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The Chicago Manual of Style Spelling Standards: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style spelling standards are a cornerstone for clear,
consistent, and professional communication across a vast array of academic
and professional disciplines. For anyone involved in writing, editing, or
publishing, understanding these guidelines is paramount to producing polished
and authoritative work. This article delves deeply into the nuances of
Chicago's approach to spelling, exploring its flexibility, its preference for
American English, and its practical application in diverse contexts. We will
examine how to navigate common challenges, the role of the dictionary, and
the importance of maintaining consistency throughout a document, ensuring
your writing adheres to the highest standards of editorial excellence.
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Understanding the Core Principles of Chicago
Manual of Style Spelling

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a robust framework for editorial
decisions, and its approach to spelling is no exception. At its heart, the
manual emphasizes clarity, consistency, and adherence to established
conventions. While it offers definitive guidance, it also acknowledges the
dynamic nature of language and allows for a degree of flexibility when
necessary. The primary goal is to ensure that the reader is not distracted by
inconsistent or unconventional spelling choices, thereby facilitating a
smooth and effective transfer of information. This means that editors and
writers must develop a keen understanding of the principles behind Chicago's
recommendations rather than simply memorizing rules.

The manual generally favors American English spelling conventions, which is a
significant point of reference for many users. This preference influences
decisions on common variations, such as "-or" versus "-our" endings (e.g.,
color vs. colour) and "-ize" versus "-ise" endings (e.g., organize vs.



organise). However, it is crucial to understand that this is a guideline, not
an absolute mandate. When working with authors or publishers whose primary
audience or background aligns with British English, a conscious decision to
adopt British spelling may be appropriate, provided it is applied
consistently. The key takeaway is that the chosen standard must be applied
uniformly throughout the entire work.

American vs. British English in Chicago Style

As mentioned, the default setting for The Chicago Manual of Style leans
towards American English spelling. This impacts a wide range of word
variations that differ between American and British English. For instance,
words ending in "-er" in American English often appear as "-re" in British
English (e.g., theater vs. theatre, center vs. centre). Similarly, the use of
"program" versus "programme" and "gray" versus "grey" falls under this
distinction. CMOS advises writers to pick one convention and stick with it
for the duration of their manuscript.

The manual's stance on this matter is pragmatic. It recognizes that many
publications serve an international audience or originate from regions where
British English is the norm. Therefore, if a publication has a clearly
defined audience that primarily uses British English, or if the author has a
strong preference and the publisher agrees, adopting British spelling is
acceptable. The critical aspect is the decision-making process and the
subsequent unwavering consistency. Mixed usage is a common editorial error
that undermines credibility and can be a significant source of confusion for
readers.

Specific Examples of American vs. British Spelling
Differences

Words ending in -or (American) vs. -our (British): color/colour,
flavor/flavour, humor/humour.

Words ending in -ize (American) vs. -ise (British): organize/organise,
realize/realise, apologize/apologise.

Words ending in -er (American) vs. -re (British): center/centre,
theater/theatre, liter/litre.

Other common variations: gray/grey, program/programme,
catalog/catalogue, jewelry/jewellery.



Handling Compound Words and Hyphenation

The Chicago Manual of Style offers detailed guidance on compound words and
hyphenation, which directly relates to spelling decisions. Compound words can
appear as one word, two separate words, or hyphenated words. The CMOS
approach emphasizes clarity and ease of reading. Often, the distinction
between a compound noun, an adjective, and an adverb influences whether a
hyphen is used. For example, "ice cream" is two words as a noun, but "ice-
cream cone" uses a hyphen when "ice-cream" modifies "cone."

Hyphenation is particularly tricky with prefixes and suffixes. Chicago
generally advises against hyphenating when the prefix is a common one and
clearly forms a new word (e.g., nonprofit, premarital). However, exceptions
exist to avoid awkward spellings or ambiguities, such as "re-elect" to
distinguish it from "relect." The manual stresses that common usage and
dictionary entries are the best guides. When in doubt, consult a reputable
dictionary that follows Chicago's principles.

When to Hyphenate Compound Modifiers

When two or more words precede a noun and act as a single unit of
meaning (e.g., state-of-the-art technology, well-known author).

When omitting the hyphen would create ambiguity or a different meaning
(e.g., "a small-business owner" versus "a small business owner").

When the compound modifier is unfamiliar or might be misread.

The Role of the Dictionary in Chicago Spelling

The Chicago Manual of Style consistently directs users to consult a
dictionary for spelling decisions, especially when uncertainty arises. It
champions the use of Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary as its primary
lexicographical authority for American English. For British English
variations, the Oxford English Dictionary is often cited as the benchmark.
The importance of a good dictionary cannot be overstated; it serves as the
ultimate arbiter for word spellings, variations, and hyphenation rules that
might not be explicitly covered in the manual itself.

CMOS acknowledges that dictionaries are not static; they evolve with
language. Therefore, using the most current edition of a recommended
dictionary is advisable. When encountering new or specialized terms, the



dictionary is invaluable. It provides not only the correct spelling but often
historical context, usage examples, and guidance on whether a word is
considered standard or informal. This diligent use of lexicographical
resources ensures adherence to accepted spelling practices and reinforces the
professionalism of the written work.

Dealing with Proper Nouns and Technical Terms

Proper nouns, including names of people, places, organizations, and specific
products, present unique spelling challenges. Chicago advises that these
should be spelled precisely as they are officially recognized or commonly
accepted. This means meticulous attention to detail is required, especially
when dealing with foreign names, brand names with unconventional spellings,
or historical figures. Cross-referencing with official websites, reputable
encyclopedias, or authoritative historical sources is often necessary.

Technical terms and jargon within specialized fields also demand careful
handling. While the dictionary is a primary resource, some technical terms
may have specific spellings or accepted variations within their respective
disciplines. In such cases, consulting style guides specific to that field or
seeking advice from subject matter experts becomes crucial. The goal is to
maintain accuracy and ensure that readers familiar with the subject matter
can readily understand the terminology used, without being hindered by
incorrect spellings.

Key Considerations for Proper Nouns and Technical
Terms

Verify official spellings of company names, product names, and
organizations.

Be mindful of diacritical marks (accents, umlauts) in foreign names and
words.

Consult field-specific glossaries or style guides for technical jargon.

Ensure consistency in spelling when a proper noun or technical term is
used multiple times.



Consistency: The Golden Rule of Chicago
Spelling

Throughout all its recommendations, the most frequently emphasized principle
in The Chicago Manual of Style concerning spelling is consistency. Whatever
spelling convention is chosen—whether it's American English versus British
English, a particular hyphenation choice for a compound word, or the spelling
of a technical term—it must be applied uniformly throughout the entire
document. Inconsistency is a hallmark of amateurish editing and can
significantly detract from the perceived authority and professionalism of the
text.

This commitment to consistency extends beyond individual words to entire
categories of words. For example, if you choose to use the "-ize" ending for
verbs, you must apply it to all such verbs in your text. Similarly, if you
decide to hyphenate a particular type of compound adjective, all similar
compound adjectives should follow the same rule. This creates a seamless
reading experience, where the reader is not pulled out of the text by
unexpected variations in spelling. Editors often use style sheets to track
such decisions for longer projects, ensuring that consistency is maintained
even across multiple authors or editors.

Practical Application and Common Pitfalls

Applying Chicago Manual of Style spelling standards in practice requires
diligence and a systematic approach. When beginning a new project, it's often
beneficial to establish a preliminary style sheet that outlines key
decisions, such as the preferred English variant (American or British) and
rules for common problem words. During the editing process, careful
proofreading is essential to catch any deviations from the established
standards.

Common pitfalls to avoid include:

Mixing American and British spellings within the same document.

Inconsistent hyphenation of compound words, especially as their usage
evolves from adjective to noun or vice versa.

Misspelling of proper nouns, particularly those with unique or foreign
origins.

Over-reliance on spell-check software, which can miss context-dependent
errors or non-standard spellings that are nonetheless common.

Failing to consult a dictionary when uncertain about a word's spelling



or hyphenation.

A thorough understanding of the principles outlined in CMOS, coupled with
careful attention to detail, will help writers and editors navigate these
challenges effectively.

Exceptions and Special Cases in Chicago
Spelling

While The Chicago Manual of Style provides clear guidelines, it also
acknowledges that language is not always straightforward. There are numerous
exceptions and special cases that require careful consideration. For
instance, some words have established alternative spellings, and the choice
may depend on context or preference. The manual often provides guidance on
which spelling is preferred in a given situation, but it also permits the use
of widely accepted alternatives if applied consistently.

Proper nouns can also present unique challenges. For example, some historical
figures or places might have multiple spellings that have been used over
time. In such cases, CMOS advises adherence to the most common or
authoritative current spelling. Furthermore, brand names that deliberately
use non-standard spellings (e.g., "Flickr," "Yoohoo") must be reproduced
exactly as intended by the brand. When in doubt about an exception or a
special case, returning to the primary source—the dictionary and the latest
edition of The Chicago Manual of Style—is always the most reliable course of
action.

Navigating Nuances in Spelling

Be aware of words with commonly accepted dual spellings and choose one
for consistency.

Research the most current and authoritative spelling for historical
figures or places.

Reproduce brand names and trademarks with their exact, often
unconventional, spellings.

Consult Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary (or equivalent for
British English) for definitive answers on contested spellings.



Q: What is the primary dictionary recommended by The
Chicago Manual of Style for American English
spelling?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style primarily recommends Merriam-Webster's
Collegiate Dictionary as its authority for American English spelling.

Q: Does Chicago Style mandate American English
spelling, or are there exceptions?
A: While Chicago Style generally prefers American English spelling, it
acknowledges that British English may be appropriate depending on the
author's background, the publication's audience, and publisher agreement,
provided it is applied consistently.

Q: How does Chicago Style handle compound words that
can be written as one word, two words, or
hyphenated?
A: Chicago Style's approach to compound words emphasizes clarity and ease of
reading, often dictating the form based on whether the compound functions as
a noun, adjective, or adverb, and whether hyphenation is needed to avoid
ambiguity. Consulting a dictionary is usually the best guide.

Q: What is the most critical rule to follow
regarding spelling in The Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The most critical rule is consistency. Whatever spelling convention is
chosen, it must be applied uniformly throughout the entire document.

Q: Should I use an online spell checker for Chicago
Manual of Style compliance?
A: Spell checkers are helpful tools but should not be relied upon solely for
Chicago Manual of Style compliance. They may miss context-specific errors or
fail to recognize accepted variations. Manual proofreading and consultation
with the Manual and a dictionary are essential.

Q: How does Chicago Style advise on the spelling of
technical terms?
A: For technical terms, Chicago Style advises accuracy and adherence to the
conventions of the specific field. Consulting field-specific style guides or



subject matter experts may be necessary in addition to a dictionary.

Q: What should I do if I encounter a proper noun
with an unusual spelling?
A: For proper nouns, Chicago Style mandates precise spelling. Verify the
official or most commonly accepted spelling through reliable sources like
official websites, encyclopedias, or authoritative historical documents.

Q: Are there specific rules for hyphenating prefixes
and suffixes in Chicago Style?
A: Chicago Style generally advises against hyphenating common prefixes when
they clearly form a new word (e.g., nonprofit), but exceptions exist to
prevent ambiguity or awkward spellings, and the dictionary is a key resource
for guidance.
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