chicago style grammar punctuation

chicago style grammar punctuation is a critical component for writers,
editors, and anyone aiming for clarity and authority in academic, publishing,
and professional contexts. This comprehensive guide delves into the
intricacies of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) as it pertains to grammar
and punctuation, offering detailed explanations and practical examples. We
will explore essential rules for sentence structure, verb agreement, pronoun
usage, and the nuanced application of commas, semicolons, colons, and other
punctuation marks. Understanding these elements is paramount for producing
polished, error-free prose that adheres to industry standards and enhances
reader comprehension.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style
(CMOS)

The Chicago Manual of Style, often abbreviated as CMOS, is a widely respected
style guide in the United States, particularly prevalent in book publishing
and academic writing. It provides a comprehensive set of rules and
recommendations for manuscript preparation, covering everything from
punctuation and grammar to citation formats and production concerns. Unlike
some other style guides, CMOS offers flexibility, often presenting preferred
methods while acknowledging alternative acceptable practices. Its primary
goal is to ensure consistency, clarity, and readability in written works.

For content creators and editors, a thorough grasp of CMOS is indispensable.
It acts as the bedrock for producing professional-grade documents that meet
the high standards expected in various fields. Whether you are a freelance
writer, an academic researcher, or a publishing house editor, adhering to
CMOS guidelines ensures your work is perceived as credible and meticulously
crafted. This guide will focus on the grammatical and punctuation aspects
that form a significant part of the manual’s extensive coverage.

Core Grammar Principles in Chicago Style

At the heart of effective writing lies sound grammar, and Chicago style
offers clear directives on fundamental grammatical principles. These
principles ensure that sentences are constructed logically and are easy for
the reader to understand. Adherence to these rules minimizes ambiguity and
enhances the overall quality of the prose.



Subject-Verb Agreement

A cornerstone of grammar is ensuring that the subject of a sentence agrees in
number with its verb. This means singular subjects take singular verbs, and
plural subjects take plural verbs. For instance, "The author writes" is
correct, while "The author write" is incorrect. Complications can arise with
compound subjects, collective nouns, and indefinite pronouns, all of which
have specific rules within CMOS.

For example, when subjects are joined by "and," they are typically plural:
"The editor and the publisher agree." However, when subjects are joined by
"or" or "nor," the verb agrees with the subject closest to it: "Neither the
characters nor the plot appeals to me." Collective nouns, such as "team,"
"committee," or "government," can be treated as singular or plural depending
on whether they are acting as a unit or as individuals within the group; CMOS
generally favors treating them as singular unless the context clearly
indicates otherwise.

Pronoun Agreement and Reference

Pronouns must agree in number, gender, and person with their antecedents (the
nouns they refer to). Clear pronoun reference is also crucial; a pronoun
should unambiguously refer to a single noun. Ambiguous pronoun references can
lead to confusion for the reader.

A common issue involves indefinite pronouns, such as "everyone," "each," or
"some." Traditionally, indefinite pronouns like "everyone" are singular and
require singular pronouns: "Everyone should bring his or her own lunch."

However, to avoid gender bias and for greater inclusivity, CMOS now permits
the use of singular "they" when a singular antecedent has no specified
gender: "Everyone should bring their own lunch." This is a significant shift
that reflects contemporary language use and editorial practice.

Verb Tense and Consistency

Maintaining consistent verb tense throughout a narrative or a piece of
writing is vital for coherence. Unless there is a clear reason to shift tense
(e.g., indicating a change in time or a flashback), consistency is paramount.
CMOS provides guidelines for managing tense shifts appropriately.

For instance, in a historical account, the past tense is typically used: "The
explorer discovered a new land." If a writer is discussing a fictional work,

the present tense is often preferred, even when describing past events within
the story: "In the novel, the protagonist faces a difficult choice." The key

is to establish a logical flow and avoid abrupt, unexplained changes in tense
that can disorient the reader.

Dangling and Misplaced Modifiers



Modifiers, whether they are adjectives, adverbs, phrases, or clauses, should
be placed as close as possible to the words they modify to avoid creating
awkward or nonsensical sentences. Dangling modifiers occur when a modifying
phrase does not clearly or logically modify any word in the sentence, often
resulting in an illogical meaning.

Consider the sentence: "Walking down the street, the buildings looked tall."
This sentence implies that the buildings were walking down the street. A
corrected version would be: "Walking down the street, I saw that the
buildings looked tall," or "As I walked down the street, the buildings looked
tall." Ensuring that the subject performing the action in a participial or
infinitive phrase is clearly stated prevents such grammatical errors.

Essential Punctuation Rules for Chicago Style

Punctuation marks are the traffic signals of written language, guiding the
reader through sentences and clarifying meaning. Chicago style offers
detailed guidance on the correct and effective use of a wide array of
punctuation marks.

The Comma: A Versatile Tool

Commas are perhaps the most frequently used and often misused punctuation
mark. CMOS provides strict guidelines for their application to ensure clarity
and avoid ambiguity. Key uses include separating items in a series, setting
off introductory clauses and phrases, and enclosing nonessential elements.

In a series of three or more items, CMOS recommends the use of the serial
comma (also known as the Oxford comma): "We need apples, bananas, and
oranges." While some style guides omit this comma, CMOS maintains its use to
prevent potential misreading of the final two items. Commas are also used to
set off parenthetical expressions or appositives that are not restrictive:
"My brother, who lives in California, is visiting next week."

The Semicolon: Connecting Closely Related Ideas

Semicolons are used to connect two independent clauses that are closely
related in meaning, where a period would create too great a separation and a
comma would be insufficient. They can also be used to separate items in a
complex series that already contains commas.

Example: "The weather was terrible; we decided to stay indoors." The two
clauses could stand alone as separate sentences, but the semicolon suggests a
stronger connection between the idea of the bad weather and the decision to
stay inside. In a complex list, it helps to avoid confusion: "We invited
John, our neighbor; Sarah, a colleague from work; and David, a friend from
college."



The Colon: Introducing and Explaining

Colons serve to introduce lists, explanations, quotations, or examples. They
are also used to separate elements such as chapter and verse numbers, or
hours and minutes.

For introducing lists, CMOS generally advises that the introductory phrase be
complete, or that the colon follow a complete independent clause: "Please
bring the following items: a notebook, pens, and a calculator." A colon is
not typically used after a verb or preposition that directly precedes the
element being introduced, such as "The items needed are: a notebook..."
Instead, it would be "The items needed are a notebook..." or "The list of
items includes: a notebook..."

Quotation Marks: Indicating Direct Speech and Titles

Quotation marks are used to enclose direct quotations from a source, whether
spoken or written. CMOS has specific rules regarding their placement in
relation to other punctuation marks.

Periods and commas are placed inside closing quotation marks: "He said, 'I'll
be there soon.'" Semicolons and colons are placed outside closing quotation
marks: "Her request was to 'arrive on time'; the consequence of lateness was
clear."” Single quotation marks are used for quotations within quotations: She
said, "He told me, 'I can't make it.'"

Advanced Punctuation Considerations

Beyond the fundamental uses, CMOS offers detailed guidance on more complex
punctuation scenarios, which are crucial for professional editing and
advanced writing.

The Em Dash and En Dash

The em dash (=) 1is a versatile punctuation mark used for a variety of
purposes, including setting off parenthetical information, indicating an
abrupt break in thought, or for emphasis. It is longer than a hyphen and
often used without spaces on either side, though CMOS allows for spaces for
stylistic reasons.

Example: "The results of the experiment—which were surprising to many—will be
published next month." The en dash (-) is shorter than the em dash and is
primarily used to indicate a range or connection, such as between numbers or
dates: "The years 2020-2023 were challenging."



Parentheses and Brackets

Parentheses are used to enclose supplementary information that is considered
a digression or is less essential to the main flow of the text. Brackets, on
the other hand, are typically used within quotations to insert editorial

comments, clarifications, or changes that were not part of the original text.

For example, if a quotation needs clarification, brackets are used: "She
stated, 'He arrived at 3 [p.m.]." Inside parentheses, one might offer an
alternative phrasing: "The project (or at least the initial phase) was
completed on time."

Apostrophes: Possession and Contractions

Apostrophes are essential for indicating possession and for forming
contractions. For possessives, CMOS follows standard rules: singular nouns
ending in "s" often take an apostrophe and "s" ("Charles's book"), while
plural nouns ending in "s" take only an apostrophe ("the students' papers").

Contractions, such as "it's" for "it is" or "don't" for "do not," are
generally avoided in formal academic and published writing, though CMOS
acknowledges their occasional use in less formal contexts or for stylistic
effect. When used, clarity is key.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Writers and editors often encounter recurring challenges when applying
Chicago style grammar and punctuation rules. Awareness of these common
pitfalls is the first step toward avoiding them.

Run-On Sentences and Comma Splices

A run-on sentence occurs when two or more independent clauses are joined
without appropriate conjunctions or punctuation. A comma splice is a specific
type of run-on where only a comma is used to separate the clauses. CMOS
emphasizes correcting these errors by using periods, semicolons,
conjunctions, or restructuring the sentence.

Incorrect: "The sun was setting the birds were singing." (Run-on)
Incorrect: "The sun was setting, the birds were singing." (Comma splice)
Correct: "The sun was setting; the birds were singing."

Correct: "The sun was setting, and the birds were singing."



Misplaced Commas and Unnecessary Pauses

Placing commas incorrectly can disrupt the flow of a sentence and alter its
meaning. This often happens when commas are used to separate essential
elements of a sentence or when they create an unnatural pause.

Avoid separating a subject from its verb with a comma unless there is an
intervening nonessential element: "The important research that was conducted
last year will be presented." A comma is not needed between "research" and
"that." Also, avoid placing a comma after conjunctions like "and" or "but"
when they connect single words or short phrases, unless the "and" begins an
independent clause.

Apostrophe Errors with Possessives and Plurals

Confusion between possessives and plurals is frequent. For example, mistaking
"its" (possessive pronoun) for "it's" (contraction of "it is") or vice versa
is a common error. Similarly, incorrect placement of apostrophes in plural
possessives can occur.

Remember: "The dog wagged its tail." (Possessive pronoun, no apostrophe).
"It's a beautiful day." (Contraction). For plural possessives of nouns ending
in "s," follow the same pattern as singular nouns ending in "s" if

pronunciation demands it; however, CMOS often favors simply adding an
apostrophe to plurals ending in s: "the Joneses' house."

Chicago Style for Specific Contexts

While the core principles of CMOS grammar and punctuation remain consistent,
their application can subtly vary depending on the specific context of the
writing, such as academic papers, fiction, or journalistic content.

Academic and Scholarly Writing

In academic contexts, adherence to CMOS grammar and punctuation is paramount
for demonstrating scholarly rigor and clarity. Precision in language and a
formal tone are expected. The serial comma is almost universally applied, and
clear pronoun reference is critical, especially when discussing research
methodologies or findings. Consistent use of tense in academic writing,
particularly in research papers discussing methods and results, is also a key
focus.

Trade Publishing and Fiction

When working with trade publishers and fiction, there can be slightly more
stylistic latitude, though the fundamental rules of clarity and correctness
still apply. Editors may work with authors to develop a consistent voice and



style that suits the genre. Punctuation can sometimes be used for stylistic
effect to convey tone or rhythm, but this is usually within established
grammatical frameworks. For instance, sentence fragments might be used
intentionally for stylistic impact, but only sparingly and with clear
authorial intent.

Online Content and Digital Media

While CMOS is traditionally associated with print, its principles are highly
applicable to online content, contributing to professionalism and reader
engagement. For blogs, articles, and websites, clear and concise writing is
essential. While there might be a tendency towards more casual language
online, maintaining proper grammar and punctuation, as outlined by CMOS, can
significantly enhance credibility and authority. The use of lists, headings,
and clear paragraph breaks, all guided by principles of readability, are
crucial for digital content.

Understanding and applying the principles of Chicago style grammar and
punctuation is an ongoing process that enhances both the clarity and
credibility of written communication. Mastering these guidelines ensures that
your work is not only error-free but also communicates your ideas effectively
to a broad audience.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between Chicago
style and AP style regarding the serial comma?

A: The primary difference is that Chicago style (CMOS) strongly recommends
and generally uses the serial comma (or Oxford comma) in a series of three or
more items, whereas AP style often omits it for conciseness. For example,
CMOS would write "apples, bananas, and oranges," while AP might write
"apples, bananas and oranges."

Q: When should I use an em dash versus a colon in
Chicago style?

A: An em dash (=) is used for abrupt breaks in thought, to set off
parenthetical information for emphasis, or to indicate an unfinished
sentence. A colon (:) 1s used primarily to introduce lists, explanations,
examples, or quotations, usually following a complete independent clause. The
em dash offers a more dramatic interruption, while the colon signals an
introduction or elaboration.

Q: How does Chicago style handle gender—neutral
singular pronouns?

A: CMOS has evolved to permit and recommend the use of the singular "they"
(and its forms "them," "their," "themselves") when referring to a person
whose gender is not specified or is irrelevant, or when avoiding gendered



language. This reflects a move toward more inclusive language.

Q: Are contractions permitted in Chicago style?

A: Generally, contractions (like "don't" or "it's") are discouraged in formal
academic and published prose according to Chicago style, as they can lend a
more informal tone. However, CMOS acknowledges that in certain contexts, such
as dialogue or less formal writing, contractions may be acceptable if used
consistently and with authorial intent.

Q: What is the rule for possessives with names ending
in "s" in Chicago style?

A: For singular nouns ending in "s," CMOS generally recommends adding both an
apostrophe and an "s" to form the possessive, especially when the name is one
syllable: "Charles's book." However, for multisyllable names ending in "s,"
especially classical names, or when pronunciation is difficult, adding only
an apostrophe is also acceptable: "Jesus' teachings." Consistency within a
work is key.

Q: How does Chicago style treat quotations within
quotations?

A: Chicago style uses single quotation marks for quotations within
quotations. For example: She said, "He explained, 'I will be there at noon.'"
Periods and commas are typically placed inside the closing single quotation
mark when they punctuate the inner quote, and outside when they punctuate the
outer quote.

Q: Is there a specific rule for spacing around
hyphens and dashes in Chicago style?

A: Yes. Chicago style generally uses an en dash (-) for ranges and an em dash
(=) for interruptions or parentheticals. For em dashes, CMOS recommends no
space on either side of the dash itself, but spaces may be included for
stylistic reasons if the author or publisher prefers. For en dashes used in
ranges, no spaces are used: "pp. 15-25." Hyphens are used for compound words
and have no spaces: "well-being."
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