
chicago manual of style geographic writing
guide
The Chicago Manual of Style geographic writing guide is an indispensable resource for anyone
aiming for clarity, consistency, and accuracy when discussing geographical locations, regions, and
related concepts. This comprehensive guide provides authoritative standards for everything from
naming conventions and the use of diacritical marks to the proper representation of distances,
altitudes, and time zones. Understanding its principles ensures that your writing is precise,
universally understood, and adheres to established academic and publishing norms. This article will
delve into the key areas covered by the Chicago Manual of Style concerning geographic writing,
including best practices for place names, geographical features, and the critical aspects of
representing spatial information accurately. We will explore how to navigate the complexities of
international place names, the stylistic considerations for geographical terms, and the importance of
consistency in referencing geographic data.
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Understanding Geographic Terminology

Accurate and precise language is the cornerstone of effective geographic writing. The Chicago
Manual of Style (CMOS) offers detailed guidance on the correct usage of terms that denote
locations, environments, and human settlements. This includes understanding the nuances between
terms like "region," "area," "territory," and "district," and knowing when to apply them
appropriately. The manual emphasizes clarity and avoiding jargon where possible, ensuring that a
broad audience can comprehend the subject matter.

Furthermore, CMOS addresses the specific challenges of using terms related to physical geography.
This encompasses proper terminology for landforms such as mountains, rivers, lakes, and oceans, as
well as atmospheric phenomena and climate-related concepts. Consistency in applying these terms
throughout a text is crucial for maintaining credibility and preventing reader confusion. The manual
provides examples and clarifies potential ambiguities, making it a vital tool for writers aiming to
master geographic discourse.

Defining and Using Geographical Regions

When delineating and discussing geographical regions, writers often face the challenge of defining



boundaries, be they political, cultural, or environmental. The Chicago Manual of Style provides
guidance on how to present these regions clearly. This involves specifying the criteria used for
definition and maintaining consistency in the scope of the region discussed. For instance, when
referring to "the Midwest," it's important to either define what constitutes the Midwest for the
purpose of your text or to rely on commonly understood definitions, acknowledging any variations.

The manual also advises on the capitalization of regional terms. Generally, widely recognized and
established regions are capitalized (e.g., North America, the Middle East). However, descriptive
phrases that are not proper nouns, such as "the northern part of the state," are typically not
capitalized unless they are part of a formal title or heading. This level of detail ensures that the
visual presentation of geographic information aligns with grammatical conventions.

Clarifying Geographical Features

The correct nomenclature for geographical features is paramount. The Chicago Manual of Style
addresses the usage of terms like "mountains," "hills," "rivers," and "lakes," often recommending the
use of official or commonly accepted names. When dealing with less familiar features or unique local
designations, the manual suggests providing brief explanations or context to aid the reader's
understanding. It also touches upon the treatment of possessive forms of names, such as "Mount
Everest" versus "Everest's peak," advocating for clarity and conciseness.

The style guide also offers direction on the use of prefixes and suffixes associated with geographical
features, such as "St." in St. Louis or "Gorge" in Columbia River Gorge. Adhering to these
conventions ensures uniformity and professional presentation. For instance, the manual generally
favors spelling out "Saint" when it appears in the name of a place or person, unless it is part of a
widely recognized abbreviation or established usage, like "St. Louis."

Proper Naming Conventions for Places

One of the most critical aspects of geographic writing is the accurate and consistent application of
place names. The Chicago Manual of Style provides a robust framework for handling these names,
encompassing both well-known locations and more obscure ones. The primary goal is to ensure that
readers can easily identify and locate the places being discussed. This involves adhering to
established spellings and official designations whenever possible, especially for administrative
divisions and major cities.

The manual also guides writers on how to handle variations in place names, including historical
names, former names, and localized appellations. When introducing a place with a less common or
variant name, it is often advisable to provide the official or most widely recognized name in
parentheses or as a footnote to avoid confusion. This practice is particularly important in academic
and historical writing where precision is key.



International Place Names and Transliteration

Writing about places beyond one's native language introduces complexities related to spelling,
pronunciation, and transliteration. The Chicago Manual of Style acknowledges this by
recommending adherence to established transliteration systems where they exist, such as the Pinyin
system for Mandarin Chinese. When no standardized system is in place, or when local practice
differs significantly, the manual suggests consulting authoritative sources or making a reasoned
choice and applying it consistently throughout the text.

The guide also addresses the use of diacritical marks (accents, umlauts, etc.) found in many foreign
place names. It generally advises retaining these marks to accurately represent the original spelling
and pronunciation, unless doing so would render the name inaccessible to a broad audience or
conflict with a widely accepted English spelling. When in doubt, consulting a dictionary or an
authoritative gazetteer is often the best approach.

Handling Former and Variant Place Names

Many places have undergone name changes over time due to political shifts, cultural developments,
or re-branding efforts. The Chicago Manual of Style offers clear directives on how to manage these
historical appellations. When referring to a location by a former name, it is usually best to provide
the current name as well, especially if the former name might cause confusion. For example, one
might refer to "the city formerly known as Leningrad, now St. Petersburg."

The manual also covers situations where a place has multiple common names or nicknames. In such
cases, the writer should prioritize the most official or widely recognized name. If a variant name is
essential for the context, it should be introduced with sufficient clarity. Consistency is key here; once
a particular convention for handling variant names is established, it should be followed throughout
the document.

Stylistic Guidelines for Geographical Features

Beyond naming places, the Chicago Manual of Style provides stylistic recommendations for
describing and referencing geographical features. This includes how to format names of mountains,
rivers, oceans, and other natural formations. The aim is to ensure readability and a professional
appearance, making the text accessible to readers regardless of their familiarity with the specific
geography being discussed.

The manual also delves into the use of articles (a, an, the) with geographical terms. For instance, it
offers guidance on whether to use "the Pacific Ocean" or simply "Pacific Ocean" in different
contexts, often depending on whether the term is functioning as a proper noun or a generic
descriptor. Understanding these subtle distinctions can significantly enhance the clarity and
elegance of geographic writing.



Capitalization of Geographic Terms

Capitalization rules for geographic terms can be complex, and the Chicago Manual of Style provides
comprehensive guidance. Generally, proper nouns referring to specific geographic locations, such as
continents, countries, states, cities, and oceans, are capitalized. This includes terms like "Asia,"
"France," "California," "Chicago," and "Atlantic Ocean."

However, common nouns used in conjunction with proper nouns are typically not capitalized unless
they are part of a formal name. For example, "the Pacific Ocean" is correct, but "pacific ocean
currents" would not be. Similarly, descriptive terms like "northern hemisphere" are usually
lowercase, while established regions like "the North" (referring to a specific political or cultural
entity) are capitalized. The manual also addresses the capitalization of terms that can function as
both proper nouns and common nouns, such as "mountain" in "Mount Everest" versus "a mountain
range."

Use of Articles with Geographical Names

The Chicago Manual of Style offers specific advice on the use of the definite article "the" with
geographical names. Generally, "the" is used before names of oceans, seas, gulfs, bays, rivers, and
groups of islands. Examples include "the Indian Ocean," "the Mediterranean Sea," "the Persian
Gulf," "the Bay of Bengal," "the Nile River," and "the Hawaiian Islands."

However, "the" is typically omitted before names of continents, countries, states, provinces, cities,
and individual lakes or mountains. Thus, one writes "North America," "Canada," "Ontario," "Tokyo,"
"Lake Superior," and "Mount Fuji." There are exceptions, of course, particularly with countries
whose names include common nouns like "United," "Kingdom," or "Republic," such as "the United
States" or "the United Kingdom." The manual emphasizes consulting authoritative sources and
maintaining consistency within a given text.

Representing Spatial Data and Measurements

Precise representation of spatial data, including distances, altitudes, and coordinates, is vital in
geographic writing. The Chicago Manual of Style provides a clear framework for presenting these
figures in a manner that is both accurate and easily understood by the reader. This includes
guidance on the preferred units of measurement, the use of abbreviations, and the formatting of
numerical data.

The manual also touches upon the representation of geographic coordinates, such as latitude and
longitude. It recommends standardized formats for presenting these figures to ensure clarity and
avoid misinterpretation, especially in scientific or technical contexts. Consistency in the choice of
format and units is paramount to the integrity of the data being conveyed.



Units of Measurement and Abbreviations

When presenting distances, altitudes, or other measurements, the Chicago Manual of Style
advocates for clarity and consistency. It generally recommends using the International System of
Units (SI) where appropriate, but also acknowledges the continued prevalence of other systems,
such as the imperial system in certain regions. The key is to be explicit about the units used and to
convert consistently if different systems are employed.

The manual also provides guidance on the use of abbreviations for units of measurement. While
abbreviations like "km" for kilometer and "m" for meter are common, CMOS often suggests spelling
out units when they first appear in a text, especially if there's any potential for ambiguity. For
example, "10 kilometers" might be preferred over "10 km" upon first mention. Subsequent mentions
can then use the abbreviation for conciseness. The specific rules for abbreviations can depend on
whether the text is for a general audience or a specialized one.

Formatting Distances and Altitudes

The Chicago Manual of Style offers specific rules for formatting numerical data related to distances
and altitudes. When expressing distances, it generally recommends using numerals for
measurements above ten and spelling out numbers below ten. For example, "five miles" but "15
kilometers." When mixed with other numbers, all should typically be in numerals for consistency.
The same applies to altitudes, elevations, and depths.

The manual also provides guidance on the use of hyphens and en dashes in ranges. For instance, a
range of miles might be written as "10–20 miles" or "10 to 20 miles," with the latter often preferred
for clarity in narrative prose. When dealing with precise measurements or coordinates, the manual
advises using established scientific or cartographic conventions, ensuring that the level of precision
is appropriate for the context.

Consistency and Accuracy in Geographic References

The bedrock of reliable geographic writing lies in unwavering consistency and meticulous accuracy.
The Chicago Manual of Style places significant emphasis on these principles, as errors or
inconsistencies in place names, descriptions, or data can undermine the credibility of the entire
work. Writers are urged to establish a style sheet early in the writing process to maintain uniformity
throughout their document.

This consistency extends to the way geographic information is presented, including the spelling of
names, the use of definite articles, and the format of measurements. Furthermore, the manual
stresses the importance of verifying information against authoritative sources to ensure factual
accuracy. Relying on outdated maps, unverified online information, or personal assumptions can
lead to significant errors that detract from the quality of the writing.



Establishing a Style Sheet for Geographic Terms

For any substantial piece of geographic writing, creating and adhering to a style sheet is an
invaluable practice. This document serves as a centralized reference for all stylistic decisions related
to geographic terminology, place names, and descriptions. It helps ensure that every writer working
on a project, or even a single writer over the course of a long project, applies the same standards
consistently.

A geographic style sheet might include entries for specific place names, noting their preferred
spelling, capitalization, and any required contextual information. It can also specify rules for
handling variant names, historical names, and abbreviations. Furthermore, it should outline
conventions for referring to geographical features, regions, and administrative divisions. By
standardizing these elements, writers can avoid inconsistencies that might otherwise creep into
their work.

Verifying Geographic Information

Accuracy in geographic writing means ensuring that all the information presented is factually
correct. The Chicago Manual of Style strongly recommends consulting reliable and authoritative
sources for verification. This includes official government gazetteers, reputable atlases, academic
geographic databases, and peer-reviewed geographical publications.

When dealing with international place names, it is particularly important to refer to official naming
authorities or well-established transliteration guides. Similarly, when presenting geographical data
such as elevations, distances, or coordinates, cross-referencing information from multiple reputable
sources can help confirm its accuracy. A commitment to thorough verification elevates the
trustworthiness and utility of geographic writing.

Navigating International Geographic Writing Standards

The global nature of geography necessitates a nuanced approach to writing about places across
different cultures and linguistic contexts. The Chicago Manual of Style provides guidance on
navigating these international standards, emphasizing clarity, respect for local conventions, and the
importance of accuracy when dealing with names and terminology from diverse regions.

This section will explore how the manual addresses issues such as the adoption of local spellings, the
use of official designations, and the challenges of transliteration from scripts other than the Latin
alphabet. Understanding these principles is crucial for producing writing that is both geographically
precise and culturally sensitive.



Adhering to Local and International Conventions

When writing about places outside of one's immediate geographic context, it is crucial to be aware
of and, where appropriate, adhere to local naming conventions and international standards. The
Chicago Manual of Style generally advocates for using the most current and officially recognized
name for a place. This often means consulting authoritative sources like the United States Board on
Geographic Names (BGN) for U.S. geographic features and foreign places, or similar bodies in other
countries.

For international locations, this might involve adopting the romanized spelling commonly used by
the country itself, especially for places with non-Latin alphabets. The manual encourages writers to
be sensitive to the nuances of how places are known and referred to by the people who live there.
When a place has multiple widely accepted names, it is good practice to use the most common one
and perhaps note alternatives if clarity demands it.

Challenges of Transliteration and Romanization

The process of transliterating names from non-Latin scripts into the Latin alphabet presents one of
the most significant challenges in geographic writing. The Chicago Manual of Style acknowledges
that different transliteration systems can exist, and sometimes these systems are not universally
applied or understood. The manual generally advises following established and widely accepted
systems where they exist.

For example, the Pinyin system is the official romanization system for Mandarin Chinese in mainland
China and is widely used internationally. Similarly, specific systems exist for languages like Russian,
Arabic, and Hindi. When using such systems, consistency is paramount. If a different system is used,
or if there is no established system, the writer should make a conscious choice, document it, and
apply it uniformly. The goal is to provide a representation that is as accurate as possible while
remaining accessible to the intended audience.

The Role of the Chicago Manual of Style in Digital
Geographic Content

In today's digital landscape, the principles outlined in the Chicago Manual of Style remain highly
relevant, even for content that appears online. The demand for clarity, accuracy, and consistency in
geographic information is amplified in digital environments where information is often consumed
rapidly and by a global audience.

The CMOS provides a foundational understanding that translates effectively to web content, digital
maps, geospatial databases, and online encyclopedias. Its emphasis on proper naming, clear
terminology, and accurate data representation helps ensure that digital geographic content is both
user-friendly and authoritative. Moreover, adhering to these established standards can improve the
discoverability of online content through search engines.



Applying CMOS to Web-Based Geographic Information

When creating web-based geographic content, such as articles, blog posts, or descriptions
accompanying maps, the guidelines from the Chicago Manual of Style are essential. For instance,
the principles of clear place-name disambiguation are crucial for online users who may not have a
deep geographical background. Using precise terminology and consistent formatting helps maintain
a professional appearance and builds trust with the audience.

The CMOS's guidance on capitalization and the use of articles, while seemingly minor, contributes to
the overall readability and aesthetic of web pages. Furthermore, when incorporating data like
distances or coordinates into web content, following the manual's formatting recommendations
ensures that the information is presented accurately and without ambiguity. This meticulous
attention to detail is vital for establishing credibility in the digital sphere.

Geographic Writing in the Age of Digital Mapping

The proliferation of digital mapping tools and platforms has transformed how we interact with
geographic information. The Chicago Manual of Style provides a crucial framework for writing
descriptive text that complements these visual representations. Whether explaining the context of a
map feature, detailing a route, or describing a geographical area, the principles of clarity and
precision championed by CMOS remain paramount.

The manual's advice on handling variations in place names and geographical features is particularly
relevant when users might encounter different representations on various digital maps. By adhering
to established naming conventions and providing clear explanations, writers can bridge potential
discrepancies and ensure that their content enhances, rather than confuses, the user's experience
with digital cartography. This ensures that the narrative complements the visual, creating a cohesive
and informative whole.

SEO Considerations for Geographic Content

While the Chicago Manual of Style primarily focuses on linguistic accuracy and stylistic consistency,
its principles indirectly benefit search engine optimization (SEO) for geographic content. Clear, well-
structured, and accurately named content is more likely to be understood and ranked by search
engines.

Using standardized place names and terminology, as recommended by CMOS, aligns with how
search engines index and retrieve information. For instance, consistently referring to "Beijing"
rather than a variant spelling helps search engines recognize and categorize the content accurately.
Furthermore, the emphasis on factual accuracy ensures that the information provided is
authoritative, which is a key ranking factor for search engines. By prioritizing clarity and precision,
writers inadvertently create content that is more discoverable and valuable to users, thus boosting
its SEO potential.



The Chicago Manual of Style geographic writing guide serves as an authoritative compass for
anyone engaged in the detailed and precise work of describing places and geographical phenomena.
By internalizing and applying its principles, writers can elevate their work from mere description to
authoritative discourse. The attention to detail it demands, from the correct spelling of international
place names to the consistent formatting of measurements, ensures that the resulting text is not only
accurate but also accessible and credible to a wide readership. Its enduring relevance in the digital
age further underscores its importance as a cornerstone of effective communication in the field of
geography and beyond.

Q: What is the primary purpose of the Chicago Manual of Style
geographic writing guide?
A: The primary purpose of the Chicago Manual of Style geographic writing guide is to provide
authoritative standards for clarity, consistency, and accuracy when discussing geographical
locations, regions, and related concepts, ensuring that writing is precise and universally understood.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style address the use of
international place names?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style addresses international place names by recommending adherence to
established transliteration systems and consulting authoritative sources. It advises retaining
diacritical marks where possible but prioritizes accessibility and widely accepted English spellings.

Q: What are the key considerations for capitalization of
geographic terms according to CMOS?
A: According to CMOS, proper nouns referring to specific geographic locations like continents,
countries, and cities are capitalized. Common nouns used in conjunction with proper nouns are
typically not capitalized unless part of a formal name, and descriptive terms are usually lowercase
unless they denote an established region.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style guide writers on
representing distances and altitudes?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style guides writers on representing distances and altitudes by
recommending explicit units of measurement, consistent formatting of numerical data, and
adherence to standardized systems like SI where appropriate.

Q: Why is consistency in geographic references important
according to the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: Consistency in geographic references is crucial according to the Chicago Manual of Style because
errors or inconsistencies can undermine the credibility of the entire work. It ensures uniformity in
spelling, descriptions, and data presentation, making the text reliable and professional.



Q: What role does the Chicago Manual of Style play in digital
geographic content?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style's principles remain highly relevant for digital geographic content,
ensuring clarity, accuracy, and consistency in online articles, maps, and databases, which can also
improve discoverability by search engines.

Q: How does CMOS handle variant or former place names?
A: CMOS advises writers to use the most current and officially recognized name for a place. When
referring to a location by a former name, it is best to provide the current name as well to avoid
confusion, especially in academic or historical writing.

Q: Is it necessary to create a style sheet for geographic writing
based on CMOS?
A: Yes, for substantial pieces of geographic writing, creating and adhering to a style sheet is highly
recommended by CMOS principles to maintain uniformity in decisions related to terminology, place
names, and descriptions throughout a project.
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