
chicago style spelling
Chicago Style Spelling: A Comprehensive Guide to American English Conventions

chicago style spelling refers to the specific conventions and rules for
spelling and hyphenation outlined in The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS). This
authoritative guide, widely adopted in academic publishing, trade books, and
professional writing, provides a consistent framework for American English.
Understanding chicago style spelling is crucial for authors, editors, and
anyone aiming for clarity and professionalism in their written work. This
article will delve into the core principles of chicago style spelling,
explore common areas of variation, and offer practical guidance for its
application, ensuring your writing adheres to these esteemed editorial
standards.
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The Foundation: American English as the
Standard

At its core, chicago style spelling firmly anchors itself in American English
conventions. This means that the primary reference point for spelling is
typically an American dictionary, such as Merriam-Webster's Collegiate
Dictionary or Webster's Third New International Dictionary. While the manual
acknowledges the existence and validity of British English spellings (e.g.,
"colour" vs. "color"), it mandates a consistent adherence to American forms
within a single document or publication. This decision simplifies the
editorial process and ensures a unified voice for the intended audience,
which is predominantly American.

This commitment to American English spelling extends to various word endings
and variations. For instance, words that end in "-ize" in British English are
generally spelled with "-ize" in chicago style spelling (e.g., "organize,"
"realize"). Similarly, words ending in "-re" (e.g., "center," "theatre") are
preferred in their American "-er" form. These preferences are not arbitrary



but reflect a historical divergence in spelling practices between American
and British English, with the CMOS aligning with the prevailing American
standard for consistency.

Key Principles of Chicago Style Spelling

Several fundamental principles guide chicago style spelling, aiming for
clarity, simplicity, and consistency. The overarching goal is to present text
that is readily understood by the broadest possible audience while
maintaining an elevated level of professionalism. This involves making
deliberate choices in areas where spelling can vary and providing clear
guidelines to minimize ambiguity.

Preference for Simpler Forms

A significant principle in chicago style spelling is the preference for
simpler or more phonetic spellings where choices exist. This often aligns
with the broader trend in American English toward simplification. For
example, words that can be spelled with or without a "k" (e.g., "publicist"
vs. "publickist") will typically favor the simpler "k" version. This
principle helps to reduce cognitive load for readers and editors alike.

Consistency Above All

Perhaps the most critical principle of chicago style spelling is absolute
consistency. Once a spelling choice is made for a particular word or category
of words, it must be maintained throughout the entire document. If, for
instance, a writer chooses to spell "judgment" without the "e" (as is common
in American English), they must continue to do so, rather than occasionally
using "judgement." This unwavering commitment to uniformity prevents reader
distraction and conveys meticulous attention to detail.

Avoiding Archaic or Obscure Spellings

Chicago style generally discourages the use of archaic or obscure spellings
that might confuse a modern reader. While historical accuracy might sometimes
necessitate the use of older spellings, in general prose, clarity and
accessibility take precedence. The focus is on contemporary, widely accepted
American English spellings.



Common Spelling Variations and Chicago's
Approach

The English language, particularly American English, presents numerous
instances where words can be spelled in multiple acceptable ways. Chicago
style provides specific guidance on many of these common variations to ensure
uniformity. Understanding these preferences is vital for anyone working with
the CMOS.

"-ize" vs. "-ise" Endings

As previously mentioned, chicago style strongly prefers the "-ize" ending for
verbs derived from Greek roots. This includes words such as "organize,"
"realize," "apologize," and "memorize." While "-ise" spellings are also
accepted in English, the CMOS advocates for the "-ize" form for consistency
within its editorial framework. This aligns with a significant portion of
American lexicographical tradition.

"-or" vs. "-our" Endings

In words of Latin origin, chicago style follows the American convention of
using "-or" rather than the British "-our." Examples include "color,"
"flavor," "labor," and "neighbor." This is a clear demarcation of its
American English orientation and a frequent point of distinction from British
English conventions.

Double Consonants

The rules for doubling consonants, particularly before suffixes, can be
complex. Chicago style generally adheres to the principle of doubling the
final consonant of a base word when the suffix begins with a vowel and the
word's stress falls on the final syllable (e.g., "refer" + "-ed" =
"referred," "begin" + "-ing" = "beginning"). However, there are exceptions,
and consulting the manual for specific words is always recommended.

Other Common Variations

Beyond these broad categories, chicago style offers guidance on many other
common variations, such as:



"Defense" vs. "defence" (Chicago prefers "defense")

"Gray" vs. "grey" (Chicago prefers "gray")

"Judgment" vs. "judgement" (Chicago prefers "judgment")

"Learned" vs. "learnt" (Chicago prefers "learned")

The key takeaway for these variations is to identify the preferred form
according to the CMOS and apply it consistently. When in doubt, cross-
referencing with a dictionary recommended by the CMOS is the best practice.

Hyphenation Rules in Chicago Style

Hyphenation is an integral part of chicago style, impacting word formation
and clarity. The CMOS provides detailed guidelines on when to hyphenate
compound words, prefixes, and suffixes to avoid ambiguity. Proper hyphenation
can significantly affect the meaning of a phrase.

Compound Modifiers

One of the most frequent areas for hyphenation concerns compound modifiers
that precede a noun. For example, "a well-known author" requires a hyphen
between "well" and "known" because they function together to modify "author."
However, if the modifier follows the noun, the hyphen is usually omitted:
"The author is well known." Certain adverbs ending in "-ly" that modify
adjectives (e.g., "highly regarded") are typically not hyphenated.

Prefixes and Suffixes

Chicago style has specific rules regarding the use of hyphens with prefixes
and suffixes. Generally, prefixes are not hyphenated when they form a
recognized word (e.g., "unnecessary," "prepaid"). However, a hyphen may be
used to avoid awkward letter combinations, to distinguish between homophones,
or when the prefix is attached to a proper noun or numeral (e.g., "non-
American," "pre-1980s").

Open vs. Closed Compounds

Many compound words can exist in an open form (two words), a hyphenated form,



or a closed form (one word). Chicago style often provides guidance on the
preferred form for common compounds. For instance, "e-mail" was historically
hyphenated, but the CMOS has moved to the closed form "email" in later
editions. This highlights the evolving nature of language and the importance
of referencing the most current edition of the manual.

Numbers and Chicago Style Spelling

The treatment of numbers in text involves both spelling out numbers and using
numerals, and chicago style offers clear guidelines to manage this. The
choice often depends on the type of number, its context, and the desire for
consistency.

Spelling Out Numbers

Generally, chicago style dictates that numbers below 10 should be spelled out
(e.g., "five," "nine"). This principle aims for readability in prose. Larger
numbers are typically rendered as numerals (e.g., "1,000," "25,678"). There
are also exceptions for specific contexts, such as when numbers are used in
statistical data or technical writing, where numerals might be preferred for
all quantities.

Consistency in Number Usage

Similar to spelling, consistency is paramount when dealing with numbers. If a
document involves a series of related numbers, it is often best to use
numerals for all of them to maintain a uniform appearance, even if some fall
below the threshold for spelling out. For instance, if a document discusses
items numbered 1 through 12, it might be more consistent to use numerals for
all, rather than spelling out one through nine and using numerals for 10, 11,
and 12.

Proper Nouns and Chicago Style

Proper nouns, including names of people, places, organizations, and titles,
generally follow standard English conventions. However, chicago style offers
specific guidance on their capitalization and their treatment within compound
phrases or titles.



Capitalization

Proper nouns are capitalized. This includes specific geographical locations,
brand names, and the names of specific events or periods. The CMOS provides
extensive guidance on tricky capitalization issues, such as the
capitalization of common nouns used as part of a formal title (e.g., "The
White House") versus when they are used generically (e.g., "a white house").

Titles and Names

When referring to individuals, chicago style generally follows the common
convention of capitalizing first and last names. However, the manual offers
specific advice on the capitalization of titles when they are used with names
(e.g., "President Biden" vs. "the president") and for the capitalization of
book titles, article titles, and other creative works, which adhere to a
specific set of rules often referred to as "title case" or "sentence case"
depending on the context.

When to Consult The Chicago Manual of Style

While this guide covers many common aspects of chicago style spelling, it is
by no means exhaustive. The Chicago Manual of Style is a comprehensive
resource with over 1,100 pages, addressing a vast array of linguistic and
editorial issues. For any complex or unusual cases, or when absolute
certainty is required, direct consultation of the manual is indispensable.
Its detailed indexes and clear explanations are invaluable for resolving
specific queries.

Writers and editors should aim to familiarize themselves with the general
principles of chicago style spelling. However, for nuanced situations, such
as the correct spelling of foreign words adopted into English, specific
technical terms, or unique compound constructions, the manual serves as the
ultimate authority. Keeping a current edition of the CMOS readily accessible
is a wise investment for anyone serious about producing high-quality,
polished writing.

The Importance of Consistency in Chicago Style

The persistent emphasis on consistency within chicago style spelling cannot
be overstated. It is the bedrock upon which clear and professional
communication is built. Inconsistencies in spelling, hyphenation, or
capitalization can subtly undermine a reader's confidence in the author and



the credibility of the content. This is true whether the writing is a
scholarly article, a marketing brochure, or a fictional narrative.

A reader encountering a mixture of spellings for the same word or
inconsistent hyphenation patterns may be momentarily distracted. This
distraction, however minor, can disrupt the flow of information and detract
from the overall impact of the text. Editors and proofreaders play a crucial
role in ensuring this consistency, but authors who understand and apply
chicago style principles from the outset significantly streamline the
editorial process and produce a more polished final product. The goal is to
make the reading experience as seamless and effortless as possible.

FAQ: Chicago Style Spelling

Q: What is the primary dictionary used for chicago
style spelling?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) generally recommends using a current
American English dictionary, such as Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary
or Webster's Third New International Dictionary, as the primary reference for
spelling.

Q: Does Chicago style prefer "organize" or
"organise"?
A: Chicago style strongly prefers the "-ize" ending, so it would use
"organize," "realize," and "apologize" rather than the "-ise" spellings.

Q: Are there specific rules for hyphenating compound
adjectives in Chicago style?
A: Yes, Chicago style generally requires hyphenating two or more words that
function as a single adjective modifying a noun when they appear before the
noun (e.g., "a well-known author"). However, this rule often does not apply
when the modifier follows the noun (e.g., "The author is well known") or when
the first word is an adverb ending in "-ly" (e.g., "a highly regarded
scholar").

Q: How does Chicago style handle numbers?
A: Generally, Chicago style spells out numbers from one to nine and uses
numerals for 10 and above. However, there are exceptions, particularly for
consistency in lists, statistics, dates, and measurements.



Q: Is "judgment" or "judgement" preferred in Chicago
style?
A: Chicago style prefers the spelling "judgment" without the final "e." This
aligns with common American English usage.

Q: Does Chicago style allow for variations in
spelling if they are acceptable in American English?
A: While Chicago style acknowledges that variations exist in American
English, it mandates a consistent choice within a single document. The goal
is uniformity, so once a spelling is chosen, it should be used throughout.

Q: When should I hyphenate prefixes in Chicago
style?
A: Prefixes are generally not hyphenated (e.g., "unnecessary," "prepaid").
However, a hyphen may be used to avoid awkward letter combinations, to
distinguish between homophones, or when the prefix is attached to a proper
noun or numeral (e.g., "non-Christian," "pre-1980").

Q: Does Chicago style have specific rules for common
words with variable spellings like "gray" vs.
"grey"?
A: Yes, Chicago style has preferences for many such words to ensure
consistency. For "gray" and "grey," the preferred spelling is "gray."
Similarly, "color" is preferred over "colour," and "neighbor" over
"neighbour."
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