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Navigating the Chicago Manual of Style: A Comprehensive Capitalization Guide

chicago capitalization guide Your journey through the intricacies of proper English
grammar is incomplete without a thorough understanding of capitalization rules, and
when it comes to formal writing, style guides are paramount. The Chicago Manual of Style
(CMOS) is a cornerstone for many writers, editors, and publishers, offering comprehensive
guidance on a myriad of stylistic elements, with capitalization being a significant
component. This guide will demystify the often-complex rules of capitalization as
prescribed by CMOS, ensuring your text is both polished and professional. We will delve
into the general principles, explore specific categories like proper nouns, titles of works,
and academic terms, and provide practical examples to solidify your comprehension.
Mastering these rules is crucial for creating clear, consistent, and authoritative content,
whether you are composing an academic paper, a business document, or a creative
manuscript.
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Understanding the Core Principles of Chicago
Style Capitalization

The fundamental principle behind Chicago style capitalization is to capitalize words that
are proper nouns or are used as proper nouns, while leaving common nouns in lowercase.
This distinction is the bedrock upon which most capitalization rules are built. The aim is to
create clarity and avoid ambiguity, distinguishing unique entities from general categories.
Unlike some other style guides that lean towards extensive capitalization, Chicago
generally favors a more conservative approach, capitalizing only when necessary for
specificity and proper identification.

This principle extends to distinguishing between generic terms and specific instances. For
example, while "river" is a common noun, "Mississippi River" uses capitalization because
"Mississippi"” is a specific name. Similarly, "president" is lowercase when referring to the
office, but "President Abraham Lincoln" capitalizes the title when used directly before a
name. Understanding this core principle will significantly simplify the application of more
detailed rules within the Chicago Manual of Style.



Capitalizing Proper Nouns

Proper nouns are the most straightforward category for capitalization in Chicago style.
These are specific names of people, places, organizations, and sometimes things. The key
is to identify when a word or phrase refers to a unique, identifiable entity rather than a
general class of things. This includes the names of individuals, geographical locations,
specific institutions, and brand names.

Personal Names and Titles

Personal names are always capitalized. This includes first names, last names, middle
names, and nicknames. Titles used before a name are also capitalized. For instance, "Dr.
Eleanor Vance," "Senator John Smith," and "King Charles III" all demonstrate proper
capitalization of names and associated titles.

Titles used after a name or in place of a name, when they are not part of a direct address
or in a specific formal context, are typically lowercase. For example, "The report was
written by Sarah Jones, the lead researcher." Here, "lead researcher" is a descriptive title
and is not capitalized. However, in direct address, it would be capitalized: "Thank you,
Lead Researcher Jones."

Geographical Names

All proper geographical names are capitalized. This encompasses continents, countries,
states, provinces, cities, towns, bodies of water, mountain ranges, deserts, and specific
regions. Examples include "North America," "Japan," "California," "the Rocky Mountains,"
"Lake Superior," and "the Sahara Desert."

Compass directions are generally lowercase unless they are part of a proper noun
designating a specific region. For instance, "He traveled west" is lowercase, but "He lived
in the Midwest" capitalizes the region. Similarly, "the south of France" is lowercase, but
"Southern hospitality" can be capitalized if it refers to a distinct cultural region.

Institutions and Organizations

The official names of organizations, companies, government bodies, educational
institutions, and specific departments within them are capitalized. This includes "Harvard
University," "the United Nations," "General Motors," "the Department of Justice," and "the
Chicago Public Library."

When referring to these entities generically, the terms are typically lowercase. For
example, "She attended a university" or "He works for a large corporation." However, if
the generic term is part of a proper name or is functioning as such, capitalization may

apply.



Brand Names and Product Names

Specific brand names and trademarked product names are capitalized. Examples include
"Coca-Cola," "iPhone," and "Microsoft Word." It is important to adhere to the
manufacturer's preferred capitalization if known, although Chicago style generally follows
established conventions for widely recognized brands.

Capitalizing Titles of Works

Chicago style employs specific rules for capitalizing titles of books, articles, essays,
poems, plays, films, musical compositions, and other creative works. The primary method
used is title case, where major words are capitalized, and minor words are generally
lowercase, with some exceptions.

Title Case Rules

According to CMOS, in title case, you capitalize the first and last words of a title and all
other major words. Major words include nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, and
some prepositions (if they are the first or last word). Minor words include articles (a, an,
the), short prepositions (at, by, for, of, on, to, up), and short conjunctions (and, as, but, or,
nor).

Here are some examples:

e Book title: The Lord of the Rings
e Article title: "The Impact of Climate Change on Agriculture"
e Poem title: "The Raven"

e Musical composition: Symphony No. 5

There are nuances, such as capitalizing prepositions longer than three letters (e.g.,
"through," "without") even if they are not at the beginning or end of the title. The key is
consistency within the work you are producing.

Specific Genres and Formats

Different genres may have slight variations or considerations. For instance, the
capitalization of religious texts and their divisions follows specific conventions, often
capitalizing terms like "Bible," "Gospels," "Old Testament," and specific books like
"Genesis." Similarly, the capitalization of chapter titles or section headings within a larger
work should be consistent with the overall title capitalization rules applied.



Capitalizing Academic and Scholarly Terms

The capitalization of academic terms and scholarly disciplines can be a point of confusion.
Chicago style generally advises against capitalizing the names of academic subjects unless
they are part of a formal course title or a proper noun.

Academic Disciplines

Subjects like "history," "mathematics," "biology," "philosophy," and "psychology" are
typically lowercase when referred to generally. For instance, "She is studying history at
the university."

However, if the name of a subject is part of a formal course title, it is capitalized. For
example, "Her favorite course was History 101." Similarly, languages are usually
capitalized: "She is fluent in French and German."

Specific Courses and Departments

Formal names of departments and specific courses are capitalized. This includes names
like "Department of English," "the Masters Program in Computer Science," or
"Introduction to Shakespearean Literature."

When referring to academic degrees, they are usually lowercase unless they are part of a
formal name or title: "She earned a bachelor of arts degree," but "He holds a Doctor of
Philosophy degree from Yale."

Capitalizing in Business and Professional
Contexts

In business and professional writing, clarity and adherence to established norms are
paramount. Chicago style offers guidance on capitalizing business names, job titles, and
specific documents.

Company Names and Products

As mentioned earlier, official company names and their products are capitalized. This
includes names like "IBM," "Ford Motor Company," and "Microsoft Office Suite." It is
essential to use the officially registered name of a company.



Job Titles

Job titles are generally lowercase unless they are used directly before a person's name or
are part of an official organizational chart or directory. For example, "The CEO will
present the findings," but "CEO Jane Doe will present the findings." Similarly, "She was
promoted to marketing manager," but "She accepted the position of Marketing Manager."

Internal Documents and Forms

Formal names of internal documents, policies, and procedures are capitalized. For
instance, "Refer to the Employee Handbook," or "Please complete Form I-9." If the
document is referred to more generically, it is lowercase: "The company handbook was
updated."

Capitalizing Dates, Holidays, and Seasons

Chicago style has clear rules for the capitalization of temporal references, including days,
months, holidays, and seasons.

Days of the Week and Months

All days of the week and months of the year are capitalized: "Monday," "January,"
"Tuesday," "February." This is a consistent rule across most style guides.

Holidays and Observances

Major holidays and religious observances are always capitalized. Examples include
"Christmas," "Easter," "Thanksgiving," "Ramadan," "Hanukkah," and "New Year's Day."
Specific historical events are also capitalized, such as "World War II" or "the
Renaissance."

Seasons

Seasons of the year—spring, summer, autumn (or fall), and winter—are generally
lowercase. However, they can be capitalized when used metaphorically or when referring
to specific named seasons, such as "the Winter Olympics" or "a glorious Summer."

Exceptions and Nuances in Chicago Capitalization

While the rules for capitalization in Chicago style are extensive, there are always
exceptions and nuances that require careful consideration. Understanding these



exceptions can prevent common errors and ensure a higher level of polish in your writing.

Proper Adjectives Derived from Proper Nouns

Adjectives derived from proper nouns are generally capitalized. This includes nationalities,
ethnicities, religions, and languages. For example, "French wine," "an American citizen,"
"Buddhist philosophy," and "the Spanish language."

However, there are instances where the connection to the proper noun has become so
diluted that the adjective is no longer capitalized. For example, "china," referring to the
tableware, is lowercase, derived from the origin of the porcelain. Similarly, "denim" and
“curry" are now common nouns.

Trade Names and Generic Terms

When a brand name becomes so ubiquitous that it is used to refer to the generic product,
it is typically lowercase. For example, "Kleenex" is a brand name, but "tissue" is the
generic term. While it's advisable to use the brand name when referring to the specific
product, overuse can lead to the term becoming generic. Chicago style often advises
caution here.

Conversely, generic terms used as part of a specific name are capitalized. For instance,
"the White House" is capitalized as it refers to a specific, named building, not just any
white house.

Government and Legal Terms

The capitalization of government bodies and legal terms can be intricate. Official names of
government agencies are capitalized ("the Federal Bureau of Investigation"). However,
generic terms for government functions are lowercase ("the judiciary," "the executive
branch"). Laws are capitalized ("the Civil Rights Act"), but types of laws are not ("a civil
rights law").

Mastering the Chicago Manual of Style's capitalization rules requires attention to detail
and consistent practice. By understanding the underlying principles and diligently
applying the specific guidelines for various categories, writers can ensure their work
adheres to the highest standards of grammatical correctness and professional
presentation.

FAQ

Q: When should I capitalize the word "internet"



according to the Chicago Manual of Style?

A: Historically, "Internet" was capitalized. However, in recent editions, the Chicago
Manual of Style now recommends capitalizing it only when it is part of a proper noun,
such as "Internet Explorer." Otherwise, it should be lowercase.

Q: How do I capitalize titles of books and articles in
Chicago style?

A: Chicago style uses title case for titles of books and articles. This means capitalizing the
first and last words of the title and all other major words, while leaving minor words
(articles, short prepositions, short conjunctions) lowercase.

Q: Are academic subjects like "history" and "science"
always capitalized in Chicago style?

A: No, academic subjects like "history," "science," "mathematics," and "biology" are
typically written in lowercase when referred to generally. They are only capitalized when
they are part of a formal course title, such as "History 101" or "Introduction to Biological
Sciences."

Q: What is the rule for capitalizing job titles in Chicago
style?

A: Job titles are generally lowercase in Chicago style unless they appear directly before a
person's name or are used in a formal context like an organizational chart. For example,
"The president will speak" but "President Lincoln will speak."

Q: Should I capitalize "seasons" like spring, summer,
fall, and winter in Chicago style?

A: No, seasons of the year are generally lowercase in Chicago style, such as "spring,"
"summer," "fall," and "winter." They are only capitalized if they are part of a specific
named event, like the "Winter Olympics."

Q: How does Chicago style handle proper adjectives
derived from proper nouns?

A: Proper adjectives derived from proper nouns are generally capitalized in Chicago style.
This includes nationalities, ethnicities, and religions, such as "French cuisine," "an Asian
country," or "Protestant churches."



Q: What is the Chicago Manual of Style's stance on
capitalizing brand names that have become generic?

A: While specific brand names are capitalized, Chicago style acknowledges that some
brand names can become generic over time. In such cases, the term may be treated as a
common noun and written in lowercase, although it is always best to refer to the specific
product by its official brand name if possible.

Q: When referring to government agencies, should I
capitalize their names?

A: Yes, the official names of government agencies are capitalized in Chicago style, such as
"the Department of Homeland Security" or "the Environmental Protection Agency."
However, generic references to branches of government, like "the executive branch" or
"the judiciary," are typically lowercase.
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