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Understanding Chicago Manual Capitalization Usage for Clear and Professional Writing

chicago manual capitalization usage is a cornerstone of clear, consistent, and professional
writing, particularly within academic, historical, and many publishing contexts. Navigating its
intricacies can be a challenge for even seasoned writers, but a thorough understanding ensures your
work adheres to established standards, enhancing its credibility and readability. This comprehensive
guide delves deep into the nuanced rules of Chicago style capitalization, covering everything from
general principles to specific applications in titles, proper nouns, and stylistic choices. We will
explore the rationale behind these conventions, providing practical examples to solidify your
comprehension. Mastering this aspect of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) will equip you with
the confidence to apply capitalization correctly across a wide range of writing projects, from
scholarly articles to meticulously crafted prose.

General Principles of Chicago Capitalization
Capitalizing Titles: Books, Articles, and Other Works
Capitalizing Proper Nouns: People, Places, and Things
Capitalizing Titles of Respect and Forms of Address
Capitalizing Religious and Historical Terms
Capitalizing Specific Industries and Concepts
The Role of Style Sheets in Chicago Capitalization

General Principles of Chicago Capitalization

The fundamental principle guiding Chicago manual capitalization usage is to capitalize what needs
to be capitalized for clarity and to avoid unnecessary capitalization that can obscure meaning or
create an informal tone. CMOS advocates for a conservative approach, favoring lowercase unless a
specific rule dictates otherwise. This often means treating common nouns as lowercase even when
they appear in titles or specific contexts, a departure from some other style guides. The emphasis is
on grammatical function and proper noun status rather than perceived importance. Understanding
this core philosophy—lowercase by default—is the first step to successfully applying Chicago’s
capitalization rules. This principle helps maintain a clean and professional appearance in your
written work.

The Principle of Modesty in Capitalization

CMOS strongly encourages what can be described as a "modest" approach to capitalization. This
means that unless a word is a proper noun, the first word of a sentence, or falls under a specific
enumerated rule, it should generally be rendered in lowercase. This principle is particularly evident
when comparing Chicago style to other guides like AP style, which may capitalize more broadly in
certain journalistic contexts. The goal is to avoid cluttering the text with what could be seen as
unnecessary capitalization, which can sometimes lend a sense of unwarranted emphasis or even a
slightly archaic or overly formal feel. The modesty principle ensures that capitalization is used
strategically and purposefully.

Distinguishing Between Common and Proper Nouns

A critical distinction in Chicago capitalization is between common nouns and proper nouns. Proper



nouns, which name specific, unique entities (e.g., John, Paris, Amazon River), are always capitalized.
Common nouns, which refer to general classes of entities (e.g., man, city, river), are typically
lowercase. This distinction forms the bedrock of many capitalization decisions. However, CMOS also
addresses many exceptions and gray areas where common nouns can be capitalized when used as
part of a specific name or title, or when referring to a distinct entity within a particular context.

Capitalizing Titles: Books, Articles, and Other Works

A significant area where Chicago manual capitalization usage is applied is in the titling of books,
articles, chapters, essays, poems, and other creative or scholarly works. CMOS employs what is
known as "title case" for these elements, with specific rules governing which words are capitalized.
Generally, all major words—nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, and some prepositions and
conjunctions—are capitalized. However, articles, conjunctions, and prepositions of three letters or
fewer are typically lowercase unless they are the first or last word of the title.

Title Case Rules for Major and Minor Words

In Chicago’s title case, the primary rule is to capitalize the first and last words of a title, as well as
all other significant words. Significant words include nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs,
and subordinate conjunctions. Minor words, which are typically articles (a, an, the), coordinating
conjunctions (and, but, for, nor, or, so, yet), and prepositions of three letters or fewer (e.g., at, by,
for, in, of, on, to, up), are generally lowercase.

There are important exceptions to this "minor word" rule:

If a preposition of three letters or fewer is the first or last word of the title, it is capitalized.

If an article, conjunction, or preposition functions as a noun, verb, or adjective within the title,
it is capitalized. For example, in a title like "The ___ Over Us," "Over" would be capitalized
because it acts adverbially.

If a hyphenated compound is involved, both parts are capitalized if they are significant words.

This nuanced approach to title case ensures a consistent and aesthetically pleasing presentation of
titles across various media.

Capitalizing Subtitles

When a title includes a subtitle, the same title case rules apply to both the main title and the
subtitle. The colon separating the main title and subtitle is also important. The first word of the
subtitle is always capitalized, regardless of its grammatical category, following the same principles
as the main title. This consistent application ensures that all parts of a title are treated with the
same level of stylistic consideration.

Capitalizing Proper Nouns: People, Places, and Things

Chicago manual capitalization usage for proper nouns is generally straightforward, adhering to the
principle that specific names are capitalized. This includes names of people, geographical locations,



organizations, specific historical events, and unique entities. However, there are several categories
and specific instances that require careful attention to ensure accurate application of these rules.

Capitalizing Names of People and Personal Titles

Names of individuals are always capitalized (e.g., Jane Austen, Martin Luther King Jr.). Titles used
with names, such as "President Biden" or "Dr. Smith," are capitalized when they precede the name.
However, when these titles appear after the name or are used generically, they are typically
lowercase (e.g., "the president gave a speech," "She visited her doctor"). This distinction is crucial
for maintaining accuracy and proper formality.

Capitalizing Geographical Names and Political Divisions

All specific geographical names are capitalized. This includes continents, oceans, mountains, rivers,
deserts, and bodies of water. Similarly, political divisions like countries, states, provinces, cities, and
neighborhoods are capitalized. This also extends to specific districts, wards, and administrative
regions. For example, one would capitalize "North America," "Pacific Ocean," "Rocky Mountains,"
"Mississippi River," "Sahara Desert," "United States," "California," "Los Angeles," and "the West
Village."

Capitalizing Names of Organizations, Institutions, and Companies

Names of companies, government agencies, educational institutions, and other organizations are
capitalized. This includes specific names like "Google," "United Nations," "Harvard University," and
"the Department of Justice." When referring to these entities by a common noun (e.g., "the
company," "the university," "the department"), they are typically lowercase unless the common noun
is part of a formal, established name.

Capitalizing Titles of Respect and Forms of Address

Chicago manual capitalization usage extends to titles of respect and various forms of address,
particularly when they refer to specific individuals holding particular offices or when used in a
formal context. The rules here often depend on whether the title is used directly before a name, as a
substitute for a name, or in a general sense.

Capitalizing Titles When Used with Names

When titles of respect, such as "President," "Senator," "Ambassador," "Professor," or "Reverend," are
used directly before a person's name, they are capitalized. For instance, "President Lincoln,"
"Senator Smith," "Ambassador Jones," "Professor Lee," and "Reverend Black" are all correctly
capitalized. This indicates that the title is being used as part of a specific identifier.

Capitalizing Titles as Substitutes for Names

Titles are also capitalized when they are used in place of a person's name, especially when referring
to a specific, identifiable person in a formal context. For example, in a letter, one might write "Dear
Mr. President" or "Your Honor." In a text, if referring to a specific individual who holds the office,
such as "The Director announced the new policy," the title "Director" would be capitalized.

Lowercasing Titles Used Generically



Conversely, titles are generally lowercase when they are used generically or after the name, or when
the reference is not to a specific, identifiable person. For example, "The senator voted against the
bill," "She consulted a professor," or "He is a respected doctor." In these instances, the title refers to
the role or profession in general terms rather than as a specific identifier for a particular individual.

Capitalizing Religious and Historical Terms

The Chicago Manual of Style addresses capitalization for terms related to religion, mythology, and
historical periods with specific guidelines that aim for clarity and respect. Understanding these
nuances is crucial for academic and historical writing.

Capitalizing Religious and Sacred Terms

Terms referring to God, deities, holy books, and specific religious figures or events are capitalized.
This includes "God," "Lord," "Allah," "Yahweh," "Christ," "Jesus," "Buddha," "the Bible," "the Quran,"
"the Torah," "the Holy Spirit," and names of saints. Specific religious denominations and movements
are also capitalized, such as "Christianity," "Islam," "Judaism," "Buddhism," "Catholicism," and
"Protestantism." However, common nouns used in a religious context that do not name a specific
deity or sacred text are usually lowercase (e.g., "the gods of Olympus" when referring generally, but
"Zeus").

Capitalizing Historical Periods and Events

Specific named historical periods and eras are capitalized, such as "the Renaissance," "the Middle
Ages," "the Enlightenment," "the Stone Age," and "the Civil War." Likewise, specific, named
historical events are capitalized, like "the French Revolution," "World War II," "the Industrial
Revolution," and "the Magna Carta." Common terms referring to historical periods that are not
specifically named are generally lowercase (e.g., "ancient times," "the postwar era").

Capitalizing Specific Industries and Concepts

Certain industries, fields of study, and abstract concepts also have specific capitalization rules
within Chicago manual capitalization usage. These often depend on whether the term refers to a
proper noun or a generic concept.

Capitalizing Brand Names and Trademarks

Brand names and trademarks are proper nouns and are always capitalized as they are officially
registered. For example, "Kleenex," "Xerox," "Coca-Cola," and "Windows" are capitalized. When a
brand name becomes so common that it is used as a generic term (e.g., "kleenex" for tissue, "xerox"
for photocopy), CMOS generally still recommends capitalizing the brand name when referring to the
specific product, though usage can vary.

Capitalizing Names of Languages and Nationalities

Names of languages and nationalities are always capitalized. This includes "English," "Spanish,"
"French," "American," "Japanese," and "Italian." This applies whether they are used as adjectives or
nouns.

Capitalizing Scientific and Technical Terms



In scientific and technical writing, capitalization often follows specific conventions of the discipline,
but in general CMOS usage, common scientific terms are lowercase unless they are part of a proper
name or specific classification. For example, "gravity," "oxygen," and "evolution" are lowercase.
However, specific taxonomic names (genus and species) are capitalized for the genus and italicized
for the species (e.g., Homo sapiens). Named scientific laws or theories that are named after
individuals are capitalized (e.g., "Newton's Laws," "Einstein's Theory of Relativity").

The Role of Style Sheets in Chicago Capitalization

For ongoing projects, especially those involving multiple contributors or a significant body of work,
the creation and adherence to a style sheet are invaluable for maintaining consistent chicago manual
capitalization usage. A style sheet acts as a reference guide, codifying specific decisions and
exceptions to the general rules that are pertinent to a particular project.

Developing a Project-Specific Style Sheet

A style sheet should detail how specific terms, industry jargon, or recurring elements will be
capitalized within the project. This can include decisions on whether to capitalize terms that are
borderline common or proper nouns, how to handle the capitalization of specific company
departments, or any unique capitalization needs dictated by the subject matter. It serves as a central
point of reference to ensure that every writer on the team applies capitalization uniformly,
preventing inconsistencies that can detract from the professionalism of the final product.

Ensuring Consistency Across a Team

When a team of writers is involved, a style sheet is an essential tool for collaborative consistency. By
providing clear, written guidelines on capitalization, it reduces ambiguity and the need for constant
clarification. Regular review and updates to the style sheet, based on evolving project needs or
newly encountered situations, further solidify its role as a dynamic document that supports the high
standards of Chicago manual capitalization usage.

Frequently Asked Questions about Chicago Manual Capitalization Usage

Q: When should I capitalize the word "Internet" according to
the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: Historically, "Internet" was capitalized as a proper noun, referring to the global system. However,
recent editions of the Chicago Manual of Style now recommend treating "internet" as a common
noun and capitalizing it only when it begins a sentence or is part of a proper name. This reflects the
word's widespread and common usage.

Q: How does Chicago Manual capitalization usage differ for
the titles of published works versus general text?
A: For titles of books, articles, chapters, and other creative works, Chicago Manual of Style uses a
specific form of "title case," capitalizing most major words. In contrast, for general text, Chicago



style generally follows a more conservative approach, advocating for lowercase unless a word is a
proper noun, the first word of a sentence, or falls under a specific rule for capitalization.

Q: Should I capitalize job titles in Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style, job titles are generally capitalized only when they precede a person's name (e.g.,
President Lincoln, Director Smith) or when they are used as a formal substitute for a name in direct
address or when referring to a specific, identifiable individual in a very formal context (e.g., "The
Secretary announced the findings"). When used generically or after a name, they are typically
lowercase (e.g., "The president gave a speech," "She is a professor").

Q: What is the Chicago Manual of Style's stance on
capitalizing common nouns when they refer to specific
entities, like government bodies?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style typically advises capitalizing common nouns when they are part of a
specific, formal name of an entity, such as "Department of Justice" or "Congress." However, when
referring to these bodies generically, like "the department" or "the legislative body," they are usually
lowercase. The key is whether the common noun is functioning as a specific identifier or as a general
descriptor.

Q: How do I capitalize terms related to seasons (spring,
summer, autumn, winter) in Chicago style?
A: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, terms for seasons such as "spring," "summer,"
"autumn," and "winter" are generally treated as common nouns and should be kept in lowercase
unless they begin a sentence or are part of a proper name (e.g., "the Summer Olympics," "a spring
wedding").

Q: Are there specific rules for capitalizing terms related to
specific historical events or eras in Chicago style?
A: Yes, Chicago Manual of Style generally capitalizes specific named historical periods and events
(e.g., "the Renaissance," "the Middle Ages," "World War II," "the French Revolution"). However,
general terms referring to historical periods that are not specifically named are typically lowercase
(e.g., "ancient times," "the postwar period").

Q: How does Chicago Manual capitalization usage apply to
hyphenated words in titles?
A: In titles, Chicago Manual of Style generally capitalizes both parts of a hyphenated compound
word if both parts are considered "major" words. For example, "The Art of Well-Being." However, if
the second part is a minor word (like a preposition or article), only the first part is capitalized unless
it's the last word of the title. Prepositions of three letters or fewer are typically lowercase unless



they are the first or last word.
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