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The Nuances of Chicago Manual Spelling of Scientific
Terms

chicago manual spelling of scientific terms is a critical consideration for authors, researchers,
and publishers aiming for clarity and authority in scientific writing. This style guide, often referred to
as the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), provides comprehensive rules for manuscript preparation,
including the precise handling of scientific nomenclature, jargon, and specialized vocabulary.
Adhering to its guidelines ensures consistency, reduces ambiguity, and upholds the professional
standards expected in academic and technical publications. This article will delve into the core
principles and practical applications of the Chicago Manual's approach to scientific terminology,
covering everything from basic spelling to complex Latinate names and the proper use of italics. We
will explore how CMOS addresses the challenges of a rapidly evolving scientific landscape and offers
solutions for maintaining accuracy and readability across diverse disciplines.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style's Role in



Scientific Writing

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) serves as a foundational resource for professional editing and
publishing in the United States. While not exclusively a science style guide, its extensive coverage of
grammar, punctuation, and stylistic conventions makes it indispensable for scientific communication.
For scientific terms, CMOS prioritizes clarity, accuracy, and consistency, recognizing that precision is
paramount in conveying complex ideas. Its recommendations are designed to assist writers in
navigating the often intricate landscape of scientific language, ensuring that technical terms are
presented in a way that is readily understood by the intended audience, whether that audience is
highly specialized or broadly educated.

The manual's approach is pragmatic, often favoring established usage and common practice while
also offering guidance on how to handle new or evolving terminology. This adaptability is crucial in
scientific fields where new discoveries and innovations constantly introduce fresh vocabulary. By
providing a robust framework, CMOS empowers authors and editors to make informed decisions about
how best to represent scientific concepts, thereby enhancing the credibility and impact of their work.

General Principles for Scientific Terminology

At its core, the Chicago Manual of Style advocates for clarity and consistency when dealing with
scientific terms. The primary goal is to ensure that readers can easily understand the subject matter
without unnecessary confusion. This often translates to using the most widely accepted and current
terminology within a specific scientific discipline. If a term has multiple acceptable spellings or forms,
CMOS generally advises choosing one and adhering to it throughout the text. This commitment to
consistency is a hallmark of professional scientific writing and is fundamental to maintaining the
integrity of the research being presented.

Furthermore, CMOS encourages writers to define specialized terms upon their first use, especially if
the audience might not be intimately familiar with the jargon. This practice is not strictly a spelling
rule but a crucial aspect of clear communication that directly impacts how scientific terms are
perceived and understood. The manual also emphasizes the importance of consulting authoritative
sources within the relevant scientific field to verify the correct spelling and usage of technical
vocabulary.

Spelling of Common Scientific Words

Many scientific words are derived from Latin and Greek, and their spelling can sometimes present
challenges. The Chicago Manual of Style offers guidance on the correct anglicized spellings of these
words, often aligning with common usage in scientific literature. For instance, terms like "nucleus,"
"mitochondrion," "neuron," and "photosynthesis" follow predictable patterns but require careful
attention to detail. CMOS generally favors the simpler, anglicized forms over more obscure or overly
Latinate spellings unless specific convention dictates otherwise.



When in doubt, consulting a reputable scientific dictionary or glossary specific to the field of study is
always recommended. The manual stresses that consistent spelling is more important than adhering
to an obscure rule. If a commonly accepted variant spelling exists, and it is used consistently, it may
be acceptable. However, for optimal clarity and adherence to standard practices, sticking to the
spellings recommended by CMOS or established scientific dictionaries is the most prudent approach.

Handling of Latin and Greek Roots

The influence of Latin and Greek on scientific terminology is undeniable, and CMOS provides specific
guidelines for managing these linguistic roots. Many scientific terms are compounds or derivatives of
classical languages, and understanding these roots can often aid in deciphering meaning. For
example, terms like "cardiology" (heart) or "dermatology" (skin) clearly indicate their subject matter
through their Greek prefixes and suffixes. CMOS generally advises spelling these terms according to
their established anglicized forms.

It's important to note that Latin and Greek have different declension and conjugation systems, and
while these influence scientific nomenclature, the anglicized versions often simplify these structures
for broader accessibility. For instance, the pluralization of terms ending in -us, -a, or -on, which are
common in Latin, are addressed by CMOS following standard English pluralization rules or commonly
accepted scientific conventions, which will be discussed further.

Italics in Scientific Contexts

The use of italics is a common and important stylistic element in scientific writing, and the Chicago
Manual of Style outlines specific rules for their application. Italics are typically used to highlight
scientific terms that are being introduced for the first time, terms that are being discussed as terms
themselves (rather than for their meaning), foreign words not yet fully assimilated into English, and
importantly, scientific names of species and genera.

For example, when referring to the species Homo sapiens, the genus name is italicized. Similarly, if an
author is defining a specific scientific concept or a newly coined term, italics can be used to draw
attention to it. However, CMOS cautions against overuse of italics, emphasizing that they should be
employed sparingly and purposefully to enhance readability rather than distract from it. Consistency
in application is key, ensuring that all instances of a particular type of term are treated uniformly.

Plurals of Scientific Terms

Forming the plurals of scientific terms can be a complex area, especially given the Latin and Greek
origins of many words. The Chicago Manual of Style offers a pragmatic approach, generally favoring
anglicized pluralization over strict adherence to classical Latin or Greek forms when the latter sound
awkward or are unfamiliar to the majority of English speakers. For many scientific terms ending in -a,
the plural is often -ae (e.g., alga, algae), and for terms ending in -us, the plural is often -i (e.g., cactus,



cacti). However, CMOS often permits or even prefers the anglicized plurals (-as, -uses) if they are
common and unambiguous.

For example, the plural of "nucleus" is typically "nuclei," but "nucleuses" is also often accepted. The
manual advises writers to consult authoritative scientific dictionaries or usage guides for specific
terms. The key principle is to choose a form and apply it consistently throughout the manuscript.
When referring to a group of related terms, such as bacteria, which is the plural of bacterium, careful
attention to singular versus plural usage is critical for scientific accuracy.

Common Latinate plurals: -a to -ae (alga, algae)

Common Latinate plurals: -us to -i (cactus, cacti)

Common Latinate plurals: -on to -a (criterion, criteria)

Anglicized plurals are often acceptable or preferred when classical forms are unfamiliar.

Consistency is paramount, regardless of the pluralization method chosen.

Hyphenation and Compound Scientific Terms

Hyphenation in scientific terms, particularly in compound adjectives, requires careful consideration to
maintain clarity and avoid ambiguity. The Chicago Manual of Style generally advises hyphenating
compound adjectives when they precede the noun they modify, but not when they follow it. For
example, a "well-known scientist" is correct, but "The scientist is well known." This principle applies to
scientific contexts as well. Terms like "cell-wall structure" or "high-pressure system" should be
hyphenated when used attributively.

When compound terms are not acting as adjectives, they are typically written as two separate words
or as a single compound word without a hyphen. For instance, "cell wall" is a noun phrase, and "DNA
sequencing" is a noun phrase. CMOS encourages writers to consult dictionaries or style guides
specific to their field for established conventions regarding hyphenation of particular scientific terms.
The goal is always to ensure that the intended meaning is immediately clear to the reader.

Proper Nouns and Acronyms in Science

The Chicago Manual of Style provides clear guidelines for the use of proper nouns and acronyms in
scientific writing. Proper nouns, such as the names of people (e.g., Einstein, Darwin), places, or
organizations (e.g., NASA, WHO), are capitalized. When scientific terms are named after individuals
(eponyms), the spelling and capitalization generally follow established conventions. For instance,
"Celsius scale" and "Pascal's law" are capitalized. However, common adjectives derived from proper
nouns are often not capitalized, such as "darwinian evolution."



Acronyms and abbreviations are frequently used in science to shorten lengthy terms. CMOS
recommends defining an acronym or abbreviation the first time it appears in the text, followed by the
acronym in parentheses. For example, "Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR)." Subsequent uses of the
acronym then suffice. It is also important to ensure that the acronym used is the most common and
unambiguous one within the relevant field. Consistency in the use of abbreviations and acronyms is
crucial for readability.

Specialized Vocabulary and Jargon

Scientific fields are characterized by specialized vocabulary, or jargon, that allows experts to
communicate complex ideas efficiently. The Chicago Manual of Style acknowledges the necessity of
such terms but also emphasizes the importance of using them judiciously. For publications intended
for a broad audience, it is advisable to define jargon upon its first use or to substitute more accessible
language where possible without sacrificing precision.

When using highly specialized terms, authors must ensure their spelling and usage are accurate.
CMOS encourages reliance on authoritative glossaries and dictionaries within the specific scientific
discipline. The manual's principles of clarity and consistency remain paramount, even when dealing
with the most technical of terms. The aim is to communicate knowledge effectively, and this involves
ensuring that specialized language serves rather than hinders understanding.

Consistency and Authoritative Voice

Perhaps the most overarching principle governing the Chicago Manual of Style's approach to scientific
terms, as with all aspects of writing, is the pursuit of consistency and the establishment of an
authoritative voice. When authors consistently apply the chosen spelling, hyphenation, and
capitalization rules for scientific terms, it lends a professional and credible air to their work.
Inconsistency can be jarring for readers and can undermine the perceived authority of the research.

By adhering to the guidelines set forth in CMOS, or by establishing clear internal style rules that align
with its principles, writers can ensure that their scientific terminology is presented with the utmost
clarity and precision. This meticulous attention to detail in the spelling and presentation of scientific
terms is a fundamental component of effective scholarly communication, enabling the seamless
transmission of scientific knowledge.

FAQ

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) handle the
spelling of scientific terms derived from foreign languages,



particularly Latin and Greek?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally favors anglicized spellings of scientific terms derived from
Latin and Greek. While it acknowledges the classical origins and may retain some Latinate forms
where they are standard or unambiguous (like 'algae' from 'alga'), it often permits or prefers simpler,
more common English spellings to enhance readability and accessibility for a broader audience.
Consistency in usage is stressed above strict adherence to classical rules when the latter might lead
to confusion.

Q: What is the CMOS recommendation for pluralizing scientific
terms that have irregular Latin or Greek plurals?
A: CMOS offers a pragmatic approach to pluralizing scientific terms. While it recognizes traditional
Latinate plurals (e.g., -us to -i, -a to -ae, -on to -a), it often allows or even prefers the anglicized plurals
(e.g., -uses, -as, -ons) if they are widely understood and do not create ambiguity. The primary
directive is to choose a pluralization method and apply it consistently throughout the text. Consulting
authoritative scientific dictionaries for specific terms is also recommended.

Q: How should italics be used for scientific terms according to
the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style recommends using italics for scientific terms primarily to highlight
them. This includes introducing new or technical terms, discussing terms as terms themselves (rather
than for their meaning), and for the scientific names of species and genera (e.g., Homo sapiens).
Italics should be used judiciously and consistently to enhance clarity and draw the reader's attention
to specific linguistic or conceptual points.

Q: What are the general principles CMOS advises for handling
scientific jargon and specialized vocabulary?
A: CMOS advises writers to use specialized scientific vocabulary judiciously. For audiences that may
not be intimately familiar with the jargon, it's recommended to define terms upon their first use or to
find more accessible language if precision is not compromised. The manual emphasizes clarity,
accuracy, and consistency as paramount, even when dealing with highly technical terms, encouraging
reliance on authoritative sources for correct spelling and usage.

Q: When writing about scientific concepts named after
individuals (eponyms), how does CMOS dictate capitalization
and spelling?
A: According to CMOS, scientific terms named after individuals (eponyms) are generally capitalized
when they are part of the proper name, such as "Celsius scale" or "Pascal's law." However, common
adjectives derived from these proper nouns are often not capitalized, as in "darwinian evolution" or
"freudian psychology." The specific convention for each eponym should be verified in established
usage.



Q: What is the CMOS stance on hyphenating compound
scientific terms, especially when used as adjectives?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends hyphenating compound adjectives when they
precede the noun they modify (e.g., "high-resolution imaging," "cell-mediated immunity"). However,
when these compounds function as nouns or follow the noun, they are typically written as two
separate words or as a single unhyphenated word (e.g., "high resolution," "cell mediated immunity").
Consulting dictionaries or field-specific style guides for established hyphenation patterns is advised.

Q: How does CMOS address the spelling of scientific terms
that have both anglicized and classical forms?
A: CMOS leans towards the anglicized form when it is clear, common, and does not lead to ambiguity.
While classical forms are sometimes retained for specific terms where they are universally recognized
(like 'mitochondria'), the manual prioritizes ease of understanding and readability. The overarching
goal is to ensure that the reader can grasp the scientific concept without being hindered by unfamiliar
or archaic linguistic structures.

Q: What is the most crucial guideline CMOS provides for using
scientific terms consistently?
A: The most crucial guideline is consistency. Whatever spelling, pluralization, or hyphenation choice is
made for a scientific term, it must be applied uniformly throughout the entire manuscript. This
consistency reinforces the author's authority, reduces reader distraction, and contributes to the
overall professionalism and credibility of the scientific work.
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