
chicago style grammar usage

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a comprehensive and widely respected style guide that dictates
grammar, usage, punctuation, and citation practices across various academic and professional fields.
Understanding chicago style grammar usage is crucial for writers aiming for clarity, consistency, and
adherence to established academic and publishing standards. This article delves into the core principles of
Chicago style grammar, covering everything from punctuation nuances and verb agreement to the
intricacies of possessives and common usage challenges. We will explore how Chicago style handles
contractions, hyphenation, and the sometimes-confusing world of serial commas, offering practical guidance
for everyday writing tasks and academic endeavors. Mastering these elements will significantly enhance
the professionalism and readability of your work.
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Understanding the Fundamentals of Chicago Style Grammar

The Chicago Manual of Style provides a robust framework for grammatical correctness and stylistic
consistency. Its approach is generally considered flexible, allowing for some judgment while prioritizing
clarity and readability. Writers who adhere to Chicago style often find their work benefits from a polished
and professional presentation, whether for academic papers, books, or professional documents.

At its heart, Chicago style grammar emphasizes precision. This means paying close attention to the subtle
distinctions in meaning that grammar can convey. It guides writers on how to construct sentences that are
not only grammatically sound but also elegantly structured and easy for the reader to follow. This
commitment to clarity makes it a preferred choice in many publishing houses and academic institutions.

Navigating Punctuation Nuances in Chicago Style

Punctuation is a cornerstone of any style guide, and Chicago style offers detailed recommendations. These



rules govern everything from the placement of commas and semicolons to the appropriate use of dashes
and apostrophes. Mastering these elements is key to avoiding ambiguity and ensuring smooth sentence
flow.

The Serial Comma (Oxford Comma) in Chicago Style

One of the most discussed aspects of Chicago style grammar is its stance on the serial comma, also known as
the Oxford comma. Chicago style strongly recommends the use of the serial comma in a series of three or
more items. This practice helps to prevent ambiguity and ensure that each item in the list is clearly
distinguished. For instance, "I invited John, Mary, and Sarah" is preferred over "I invited John, Mary and
Sarah."

While some other style guides have moved away from its consistent use, Chicago style maintains that the
serial comma significantly enhances clarity. It can be particularly important in sentences where a
misreading could lead to a humorous or incorrect interpretation. The consistent application of this rule
contributes to the overall readability and precision that Chicago style aims for.

Semicolons, Colons, and Dashes

Chicago style provides clear guidelines for the use of semicolons, colons, and dashes. Semicolons are
typically used to connect two independent clauses that are closely related in thought, offering a stronger
separation than a comma but a weaker one than a period. Colons are used to introduce lists, explanations, or
quotations, signaling that what follows will clarify or expand upon what precedes it.

Dashes, both em and en, also have specific roles. Em dashes are often used to set off parenthetical
information or to indicate a sudden break in thought, functioning similarly to parentheses but with a more
emphatic effect. En dashes are primarily used to indicate ranges, such as dates or page numbers, and to
connect certain compound adjectives. Understanding these distinctions is crucial for precise writing.

Ensuring Verb Agreement and Pronoun Usage

Correct verb agreement and proper pronoun usage are fundamental to clear and accurate writing in any
style, including Chicago. These rules ensure that your sentences make logical sense and that the
relationships between subjects, verbs, and pronouns are unambiguous.



Subject-Verb Agreement Principles

The core principle of subject-verb agreement is that a singular subject takes a singular verb, and a plural
subject takes a plural verb. This can become complicated with compound subjects, indefinite pronouns, and
phrases that intervene between the subject and the verb. Chicago style, like most other guides, adheres
strictly to these principles.

Special attention is given to tricky subjects. For example, collective nouns (team, committee, audience) can
be treated as singular or plural depending on whether they are acting as a unit or as individuals. Chicago
style generally prefers treating them as singular unless the context clearly indicates individual action.
Indefinite pronouns such as "everyone," "nobody," and "each" are always singular and require singular
verbs.

Pronoun Case and Reference

Pronoun case refers to the form of a pronoun (e.g., I, me, he, him, she, her, we, us, they, them) based on its
grammatical function in a sentence. Chicago style emphasizes correct case usage, particularly in compound
constructions (e.g., "She and I went to the store," not "Her and me went to the store"). Clarity in pronoun
reference is equally vital. A pronoun should clearly refer to a specific antecedent, avoiding ambiguity that
could lead to misinterpretation.

For instance, a sentence like "John told Robert that he was late" is problematic because "he" could refer to
either John or Robert. Chicago style would advocate for rephrasing to clarify the intended meaning, such
as "John told Robert, 'You are late'" or "John told Robert that Robert was late."

Mastering Possessives and Plurals

Forming possessives and plurals correctly is essential for grammatical accuracy, and Chicago style offers
clear guidance on these common areas of confusion.

Forming Possessives

Generally, to form the possessive of a singular noun, add an apostrophe and an 's' (e.g., "the dog's bone"). For
plural nouns ending in 's', add only an apostrophe (e.g., "the students' desks"). For plural nouns not ending
in 's', add an apostrophe and an 's' (e.g., "the children's toys").



Chicago style also addresses possessives with proper nouns ending in 's' or 'z' sounds. While some traditions
might omit the 's' (e.g., "Jesus' teachings"), Chicago style generally prefers to add the 's' for clarity (e.g.,
"Jesus's teachings"), especially in academic writing where precise attribution is important. This preference
aims to maintain consistency and avoid potential mispronunciations or misunderstandings.

Pluralizing Nouns

Most English nouns form their plurals by adding 's' or 'es'. However, there are many exceptions, including
foreign-born words that retain their original plural forms (e.g., "phenomena," "criteria"). Chicago style
provides guidance on common irregular plurals and the acceptable usage of both original and Anglicized
forms where variations exist.

Regular nouns: cat -> cats, book -> books

Nouns ending in s, x, ch, sh: bus -> buses, box -> boxes, church -> churches, dish -> dishes

Nouns ending in y preceded by a consonant: party -> parties

Nouns ending in y preceded by a vowel: boy -> boys

Irregular plurals: child -> children, man -> men, mouse -> mice

Foreign plurals: datum -> data, stimulus -> stimuli, phenomenon -> phenomena

Understanding Hyphenation and Compound Words

The correct use of hyphens in compound words is a frequently debated topic, and Chicago style offers
practical guidelines to enhance clarity and readability.

When to Hyphenate Compound Words

Chicago style generally advises hyphenating compound adjectives that precede the noun they modify. For
example, "a well-known author" is correct, but "the author was well known" does not require a hyphen.
This rule helps to signal that the words are functioning together as a single descriptive unit.



However, the guide also notes that some compound words have become so common that they are no longer
hyphenated and are considered closed compounds (e.g., "high school," "bedroom"). The key is to consult a
good dictionary to determine the current standard usage. When in doubt, consistency within your own
work is paramount.

Compound Nouns and Verbs

Compound nouns can be open (two words), hyphenated (two words joined by a hyphen), or closed (one
word). Chicago style recommends checking a dictionary for established usage. For instance, "ice cream" is
an open compound, "editor-in-chief" is hyphenated, and "keyboard" is closed.

Compound verbs often follow similar patterns. When a compound word functions as a verb, it might be
hyphenated differently than when it functions as a noun or adjective. For example, "to hand-pick" (verb)
versus "a hand-picked selection" (adjective).

Handling Quotation Marks and Commas

The placement of punctuation within quotation marks is a common point of confusion, and Chicago style
has specific rules to ensure consistency and clarity.

Comma and Period Placement

In Chicago style, commas and periods almost always go inside the closing quotation mark. This is a widely
adopted convention in American English that differs from British English practices. The rationale is to
maintain the visual integrity of the quoted material and the punctuation that belongs to the surrounding
sentence.

For example, the correct punctuation is "She said, 'I will be there.'" not "She said, 'I will be there'.

Question Mark and Exclamation Point Placement

The placement of question marks and exclamation points depends on whether they are part of the quoted
material or part of the larger sentence. If the question or exclamation is within the quotation, the
punctuation goes inside the closing quotation mark. If the larger sentence is a question or exclamation and



the quote is not, the punctuation remains outside.

Consider these examples:

"Where are you going?" she asked. (The quote is a question.)

Did she really say, "I am leaving"? (The main sentence is a question, the quote is not.)

He shouted, "Watch out!" (The quote is an exclamation.)

Addressing Common Usage Pitfalls in Chicago Style

Even experienced writers can encounter challenges with certain grammatical constructions. Chicago style
grammar usage offers solutions for many of these common issues, ensuring precision and clarity.

Contractions and Formal Writing

Chicago style generally discourages the use of contractions (e.g., "don't," "can't," "it's") in formal academic and
professional writing. While contractions are common in everyday speech and informal writing, their use
can detract from the seriousness and authority of a more formal piece. The manual advises spelling out the
words instead (e.g., "do not," "cannot," "it is").

However, this is not an absolute prohibition. In contexts where a more conversational or direct tone is
appropriate, or when quoting speech, contractions may be acceptable. The key is to maintain consistency
with the overall tone and purpose of your writing.

"That" vs. "Which" and Restrictive vs. Nonrestrictive Clauses

Distinguishing between restrictive and nonrestrictive clauses is crucial for correct grammar, and the usage
of "that" and "which" is central to this. Chicago style adheres to the common rule: "that" introduces
restrictive clauses (essential to the meaning of the sentence, no commas needed), and "which" introduces
nonrestrictive clauses (providing additional, nonessential information, set off by commas).

Example of a restrictive clause: "The book that I borrowed is overdue." (The clause "that I borrowed"



specifies which book.)

Example of a nonrestrictive clause: "My favorite book, which I borrowed last week, is overdue." (The
clause "which I borrowed last week" adds extra information but isn't essential to identify the book.)

Final Considerations for Chicago Style Grammar

Adhering to Chicago style grammar usage requires a diligent approach to detail and a commitment to
clarity. While the manual is comprehensive, its core principles revolve around making writing as
understandable and precise as possible for the intended audience. Understanding these nuances will elevate
the quality of your prose.

The ultimate goal of mastering chicago style grammar usage is to produce writing that is not only
technically correct but also effective in conveying its message. By applying these guidelines consistently,
writers can ensure their work meets high professional and academic standards, fostering reader confidence
and enhancing the impact of their ideas.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between Chicago style and MLA style
regarding grammar?
A: While both Chicago and MLA aim for clarity and accuracy, their primary divergence often lies in the
level of prescriptive detail and the specific areas of focus. Chicago style is more comprehensive and
prescriptive regarding general grammar and punctuation usage, offering extensive guidance on nuances
like the serial comma, hyphenation, and the use of em dashes. MLA, while also detailed, places a stronger
emphasis on citation formats and in-text referencing within the humanities, with its grammatical
recommendations often being implicitly understood rather than explicitly detailed in the same way as
Chicago.

Q: Is the serial comma (Oxford comma) mandatory in Chicago style?
A: Chicago style strongly recommends the use of the serial comma (also known as the Oxford comma) in a
series of three or more items. While not an absolute, unbreakable rule in every single instance, consistent
application is the prevailing practice and is highly encouraged for clarity and to avoid ambiguity.
Deviations are rare and usually considered on a case-by-case basis where a comma might genuinely obscure
meaning.



Q: How does Chicago style address the use of contractions in formal
writing?
A: In general, Chicago style advises against the use of contractions (e.g., "don't," "it's," "can't") in formal
academic and professional writing. The manual promotes a more formal tone, and contractions are typically
seen as informal. Instead, writers are encouraged to spell out the full words (e.g., "do not," "it is," "cannot").
However, the context and intended tone of the writing may allow for exceptions, particularly in quoted
speech or more journalistic styles.

Q: What is the Chicago Manual of Style's stance on the use of "that" versus
"which"?
A: Chicago style follows the widely accepted convention that "that" introduces restrictive clauses (essential
to the meaning of the sentence and not set off by commas), while "which" introduces nonrestrictive clauses
(providing additional, nonessential information and set off by commas). For example, "The car that is red is
mine" (restrictive) versus "My car, which is red, is parked outside" (nonrestrictive).

Q: Are there specific rules in Chicago style for hyphenating compound
adjectives?
A: Yes, Chicago style generally requires hyphenating compound adjectives when they precede the noun
they modify. For instance, one would write "a state-of-the-art system" or "a well-written report." However,
this rule typically does not apply when the words follow the noun or when the first word is an adverb
ending in "-ly." For example, "The system is state of the art," or "a highly motivated employee."

Q: How does Chicago style handle possessives of proper nouns ending in
"s"?
A: Chicago style generally prefers to add an apostrophe and an "s" to form the possessive of proper nouns
ending in "s" or "z" sounds, even when the noun is singular. For example, "Charles's book" and "the Joneses'
house." This approach aims for greater clarity and consistency, although older traditions or specific stylistic
preferences might vary.
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