chicago style foreign words

Understanding Chicago Style and
Foreigh Words

chicago style foreign words are a nuanced aspect of academic and journalistic writing,
requiring careful attention to detail and adherence to established guidelines. The Chicago
Manual of Style (CMOS) offers comprehensive advice on how to integrate non-English terms
into an English text, ensuring clarity, consistency, and a professional presentation. This
article delves into the intricacies of handling foreign words according to Chicago style,
covering everything from initial identification to appropriate formatting, including the use of
italics, the necessity of definitions, and the treatment of commonly adopted terms. We will
explore the principles that guide these decisions, aiming to equip writers with the
knowledge to confidently incorporate foreign language elements into their work.
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The Purpose and Principles of Using Foreign
Words in English Text

The integration of foreign words into an English text serves various purposes. Primarily, it
allows for precision and depth when a direct English equivalent is insufficient or may alter
the original meaning or nuance. Authors might employ foreign terms to evoke a specific
cultural context, to introduce a concept that is widely understood by a specialized audience
within that language, or simply because the foreign term is the most concise and accurate
descriptor. Chicago style recognizes that language is fluid and that borrowing is a natural
part of linguistic evolution. However, it also emphasizes the paramount importance of
intelligibility for the reader. The underlying principle is to leverage the richness of other
languages without alienating or confusing the audience. This balance is achieved through
clear guidelines on when and how to incorporate these terms.

Adherence to these principles ensures that the writer's message is communicated
effectively and professionally. A consistent approach to foreign words enhances the
credibility of the work and contributes to a polished final product. Whether the text is a
scholarly article, a journalistic piece, or a creative work, understanding how to navigate the
use of non-English vocabulary is crucial for maintaining stylistic integrity and achieving the
author's communicative goals.

Identifying When to Treat Words as Foreign

The first step in correctly handling chicago style foreign words is to determine whether
a word should indeed be treated as foreign. Generally, words that are not commonly used
or understood in standard English discourse are considered foreign. This includes words
from languages like French, German, Spanish, Italian, Latin, Greek, and many others that
have not been fully assimilated into the English lexicon. The key determinant is whether the
word appears in a reputable English dictionary and is commonly recognized by a general
English-speaking audience. If a word is present in a standard English dictionary and is
frequently encountered in English texts, it is likely no longer considered foreign for stylistic
purposes.

However, the context of the writing also plays a significant role. A word that might be
common in one specialized field might be foreign to a broader audience. Chicago style
encourages writers to consider their intended readership. For academic or specialized
publications, a higher degree of familiarity with foreign terms within that discipline might be
assumed. Conversely, for more general audiences, greater caution is advised, and more
effort should be made to clarify or define terms that are not universally understood.

Formatting Foreign Words in Chicago Style

Chicago style provides specific guidelines for the formatting of foreign words to ensure



consistency and readability. These guidelines often involve decisions about italicization, the
inclusion of diacritical marks, and the provision of definitions or translations. The goal is to
make the foreign word stand out sufficiently to be recognized as distinct from the
surrounding English text, while also ensuring that its meaning is accessible to the reader.
Proper formatting helps maintain the flow of the prose and prevents disruption for the
reader.

The manual emphasizes that consistency is paramount within a single work. Once a
decision is made regarding the treatment of a particular foreign word or a class of foreign
words, it should be applied uniformly throughout the text. This avoids reader confusion and
presents a professional and authoritative presentation of the material.

When to Italicize Foreign Words

According to the Chicago Manual of Style, foreign words and phrases that have not been
adopted into the English language and are not commonly used in English writing are
typically italicized. This convention helps signal to the reader that the word is foreign and
may require special attention. It is particularly important for words that retain their foreign
pronunciation or grammatical structure. Examples include terms like esprit de corps
(French), deus ex machina (Latin), or Schadenfreude (German), when used in a context
where their foreign origin is notable or when they are not fully integrated into common
English usage.

Italics serve to distinguish these terms from the surrounding text, much like they are used
for titles of books or emphasis. This visual cue is a signal to the reader to be mindful of the
word's foreign nature. The decision to italicize should be applied consistently, especially for
words that are not found in standard English dictionaries or are used in a way that
highlights their foreign origin. However, if a foreign word has become so common in English
that it is listed in English dictionaries without special notation, it generally does not need to
be italicized.

When to Leave Foreign Words in Roman Type

Foreign words that have been fully adopted into English and are commonly understood by a
general audience are typically rendered in roman type, the same as surrounding English
words. Many words of Latin, French, Greek, and other origins have become so integrated
into the English language that they are no longer considered foreign for stylistic purposes.
Examples include words like "résumé," "ballet," "kindergarten," "déja vu," "pizza," and
"alcohol." These words are found in standard English dictionaries without special notation
and are recognized by most English speakers.

The Chicago Manual of Style advises writers to consult an up-to-date English dictionary to
determine whether a word has been assimilated. If the word appears in the dictionary and
is not marked as foreign or requiring italics, then it should be treated as an English word.
This approach ensures that the text does not unnecessarily draw attention to words that



are already part of the common English vocabulary, thus maintaining a smoother reading
experience.

Handling Pronunciation and Diacritical Marks

A crucial aspect of using chicago style foreign words involves the accurate
representation of pronunciation, particularly through the use of diacritical marks. Diacritics,
such as accents, umlauts, and cedillas, are integral to the correct spelling and
pronunciation of words in many languages. Chicago style generally recommends retaining
these marks when they are part of the standard orthography of the original language,
especially for words that are not fully Anglicized or when precise pronunciation is important
for the reader's understanding.

The correct use of diacritics helps to avoid ambiguity and can significantly alter the
meaning of a word. For instance, the difference between "résumé" and "resume" in English
is critical, with the former referring to a curriculum vitae and the latter to a verb. Similarly,
words like "naive" (with the diaeresis) are distinct from "naive." When these marks are
omitted, misinterpretation can occur. Therefore, writers are encouraged to use them
accurately if the word is not fully integrated into English or if the precise sound is essential.

However, if a word has become so common in English that its diacritical marks are
frequently dropped in standard usage (e.g., "café," "décor"), and it is listed in English
dictionaries without them, then their omission may be acceptable. The guiding principle
remains clarity and consistency with common English practice, while respecting the
integrity of the original word where necessary.

Providing Definitions for Foreign Words

When a foreign word is used in English text, particularly if it is italicized or not commonly
known, providing a definition or translation is often necessary for the reader's
comprehension. Chicago style emphasizes clarity and accessibility for the intended
audience. The method of providing a definition can vary depending on the context and the
frequency with which the term appears.

For less common terms or when the meaning is not obvious from the context, a definition
can be provided in parentheses immediately following the first use of the word. For
example: "The artist employed an ars longa (long art) in her pursuit of creative perfection.”
If the term appears multiple times and is crucial to understanding the text, it might be
beneficial to provide a more extensive explanation in a footnote or endnote, or even in a
glossary if the work is extensive and uses many specialized terms.

In some cases, the surrounding text itself may offer sufficient clues to the meaning of the
foreign word, making an explicit definition unnecessary. This is often true for idiomatic
expressions used in a context where their meaning is implied or evident. However, it is



always better to err on the side of clarity, especially in academic or professional writing. If
in doubt, providing a brief definition will enhance the reader's experience and ensure that
the author's intended meaning is accurately conveyed.

The Role of Context in Deciding Treatment

Context is a pivotal factor in determining how chicago style foreign words should be
treated. The nature of the publication, the intended audience, and the specific usage of the
word all influence the decision-making process. For instance, a scholarly journal focused on
a particular foreign literature might assume a higher level of reader familiarity with terms
from that language and therefore require less explicit definition or explanation.

Conversely, a general interest magazine or a book aimed at a broad readership would
necessitate more care. A word that might be italicized in a specialized academic paper
might be rendered in roman type and explained briefly or omitted entirely in a mainstream
publication if it does not significantly add to the narrative or argument. The goal is always
to ensure that the reader can follow the text without unnecessary impediment.

The frequency of use also plays a role. A foreign word used only once might be italicized
and defined, while a term used repeatedly might eventually be italicized and then, after its
initial introduction and definition, be presented in roman type if it becomes sufficiently
familiar within the text. This gradual assimilation, guided by context, is key to effective
integration.

Commonly Adopted Foreign Words

Over centuries, the English language has absorbed a vast number of words from other
languages. These commonly adopted foreign words are no longer treated as foreign in
standard English writing and are typically presented in roman type. They are so integrated
that they appear in English dictionaries without special notation. Examples abound across
various domains of knowledge and everyday life.

From French: cuisine, rendezvous, ballet, décor, résumé, entrepreneur

From German: kindergarten, angst, blitz, zeitgeist, wanderlust

From Italian: pizza, pasta, opera, violin, studio, tempo

From Spanish: rodeo, plaza, patio, siesta, guerrilla

From Latin and Greek (often forming scientific or academic terms): alumnus,
diagnosis, hypothesis, psychology, biology



The decision to consider a word "commonly adopted" is often based on its presence and
common usage in reputable English dictionaries. If a word is found in dictionaries like
Merriam-Webster, Oxford English Dictionary, or similar authorities without a specific
indication of its foreign status, it can generally be treated as an English word. Writers
should consult these resources to verify the status of any potentially foreign term.

Special Cases and Considerations

Beyond the general rules, certain situations present special cases for handling chicago
style foreign words. These might include names of foreign foods, titles of foreign works of
art or literature, and names of specific cultural or historical phenomena. For instance, while
"pizza" is a common word, the name of a specific regional Italian dish might require
italicization if it is not widely known. Similarly, titles of books, films, or musical compositions
in their original language are typically italicized, regardless of whether the words
themselves are common.

When dealing with foreign names, including personal names, place names, and titles of
organizations, the general rule is to use the standard English spelling and to avoid italics
unless the name itself is used metaphorically or as a specific term. For example, a historical
figure's name would be in roman type, but if used to represent a concept, it might be
italicized. The key is to maintain clarity and avoid over-italicizing that could lead to reader
fatigue or confusion.

Ultimately, the overarching principle remains to serve the reader and the clarity of the text.
When in doubt, consulting the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style or a reputable
English dictionary is always advisable to ensure adherence to established conventions.

FAQ

Q: When should | italicize a foreign word according to
Chicago style?

A: You should italicize foreign words and phrases that have not been fully adopted into the
English language and are not commonly understood by a general English-speaking
audience. This convention signals their foreign origin and helps distinguish them from the
surrounding text. Consult an English dictionary to determine if a word has become
sufficiently common to be rendered in roman type.

Q: Are there exceptions to italicizing foreign words,
even if they are not English?

A: Yes, if a foreign word is so commonly used and understood in English that it appears in
standard English dictionaries without special notation (e.g., "déja vu," "kindergarten,"



"résumé"), it should generally be left in roman type. The principle is to treat words as
English once they have been assimilated.

Q: How do | handle foreign words that have diacritical
marks, like accents or umlauts?

A: Chicago style generally recommends retaining diacritical marks for foreign words,
especially if they are not fully Anglicized or if correct pronunciation is important. These
marks are crucial for accurate spelling and meaning. However, if a word is very common
and diacritics are frequently omitted in English usage (e.g., "café"), you may follow
common English practice.

Q: Do | always need to provide a definition for a foreign
word | use?

A: Not always, but it is highly recommended for clarity, especially if the word is italicized or
not likely to be understood by your audience. You can provide a brief definition in
parentheses after the first use of the word or in a footnote. The context of your writing and
your intended readership are key factors.

Q: What if a foreign word is part of a proper noun, like a
place name or organization?

A: Standard English spellings of proper nouns, including foreign place names and
organization names, are generally rendered in roman type. Italics are typically reserved for
the words themselves, not when they appear as part of a specific name or title unless used
metaphorically.

Q: How can | be sure if a word is considered "commonly
adopted" into English?

A: The best practice is to consult a reputable, up-to-date English dictionary. If the word is
listed without any special notation indicating its foreign origin or the need for italics, it is
generally considered adopted. Major dictionaries like the Oxford English Dictionary or
Merriam-Webster are good resources.

Q: What is the Chicago Manual of Style's stance on
foreign idioms or phrases?

A: Foreign idioms or phrases that have not become standard English expressions are
typically italicized. Similar to single foreign words, if the phrase is very common and widely
understood (e.g., "ad hoc," "et cetera"), it may be left in roman type. Providing a translation
or explanation is often necessary for clarity.



Q: Should I italicize titles of foreign books or articles?

A: Yes, titles of books, journals, newspapers, magazines, and other standalone works,
whether in English or a foreign language, are typically italicized according to Chicago style.
This convention applies regardless of whether the individual words within the title are
themselves considered foreign.
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