chicago manual of style grammar
updates

chicago manual of style grammar updates are a critical topic for writers,
editors, and anyone committed to clear, precise communication. The Chicago
Manual of Style (CMOS), now in its 17th edition, continuously evolves to
reflect contemporary language use and address emerging questions in grammar,
punctuation, and style. Staying abreast of these changes ensures your writing
adheres to established best practices, enhances readability, and maintains
professional credibility. This comprehensive article delves into the most
significant grammar updates within recent CMOS editions, exploring their
implications for writers across various disciplines. We will examine shifts
in pronoun usage, the evolving landscape of punctuation, guidance on
hyphenation and compound words, and contemporary approaches to capitalization
and numbers. Understanding these nuances is paramount for producing polished,
error-free content that resonates with its intended audience.
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Key Grammar Updates in Recent Editions

The Chicago Manual of Style undergoes periodic revisions to incorporate
changes in language and address new stylistic challenges. These updates are
not merely cosmetic; they often reflect a deeper understanding of how
language is used in the modern world and aim to provide clear, practical
guidance for writers. The most recent editions have seen significant
attention paid to issues of inclusivity and clarity, alongside adjustments to
long-standing conventions.

Understanding these key shifts is essential for anyone seeking to master the
intricacies of CMOS. From subtle changes in punctuation rules to more
profound adjustments in how we approach certain grammatical constructions,
the manual strives to remain a relevant and indispensable resource. This
section will provide an overview of the most impactful grammar updates that
have shaped recent editions of the CMOS, setting the stage for a more
detailed exploration of specific areas.



Pronoun Usage and Gender Inclusivity

Singular They: Acceptance and Usage

One of the most significant and widely discussed grammar updates in recent
years, particularly in the context of Chicago Manual of Style, is the
increased acceptance and guidance on the use of the singular "they." For a
long time, singular "they" was considered grammatically incorrect by many,
but its prevalence in everyday language has led to its formal recognition and
detailed explication in the CMOS. This pronoun can be used when the gender of
the person is unknown or irrelevant, or when referring to an individual who
identifies as non-binary or uses "they/them" as their pronouns. The manual
provides clear guidelines on how to handle singular "they" in various
grammatical contexts, including possessive forms ("their") and reflexive
forms ("themselves").

The CMOS now explicitly endorses the use of singular "they" as a
grammatically sound and stylistically appropriate choice. This update
reflects a broader societal shift towards more inclusive language. Writers
are encouraged to use singular "they" when it accurately reflects the
intended meaning and avoids awkward or potentially misgendering
constructions. The manual offers examples to illustrate correct usage in
different sentence structures, ensuring that writers can confidently employ
this increasingly common pronoun.

Avoiding Gendered Language

Beyond the singular "they," recent editions of the Chicago Manual of Style
emphasize the broader importance of avoiding unnecessary gendered language.
This includes a focus on using gender-neutral job titles (e.g., "firefighter"
instead of "fireman," "server" instead of "waiter" or "waitress") and
employing inclusive phrasing in general. The aim is to create writing that is
welcoming and representative of all individuals, regardless of gender. This
involves a conscious effort to move away from assumptions about gender in
professional roles or general descriptions.

The CMOS provides practical strategies for achieving gender neutrality
without sacrificing clarity or conciseness. This might involve using plural
nouns and pronouns, rephrasing sentences to omit gendered terms, or employing
alternatives that are inherently neutral. Writers are advised to consider
their audience and the context of their writing to make informed decisions
about inclusive language. The underlying principle is to ensure that language
accurately and respectfully represents all people.



Punctuation Shifts and Modern Practices

The Oxford Comma: Continued Defense and Nuance

The debate surrounding the Oxford comma (also known as the serial comma) is
perennial, but the Chicago Manual of Style has long championed its use for
clarity. Recent editions continue to advocate for the serial comma,
especially in lists of three or more items, to prevent ambiguity. While some
styles omit it in certain contexts, the CMOS maintains that its inclusion
generally leads to clearer and more precise writing. The manual offers
examples where the absence of the Oxford comma can lead to confusion,
reinforcing its value.

The guidance on the Oxford comma in the CMOS is not absolute; there are
instances where its omission might be acceptable or even preferred for
stylistic reasons, particularly in very short and unambiguous lists. However,
the default recommendation remains its use to ensure maximum clarity. Writers
are encouraged to consult the manual for specific examples and to apply the
rule consistently within their own work to avoid potential
misinterpretations.

Dashes and Hyphens: Refined Usage

The distinction and usage of dashes (en dash and em dash) and hyphens have
always been a detailed area in the CMOS, and recent updates often refine
these guidelines. The em dash, in particular, continues to be a versatile
punctuation mark used for parenthetical information, abrupt breaks in
thought, or to set off appositives. The en dash typically signifies a range
(e.g., "pages 10-20") or a connection between words (e.g., "a Chicago-based
company"). Updates may clarify common points of confusion or introduce new
best practices based on observed usage.

The Chicago Manual of Style provides meticulous explanations of when and how
to use each type of dash. It also clarifies their relationship with other
punctuation marks, such as commas and parentheses. For hyphenation, the
manual offers comprehensive rules for compound adjectives, adverbs, and
nouns, addressing cases where compounds are open, hyphenated, or closed.
Staying current with these specific punctuation and hyphenation rules is
crucial for maintaining grammatical accuracy and stylistic consistency.

Hyphenation and Compound Word Evolution



Compound Modifiers: A Dynamic Area

The rules governing hyphenation in compound modifiers are notoriously complex
and can evolve as language changes. A compound modifier is a phrase of two or
more words that acts as a single unit to modify a noun. The CMOS provides
detailed guidelines on when to hyphenate such modifiers, particularly when
they precede the noun they modify (e.g., "a well-known author" vs. "the
author is well known"). Recent editions often address emerging compound words
and phrases, offering updated recommendations based on current usage trends.

The manual emphasizes consistency in hyphenation. If a compound modifier is
hyphenated when it precedes a noun, it typically is not hyphenated when it
follows the noun. However, there are exceptions and nuances that writers must
be aware of. The CMOS also addresses situations where the meaning could be
altered by the presence or absence of a hyphen. Keeping up with these updates
is vital for accurate and professional writing.

Open, Hyphenated, and Closed Compounds

The Chicago Manual of Style categorizes compounds into three main forms: open

(two words acting as one unit, e.g., "ice cream"), hyphenated (words joined
by a hyphen, e.g., "mother-in-law"), and closed (words joined into a single
word, e.g., "keyboard"). The manual provides extensive lists and rules for

determining the correct form for countless words and phrases. Updates in this
area often reflect the ongoing process of words becoming integrated into the
language, transitioning from hyphenated to closed forms over time.

Writers consulting the CMOS for compound word treatment will find guidance on
established words and advice on how to approach newer or less common
combinations. The emphasis is on consulting authoritative dictionaries and
applying the principles outlined in the manual. Consistency is key; once a
decision is made for a particular compound within a text, it should be
maintained throughout. This attention to detail is a hallmark of professional
editing.

Capitalization and Number Formatting
Adjustments

Titles and Headings: Modern Approaches

Capitalization rules for titles of books, articles, and headings have seen
subtle but important adjustments over time. The Chicago Manual of Style



generally favors "title case," where major words are capitalized. However,
there are specific rules regarding articles, prepositions, and conjunctions.
Recent editions may offer refined guidance on handling capitalization in
specific contexts, such as the capitalization of specific parts of speech
within a title or the treatment of acronyms.

The manual provides clear principles for capitalizing headings and
subheadings within a document, ensuring a consistent and professional
presentation. This includes advice on capitalizing the first word of a
heading and any subsequent words that are not articles, prepositions, or
conjunctions (unless they are the first or last word of the heading).
Understanding these nuances contributes to the overall polish and readability
of written work.

Numbers: Consistency and Clarity

The treatment of numbers in text is another area where the Chicago Manual of
Style offers detailed guidance. The general rule is to spell out numbers one
through ten and use numerals for numbers 11 and above. However, this rule has
numerous exceptions, such as when dealing with percentages, measurements,
ages, or when comparing numbers. Recent updates may clarify specific
scenarios or reflect changes in how numbers are commonly presented in various
fields.

The CMOS emphasizes consistency in number formatting. For instance, if a
document consistently uses numerals for all numbers for stylistic reasons
(often seen in technical or scientific writing), that convention should be
adhered to. The manual also provides guidance on writing out large numbers,
using decimals, and formatting dates and times. Precision in number
presentation is critical for avoiding miscommunication and maintaining
credibility.

Broader Implications for Writers and Editors

The grammar updates within the Chicago Manual of Style are more than just
abstract rules; they have direct and significant implications for the

practice of writing and editing. Adopting these updated guidelines ensures
that your work is not only grammatically correct by current standards but
also stylistically appropriate and inclusive. For professional writers and
editors, staying current with CMOS is an ongoing commitment to excellence.

These updates often reflect broader trends in language, such as the
increasing emphasis on gender inclusivity and the need for clearer, more
direct communication. By understanding and applying these changes, writers
can produce content that is more accessible, respectful, and effective for a



wider audience. Editors, in turn, rely on the CMOS to maintain consistency
and quality across a wide range of publications.

Staying Current with CMOS Revisions

The Chicago Manual of Style is a living document, and its revisions are
crucial for maintaining its relevance and authority. Writers and editors
should make it a practice to consult the latest edition of the CMOS
regularly. This can involve purchasing the newest print or digital version,
subscribing to updates from the University of Chicago Press, or regularly
reviewing scholarly articles and resources that discuss recent changes.

Familiarizing oneself with the major updates discussed in this article, such
as the expanded use of singular "they" and the refined guidance on
punctuation and hyphenation, is a good starting point. However, a thorough
understanding requires engaging directly with the manual's content. By
proactively seeking out and understanding these Chicago manual of style
grammar updates, writers can elevate the quality and impact of their work,
ensuring it meets the highest standards of contemporary usage.

FAQ: Chicago Manual of Style Grammar Updates

Q: What 1is the most significant grammar update in
the recent editions of the Chicago Manual of Style?

A: The most significant and widely discussed grammar update in recent
editions of the Chicago Manual of Style is the formal acceptance and detailed
guidance on the use of the singular "they" as a pronoun. This reflects a move
towards gender-inclusive language and acknowledges the widespread use of
“they" when referring to an individual whose gender is unknown, irrelevant,
or who identifies as non-binary.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style address
gender-neutral language beyond pronoun usage?

A: Beyond pronoun usage, the Chicago Manual of Style strongly advocates for
the use of gender-neutral language in general. This includes recommending
gender-neutral job titles (e.g., "police officer" instead of "policeman" or
"policewoman"), encouraging writers to avoid gendered assumptions, and
providing strategies for rephrasing sentences to be more inclusive and
representative of all individuals, regardless of gender.



Q: Has the Chicago Manual of Style changed its
stance on the Oxford comma?

A: No, the Chicago Manual of Style continues to strongly advocate for the use
of the Oxford comma (or serial comma) in lists of three or more items to
ensure clarity and prevent ambiguity. While the manual acknowledges that some
styles may omit it in certain contexts, its default recommendation remains
its inclusion for optimal precision.

Q: What are the key updates regarding the use of em
dashes and en dashes?

A: Recent editions of the Chicago Manual of Style often refine the usage of
em dashes and en dashes. The em dash is further elaborated as a versatile
punctuation mark for setting off parenthetical phrases, indicating abrupt
shifts in thought, or creating emphasis. The en dash's use for indicating
ranges and connections between words is also clarified, ensuring writers
understand their distinct functions and proper application.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style guide
writers on hyphenating compound modifiers?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style provides comprehensive guidance on hyphenating
compound modifiers, particularly when they precede the noun they modify
(e.g., "state-of-the-art technology"). Updates often address emerging
compound phrases and reinforce the principle of consistency in hyphenation,
aiming to prevent ambiguity and enhance readability.

Q: Are there specific updates regarding
capitalization in titles and headings?

A: While the core principles of title case capitalization remain consistent,
recent Chicago Manual of Style editions may offer more nuanced guidance on
specific scenarios, such as the capitalization of articles, prepositions, and
conjunctions within titles and headings, or the treatment of acronyms and
initialisms in different contexts.

Q: What are the general principles for formatting
numbers according to the Chicago Manual of Style?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally advises spelling out numbers one
through ten and using numerals for numbers 11 and above. However, this is
subject to many exceptions based on context, such as when dealing with
percentages, measurements, ages, and when comparing numbers. Consistency in
application is a key tenet.



Q: How often does the Chicago Manual of Style update
its grammar and style guidelines?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style releases new editions periodically, typically
every several years. These new editions incorporate significant revisions and
updates to reflect changes in language use and address contemporary writing
concerns. It is advisable to consult the most recent edition for the most
current guidelines.
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