Chicago style strongly advises against both.

Correcting these errors can be done in several ways: by separating the clauses into two sentences with a
period, by joining them with a semicolon, or by using a comma followed by a coordinating conjunction (for,

and, nor, but, or, yet, so).

Run-on: The weather was bad we stayed inside.

Comma Splice: The weather was bad, we stayed inside.

Corrected (period): The weather was bad. We stayed inside.

Corrected (semicolon): The weather was bad; we stayed inside.

Corrected (conjunction): The weather was bad, so we stayed inside.

Dangling and Misplaced Modifiers

Modifiers are words or phrases that describe or qualify other words. Dangling modifiers occur when a
modifying phrase does not clearly and logically modify the word it is intended to describe. Misplaced

modifiers are placed incorrectly in a sentence, leading to confusion.

For example, "Walking down the street, the buildings were impressive." Here, "walking down the street”
seems to describe "buildings," which is illogical. The sentence should be rephrased: "Walking down the
street, I found the buildings impressive," or "As I walked down the street, the buildings were impressive."
Similarly, "She found a dog on the way to the store that was brown." This implies the store was brown. It

should be "On the way to the store, she found a brown dog."

Parallelism for Balanced Sentences

Parallelism, also known as parallel structure, involves using the same grammatical form for elements in a
series or for items being compared. This creates balance and rhythm in a sentence, making it easier to read

and understand.

For example, a sentence listing actions should use the same verb form: "She enjoys reading, writing, and
painting.” If the forms are mixed, the sentence becomes awkward: "She enjoys reading, to write, and
painting." The correct parallel structure would be: "She enjoys reading, writing, and painting," or "She

enjoys to read, to write, and to paint.”



Verb Tense and Agreement

Consistent verb tense and correct subject-verb agreement are fundamental to grammatical accuracy.

Consistent Verb Tense Usage

Once a verb tense is established, it should generally be maintained throughout a passage unless there is a
clear reason to shift. For example, in a narrative describing past events, the past tense should be used

consistently. "He walked into the room, sat down, and opened his book."

Shifting tenses unnecessarily can confuse the reader. If describing a general truth or ongoing state, the
present tense is appropriate: "Water boils at 100 degrees Celsius." When discussing historical events, the past
tense is used, but when referring to a work of literature or a historical document, the present tense is often

used to describe its contents: "In Hamlet, the prince grapples with his destiny."

Subject-Verb Agreement Essentials

The verb in a sentence must agree in number with its subject. A singular subject takes a singular verb, and
a plural subject takes a plural verb. This can become complex with compound subjects, intervening phrases,

and indefinite pronouns.

Simple Agreement: The dog barks. The dogs bark.

¢ Compound Subjects joined by "and": John and Mary walk.

¢ Compound Subjects joined by "or" or "nor": Either the cat or the dogs are responsible. (The verb

agrees with the subject closest to it.)

Intervening Phrases: The box of chocolates is on the table. (The subject is "box," not "chocolates.")

Indefinite Pronouns: Some indefinite pronouns are always singular (e.g., each, either, neither,
everyone, everybody, everything, one). "Each of the students has a book." Others are always plural
(e.g., both, few, many, several). "Few of them are here." Some can be singular or plural depending

on the context (e.g., all, any, none, some). "Some of the cake is left." "Some of the cookies are left."



Pronoun Usage and Reference

Pronouns must clearly refer to their antecedents (the noun or noun phrase they replace) and agree in

number and gender.

Clear Pronoun Antecedents

Every pronoun should have a clear and unambiguous antecedent. The antecedent is the noun that the
pronoun replaces. For instance, in the sentence "Sarah gave Mary her book," it is unclear whose book it is.
To clarify, it should be rephrased: "Sarah gave Mary Sarah's book," or "Sarah gave Mary the book she had

borrowed."

The antecedent should typically precede the pronoun. When the antecedent is missing, implied, or
unclear, the writing becomes ambiguous. For example, "When you finish the report, please send it to me."

The antecedent for "it" is "the report.”

Avoiding Ambiguous Pronoun References

Ambiguity can arise when a pronoun could refer to more than one noun. This is particularly common with
"it," "they," and "this."

Consider: "The committee discussed the proposal, and they approved it." Who is "they"? Is it the committee
members, or a larger group? Rephrasing to "The committee discussed the proposal and then approved it"
clarifies that the committee took the action. Similarly, "John told Robert that he had won the lottery.” It's
unclear who won. It should be "John told Robert, 'l have won the lottery," or "John told Robert, "You have

won the lottery."

Numbers and Numerals

Chicago style provides guidelines for when to spell out numbers and when to use numerals, aiming for

readability and consistency.

When to Spell Out Numbers

Generally, Chicago style recommends spelling out numbers from one to ten. This includes ordinal numbers



(first, second, third) up to ten as well. Numbers that begin a sentence are almost always spelled out,

regardless of their magnitude, to avoid awkwardness.

e Examples: "She has five cats." "The first chapter is the longest." "Seventy-five students attended the

lecture."

When to Use Numerals

Numerals are typically used for numbers eleven and above. They are also used for specific contexts where
clarity or precision is essential, such as in statistics, measurements, dates, times, and monetary amounts.

Large round numbers can be expressed in a combination of words and numerals for readability.

e Examples: "There were 12 participants.”" "The experiment was conducted on October 26, 2023." "The
temperature reached 98 degrees Fahrenheit." "He donated $1,000,000." "The population grew by 5

percent.”" "The journey took over two hundred years."

Common Chicago Style Grammar Issues and Solutions

Beyond the fundamental rules, writers often encounter specific challenges. Understanding these common

pitfalls and their Chicago-style solutions can significantly elevate writing quality.

One frequent issue is the incorrect use of "who" versus "whom." "Who" is a subject pronoun (like he, she,
they), and "whom" is an object pronoun (like him, her, them). A good trick is to substitute "he/she" or
"him/her." If "he/she" fits, use "who." If "him/her" fits, use "whom." For example, "Who is calling?" (He is

calling.) "To whom should I send the package?" (I should send the package to him.)

Another common area of confusion is the correct use of possessives with singular nouns ending in s.
Chicago style typically favors adding an apostrophe and an s (e.g., "James's book"), although for classical

names ending in s, an apostrophe alone may be used (e.g., "Pericles™). Consistency is key.

"

Finally, the distinction between "its" (possessive) and "it's" (contraction for "it is" or "it has") is often blurred.

"n

"Its" shows possession: "The dog wagged its tail." "It's" is a contraction: "It's a beautiful day."

Navigating the intricacies of Chicago style grammar rules examples requires attention to detail and
consistent practice. By understanding and applying these principles for punctuation, capitalization, sentence
structure, verb agreement, pronoun usage, and the presentation of numbers, writers can produce clear,
polished, and professional prose. The Chicago Manual of Style serves as an invaluable resource for anyone

committed to achieving excellence in their written communication, ensuring that their message is



delivered with maximum impact and clarity.

FAQ

Q What is the primary difference between Chicago style and other major
style guides like AP or MLA?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is known for its comprehensive nature and flexibility, often
offering choices based on context. It is widely used in book publishing and academic fields. The Associated
Press (AP) Stylebook is geared towards journalism and emphasizes conciseness. The Modern Language
Association (MLA) Style is primarily used in the humanities, especially for literary analysis and the arts,
with a strong focus on in-text citations. Chicago style's grammar rules are often considered more detailed
and sometimes more permissive than AP's, and its citation system (notes-bibliography or author-date)

differs significantly from MLA's author-page format.

Q: Does Chicago style require the serial comma (Oxford comma)?

A: Yes, Chicago style strongly recommends and generally requires the use of the serial comma (also known
as the Oxford comma) before the final item in a list of three or more elements. For example, "red, white,

and blue." This rule is applied to enhance clarity and prevent potential ambiguity.

Q How does Chicago style handle capitalization of titles?

A: Chicago style uses "title case" for titles of books, articles, chapters, and other creative works. This means
the first word and last word of a title and subtitle are capitalized, as are all other major words (nouns, verbs,
adjectives, adverbs, and pronouns). Articles (a, an, the), prepositions (in, on, at, to), and conjunctions (and,

but, or) are generally lowercased unless they are the first or last word of the title or subtitle.

Q What is the rule for using semicolons to connect independent clauses
in Chicago style?

A: In Chicago style, a semicolon can be used to connect two closely related independent clauses that are not
joined by a coordinating conjunction. This is a way to create a smoother transition between related ideas

than using a period. For example, "The rain continued to fall; the streets were deserted."



Q How does Chicago style address the use of em dashes versus en dashes?

A: Chicago style clearly defines the uses for em dashes (—) and en dashes (~). The em dash is used for
abrupt breaks in thought, to set off parenthetical material for emphasis, or to introduce a summary or
explanation. The en dash is used to indicate ranges (e.g., 1990-2000) or to connect elements in a compound

adjective or relationship (e.g., a New York-London flight).

Q: Are contractions allowed in Chicago style writing?

A: While Chicago style does not outright forbid contractions, it generally discourages their use in formal
academic and professional writing. The manual suggests that contractions can be acceptable in less formal
contexts or when quoting dialogue where contractions are natural. However, for most scholarly and

business documents, it is preferable to use the full, uncontracted forms (e.g., "do not" instead of "don't").

Q When should I spell out numbers in Chicago style, and when should I
use numerals?

A: Chicago style generally recommends spelling out whole numbers one through ten. Numbers eleven
and above are typically written as numerals. Numbers beginning a sentence are almost always spelled out,
regardless of their value. Numerals are also preferred for dates, times, ages, percentages, measurements,

monetary amounts, and statistical data to ensure precision.

Q What is the Chicago style rule for possessives with singular nouns
ending in 's'?

A: Chicago style generally advises adding an apostrophe and an 's' to singular nouns ending in 's' if the
word is pronounced with an extra syllable. This is often referred to as the "add-an-s" rule. For example,
"James's book" and "the boss's office." However, for some classical names ending in 's' (like Moses or Jesus),
or if the pronunciation is difficult, an apostrophe alone might be acceptable, such as "Moses' staff.”

Consistency within a document is key.

Q How does Chicago style handle the pronoun "it" when referring to
abstract concepts or previous statements?

A: When referring to abstract concepts or previous statements, it's crucial to ensure clarity. Chicago style
emphasizes avoiding ambiguous pronoun references. If "it" could refer to multiple things, the sentence
should be rephrased to specify the antecedent. For example, instead of "The discussion was long, and it was

productive," one might write "The discussion was long but productive." Clarity is the paramount concern.



Q What are the key principles of subject-verb agreement according to
Chicago style?

A: The fundamental rule is that a singular subject requires a singular verb, and a plural subject requires a
plural verb. Chicago style provides detailed guidance on exceptions and complexities, such as when subjects
are joined by conjunctions (and, or, nor), the agreement with indefinite pronouns (each, everyone, some,
many), and how intervening phrases do not affect the agreement between the subject and the verb. For

instance, "The box of old letters is in the attic" — the verb "is" agrees with "box," not "letters."
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