
chicago manual of style geographic naming
conventions
Navigating the Nuances: A Deep Dive into Chicago Manual of Style Geographic Naming Conventions

chicago manual of style geographic naming conventions are essential for ensuring clarity,
consistency, and accuracy in written communication, particularly for scholarly works, professional
publications, and any document requiring precise locational references. This comprehensive guide will
illuminate the intricate rules and best practices outlined in the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS)
concerning the naming of places, from continents and countries to cities, bodies of water, and specific
landmarks. We will explore the core principles governing the use of capitalization, punctuation,
abbreviations, and the proper treatment of official versus unofficial names, along with considerations
for historical and modern appellations. Understanding these guidelines is paramount for any author or
editor aiming for a polished and professional presentation of geographic information, ultimately
enhancing reader comprehension and the overall credibility of the text.
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Understanding the Purpose of Chicago Style
Geographic Naming Conventions
The Chicago Manual of Style provides a robust framework for handling geographic nomenclature to
achieve several critical objectives. Primarily, these conventions aim to eliminate ambiguity and
ensure that readers can easily and accurately identify the locations being discussed. In academic
writing, where precision is paramount, inconsistent or incorrect geographic naming can lead to
confusion and undermine the authority of the work. Furthermore, adherence to a standardized style
guide like CMOS promotes a sense of professionalism and uniformity across different publications,
making information more accessible and understandable to a global audience.

These guidelines also address potential pitfalls such as misspellings, incorrect capitalization, and the
inappropriate use of abbreviations. By following CMOS, writers can avoid common errors that might
distract readers or create an unprofessional impression. The rules are designed to be logical and



practical, taking into account the complexities of naming diverse geographical entities and the
evolution of place names over time. The ultimate goal is to facilitate clear communication and a
seamless reading experience, allowing the content itself to be the focus rather than any potential
confusion surrounding its locational references.

Core Principles of Chicago Style Geographic Naming
At the heart of Chicago style's approach to geographic naming are principles of clarity, consistency,
and adherence to established conventions. The CMOS emphasizes using official or widely accepted
names whenever possible. This means consulting authoritative sources for the correct spelling and
designation of a place. When variations exist, the style manual generally advocates for the most
common and recognizable form, while also providing guidance on how to handle less common or
historical names gracefully. The underlying philosophy is to prioritize the reader's understanding and
to present geographic information in a way that is both accurate and unambiguous.

Another fundamental principle is the judicious use of capitalization. Geographic names, especially
proper nouns, are typically capitalized. However, CMOS provides specific nuances for common nouns
that might form part of a geographic name or for terms that are borderline. Context is often key, and
the manual offers detailed examples to clarify these distinctions. Furthermore, the style guide
encourages conciseness and avoids unnecessary jargon or overly technical terms unless the context
demands it. The aim is to present geographic information in a straightforward manner, adhering to
established editorial practices that have been refined over many editions.

Capitalization Rules for Geographic Terms
Capitalization in geographic naming is one of the most frequently encountered areas of concern.
CMOS mandates that proper nouns that are part of a specific geographic name should be capitalized.
This includes continents, countries, states, provinces, cities, oceans, seas, rivers, mountains, and
specific named regions. For instance, "North America," "France," "California," "New York City," "Pacific
Ocean," "Nile River," and "Rocky Mountains" all follow this rule. The first word of a proper geographic
name is always capitalized.

However, there are exceptions and nuances to consider. Common nouns that are part of a geographic
name are generally capitalized when they form part of the official or commonly recognized name,
such as in "the Great Plains" or "the Sahara Desert." Conversely, common nouns used descriptively
and not as part of an official name are typically lowercase. For example, "a desert region" would not
capitalize "desert," but "the Gobi Desert" does. Similarly, terms like "the north" or "the west" are
lowercase when referring to a general direction, but capitalized when part of a proper name like
"West Virginia" or "the North Atlantic Treaty Organization." The CMOS provides extensive examples to
illustrate these distinctions.

Punctuation and Possessives in Geographic Names
Punctuation within geographic names, while less frequent than capitalization issues, still requires
attention. Hyphens are used in compound geographic names where both parts are equally important



or when a hyphenated form is the established convention. For example, "North-West Frontier
Province" might be hyphenated depending on its official status or common usage. Semicolons are
rarely, if ever, used within a single geographic name. Commas are used to separate elements within a
longer geographic designation, such as "Paris, France, Europe."

The treatment of possessives with geographic names generally follows standard English grammar
rules. If a geographic feature is named after a person, the possessive form might be used, though this
is less common in official naming conventions. For instance, "Hadley's Point" would follow possessive
rules if it were an official name. More often, geographic features are referred to directly without
possessives. When referring to something belonging to or associated with a place, standard
possessive rules apply, such as "France's wine industry." The key is to maintain clarity and avoid
awkward or non-standard constructions.

Handling Abbreviations and Alternate Names
CMOS advises against the overuse of abbreviations for geographic names. Standard abbreviations for
states and countries are generally acceptable in specific contexts, such as addresses or tables, but in
prose, it is often preferred to spell out the full name for clarity. For instance, "California" is generally
better than "Calif." in a narrative. However, widely recognized abbreviations like "UK" for the United
Kingdom or "USA" for the United States of America are often acceptable, particularly in international
contexts or when space is a constraint.

When dealing with alternate or former names of places, it is crucial to provide context. If a place has
undergone a name change, the current official name should be used, with the former name provided
in parentheses or a footnote for historical clarity. For example, "Bologna (formerly known as)--" is not
how you would do it. Instead, you would write "Bologna (formerly [former name])" or similar. The goal
is to ensure that readers, especially those familiar with the older name, can easily identify the
location being referenced without causing confusion. Consistency in how these alternate names are
presented is also important throughout a document.

Specific Geographic Categories and Their Conventions
The Chicago Manual of Style delves into specific conventions for various categories of geographic
features. These categories often have unique considerations due to their nature and how they are
commonly referred to in literature and cartography. Understanding these distinctions is vital for
accurate and professional writing.

Bodies of Water and Hydrographic Features
When naming bodies of water, CMOS generally follows established geographical conventions. Oceans,
seas, gulfs, bays, lakes, and rivers all typically have official or widely recognized names that should be
used. For example, "Atlantic Ocean," "Mediterranean Sea," "Gulf of Mexico," "Lake Superior," and
"Amazon River" are standard. The common noun preceding the specific name (Ocean, Sea, Gulf, Lake,
River) is capitalized when it is part of the proper name. When referring to general types of water
bodies, these common nouns are lowercase, as in "a large ocean" or "a winding river."



Specific terms like straits, channels, and canals also follow similar patterns. "Strait of Gibraltar" and
"English Channel" are capitalized correctly. For less precisely defined features, context is key. For
instance, "the bay" might be lowercase, but "San Francisco Bay" is capitalized as a proper noun.
Clarity is the primary objective, ensuring that the reader understands which specific body of water is
being referenced.

Landforms and Topographical Features
Naming landforms such as mountains, hills, valleys, deserts, and plains also adheres to specific rules.
Proper names of mountains and mountain ranges are capitalized, for example, "Mount Everest" and
"the Andes Mountains." Similarly, specific deserts like "the Arabian Desert" and plains like "the
Serengeti Plain" are capitalized. When referring to generic landforms, lowercase is used, such as "a
tall mountain," "a dusty plain," or "a deep valley."

The term "mount" is capitalized when it precedes the name of a specific mountain, as in "Mount
Rainier." However, if "mount" is used in a broader sense, such as referring to a mountain range
generically, it may be lowercase depending on context and established usage. For instance, "the
mountain ranges of Asia" would be lowercase. CMOS provides guidance on distinguishing between
proper names and descriptive terms within the context of landforms.

Political Divisions and Administrative Regions
Political and administrative divisions, including countries, states, provinces, counties, and cities, are
treated as proper nouns and are capitalized. Examples include "Canada," "Ontario," "Cook County,"
and "Chicago." When referring to the governmental entity rather than the geographic area, the
capitalization may sometimes shift, but generally, the proper name remains capitalized. For example,
"the government of France" uses the capitalized name of the country.

Subdivisions of these regions, such as townships, boroughs, or districts, are also capitalized when
they are part of a specific, recognized name. For instance, "Queens, New York City" or "Westminster,
London." When referring to general administrative areas, such as "the northern region" or "a rural
county," lowercase is used. The key is to differentiate between a specific, named entity and a generic
description.

Cities, Towns, and Municipalities
Cities, towns, and municipalities are consistently capitalized as proper nouns: "Los Angeles," "Paris,"
"Tokyo." When the name includes a descriptor that has become an integral part of the official or
common name, that descriptor is also capitalized. For example, "New York City" capitalizes both
"New" and "York" and "City" because it is part of the formal designation. However, if the term is used
descriptively, such as "the city of Rome," the common noun "city" would be lowercase.

When disambiguating cities with common names, CMOS advises using standard journalistic practices,
which often involve including the state or country. For instance, "Springfield, Illinois" to distinguish it
from "Springfield, Massachusetts." This practice enhances clarity and avoids reader confusion,
especially in texts that might cover multiple geographic locations.



Historical vs. Modern Geographic Names
Dealing with historical geographic names requires sensitivity and accuracy. If a place has changed its
name, CMOS recommends using the current official name and, where necessary for historical context
or clarity, providing the former name in parentheses or a footnote. For example, "Saint Petersburg
(formerly Petrograd)" helps readers understand the historical transition. The goal is to be informative
without creating ambiguity about the present-day location.

In cases where a historical name is still in common use or is crucial to the narrative, it can be used,
but it should ideally be accompanied by the modern name or clear context. The CMOS emphasizes
consistency within a document; once a convention for handling historical names is established, it
should be applied throughout. This ensures that the reader is not disoriented by inconsistent naming
practices.

The Role of Official and Unofficial Designations
CMOS generally favors official geographic names, as recognized by governmental bodies or
international organizations like the United Nations. These official designations provide a standardized
and authoritative reference point. However, the manual also acknowledges the reality that unofficial
or colloquial names are often widely used and understood. In such instances, it may be acceptable to
use the unofficial name if it is more common and will be more readily recognized by the intended
audience, provided it is done without sacrificing clarity or accuracy.

When using unofficial names, it is often advisable to provide the official name at first mention or to
use a phrase that indicates the name is colloquial or informal. For example, "colloquially known as
'The Windy City'," followed by "Chicago." This approach balances common usage with the need for
precision and adheres to the overall principle of clear communication. Ultimately, the decision hinges
on what will best serve the reader's understanding.

Resources for Verifying Geographic Names
Ensuring the accuracy of geographic names involves consulting reliable sources. The U.S. Board on
Geographic Names (BGN) is a primary authority for place names within the United States and its
territories. For international names, resources such as the Permanent Committee on Geographical
Names (PCGN) in the UK, the United Nations Group of Experts on Geographical Names (UNGEGN), and
national geographic agencies are invaluable. Atlases, gazetteers, and reputable encyclopedias also
serve as important references.

When in doubt, it is always best to verify a geographic name with an authoritative source. Cross-
referencing names across multiple reputable sources can help confirm spelling, capitalization, and the
preferred official designation. This due diligence is a crucial step in maintaining the high standards of
accuracy and professionalism expected in academic and professional writing, aligning with the
meticulousness advocated by the Chicago Manual of Style.

The meticulous application of Chicago Manual of Style geographic naming conventions is a
cornerstone of clear, authoritative writing. By understanding and implementing these detailed



guidelines, authors can ensure their references to places are precise, consistent, and easily
understood by readers. From capitalization rules to handling historical and unofficial designations,
each aspect contributes to the overall integrity and readability of a text.

The complexities of geographic nomenclature require attention to detail, but by relying on the
principles and examples provided by CMOS, writers can confidently navigate these challenges. The
consistent use of official names, appropriate capitalization, and thoughtful consideration of alternate
or historical appellations all work in concert to create a seamless reading experience. Adherence to
these standards not only enhances the author's credibility but also ensures that the geographic
information conveyed is accurate and accessible to a diverse audience.

Ultimately, the goal is to remove any potential barriers to comprehension related to place names. The
Chicago Manual of Style offers a comprehensive and logical approach to achieving this, making it an
indispensable resource for anyone engaged in writing that involves geographic references. By
embracing these conventions, writers can elevate the quality and impact of their work, ensuring that
locational information is conveyed with the utmost clarity and precision.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary goal of Chicago Manual of Style
geographic naming conventions?
A: The primary goal is to ensure clarity, consistency, and accuracy in written communication, making
geographic references unambiguous and easily understood by readers.

Q: How does CMOS handle capitalization for geographic terms
like "desert" or "mountains"?
A: "Desert" and "mountains" are capitalized when they are part of a specific, official geographic name
(e.g., "Gobi Desert," "Rocky Mountains"), but are lowercase when used descriptively (e.g., "a vast
desert," "tall mountains").

Q: When should I use historical place names according to
CMOS?
A: CMOS recommends using the current official name and providing the former historical name in
parentheses or a footnote for context, especially if the historical name is crucial for understanding.

Q: Is it acceptable to use unofficial or colloquial names for
places in a Chicago-style document?
A: While CMOS prioritizes official names, unofficial or colloquial names may be acceptable if they are
widely recognized and more common, provided clarity is maintained and the official name is also
offered or implied.



Q: What is the role of possessives in geographic naming
under CMOS?
A: Possessives are generally used according to standard English grammar rules. If a geographic
feature is named after a person, a possessive might be used if it's the established convention, but
direct naming without possessives is more common.

Q: Where can I find authoritative sources for verifying
geographic names?
A: Authoritative sources include the U.S. Board on Geographic Names (BGN), the UK's Permanent
Committee on Geographical Names (PCGN), the United Nations Group of Experts on Geographical
Names (UNGEGN), and reputable atlases and gazetteers.

Q: How does CMOS advise on abbreviating geographic names
in prose?
A: CMOS generally advises against the overuse of abbreviations for geographic names in prose,
preferring the full spelling for clarity. Standard abbreviations may be acceptable in specific contexts
like addresses or tables.

Q: What is the general rule for capitalizing common nouns
that are part of a geographic name?
A: Common nouns are capitalized when they form part of an official or commonly recognized proper
geographic name, such as "Great Lakes" or "Central Park." They are lowercase when used generically.
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