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Understanding Chicago Manual of Style Capitalization Examples

chicago manual of style capitalization examples are crucial for writers and editors seeking to ensure clarity,
consistency, and professionalism in their work. The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), a widely respected
guide, provides comprehensive rules for capitalization, which can sometimes be nuanced. Mastering these
guidelines prevents ambiguity and enhances the readability of text, whether it's for academic papers, books,
or professional documents. This article will delve into the core principles of CMOS capitalization, exploring
common scenarios and providing specific examples to illustrate the rules. We will cover everything from
proper nouns and titles to specific cases like brand names, government bodies, and even scientific terms.
Understanding these examples will equip you with the confidence to apply Chicago style capitalization

accurately across various contexts.
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Capitalizing Proper Nouns: The Foundation of Chicago Style

Proper nouns form the bedrock of capitalization in the Chicago Manual of Style. These are specific names of
people, places, organizations, and sometimes things, distinguishing them from common nouns. The general

rule is to capitalize proper nouns, but the complexity arises with derived adjectives and specific naming



conventions. For instance, nationalities, languages, and ethnic groups are always capitalized: French,
Spanish, African American. Similarly, days of the week, months, and holidays are capitalized: Monday,

January, Thanksgiving Day.

When dealing with specific entities, consistency is key. The names of religions, deities, and their adherents
are capitalized: Christianity, God, Buddhist. Organizations, businesses, institutions, and government agencies
are also capitalized as part of their official names: the National Aeronautics and Space Administration
(NASA), Google, the University of Chicago. However, generic terms preceding or following a proper noun
are typically lowercase unless they are part of a formal title: the department of English at the university,

but the English Department. This distinction is vital for accurate application.

Capitalizing Personal Names and Titles

Personal names are straightforwardly capitalized: John Smith, Jane Doe. Titles preceding a name are also
capitalized: President Lincoln, Doctor Jones. However, when a title follows a name or stands alone as a
description, it is usually lowercase: Abraham Lincoln, the former president. This rule applies to professional,
academic, and honorific titles when they are used descriptively rather than as part of a formal address or
identification. For example, "The meeting was attended by Professor Davies" is correct, but "Davies, a

professor of history, presented her findings" would lowercase 'professor’.

Capitalizing Place Names and Geographical Features

Geographical names, including continents, oceans, countries, states, cities, and specific landmarks, are
capitalized: Asia, the Pacific Ocean, France, California, New York City, the Grand Canyon. This extends to
regions and specific districts within cities: the Midwest, Greenwich Village. Compound geographical names
are capitalized in full: the Rocky Mountains, the United States of America. Derived adjectives from place
names are also capitalized: American history, Italian cuisine. However, common nouns used in conjunction
with proper place names are often lowercase unless they are part of the official name: the city of Chicago,

but Chicago City Hall.

Capitalizing Organizations and Institutions

The official names of organizations, companies, associations, and institutions are capitalized: the American
Medical Association, the Ford Motor Company, the Smithsonian Institution. When referring to a general
type of organization or a department within an organization, lowercase is typically used: a university's
admissions office, a national bank. However, if a department or division is part of the formal name, it is

capitalized: the Department of Justice, the Human Resources Department. The key is to ascertain whether



the term is part of the established, official title.

Capitalizing Titles in Chicago Style

Capitalizing titles of creative works, such as books, articles, films, and musical compositions, follows specific
guidelines in the Chicago Manual of Style. Generally, all major words in a title are capitalized, including
nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, and some prepositions and conjunctions. Minor words, such as
articles (a, an, the) and prepositions and conjunctions of three letters or fewer (of, in, on, and, but, or), are

typically lowercase, unless they begin or end the title.

This is often referred to as "title case." For example, a book title like "The Lord of the Rings" is capitalized
correctly, with "The," "Lord," "Rings" capitalized, and "of," "the" lowercase as they are minor words within
the title. Similarly, an article title might be "A Study on the Impact of Social Media." Here, "A" is capitalized
because it starts the title, "Study,"” "Impact,” "Social," and "Media" are capitalized as major words, while "on"

and "the" are lowercase.

Capitalizing Titles of Books, Articles, and Other Works

The rule for capitalizing titles of books, articles, essays, poems, plays, movies, television episodes, and
musical compositions is consistent. All principal words are capitalized. Principal words include nouns,
pronouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, and the first and last words of the title or subtitle. Minor words,
including articles (a, an, the), conjunctions (and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet), and prepositions (in, on, at, to, for,

with, from, by, about, over, etc.), are lowercase unless they are the first or last word of the title or subtitle.

Consider the title "When the Saints Go Marching In." Here, "When," "Saints," "Go," "Marching," and "In" are
capitalized. The minor words "the" and "in" are lowercase because they are not the first or last word.
Subtitles are treated the same way, with the first word of the subtitle also being capitalized: "The Raven: A
Poem of Darkness and Hope." In this example, "The," "Raven," and "A" are capitalized because they are

either the first word or part of the main title/subtitle structure.

Capitalizing Headings and Subheadings

Headings and subheadings within a document or publication also follow specific capitalization rules, often
aligning with title case principles but with slight variations depending on the context. In many cases, major
words in headings and subheadings are capitalized, similar to titles of works. For example, a main heading

might be "The Importance of Research Methods," and a subheading could be "Data Collection Techniques."



However, CMOS also allows for "sentence case" for headings, where only the first word of the heading and
any proper nouns within it are capitalized. The choice between title case and sentence case for headings
often depends on the overall style guide of the publication or the author's preference, provided it is applied
consistently. For instance, a document might use title case for major section headings and sentence case for
sub-subheadings. Clarity and consistency are paramount in ensuring that headings effectively guide the

reader through the text.

Examples of Brand Names and Trademarks

Brand names and trademarks present unique challenges in capitalization. Generally, you should capitalize
them as they are officially registered and used by the companies. For instance, "Apple" (the company and
its products), "Microsoft," and "Coca-Cola" are always capitalized. This reflects their status as proper nouns

and unique identifiers in the marketplace.

However, a common point of confusion arises when generic terms are used alongside brand names. For
example, "an iPhone" is correct, but "[Phone" would be incorrect if the context is simply referring to the
device as a type of phone. Similarly, "Kleenex tissues” is the proper way to refer to the product, rather than
"kleenex" unless the word has become so commonplace that it's used generically, which is less common for

established trademarks.

Handling Genericized Trademarks

Some brand names become so widely recognized that they are used generically to refer to any product of
that type, regardless of the manufacturer. Examples include "aspirin," "escalator,” and "thermos." While
these were originally trademarks, they have entered the general lexicon and are often capitalized only
when referring to the specific brand. For instance, one might say "I need a pain reliever," but if they

specifically want Bayer, they would ask for "Bayer aspirin."

The Chicago Manual of Style recommends capitalizing these terms when referring to the specific brand but
using lowercase when the term has become a generic noun. It is always best practice to consult the
trademark owner’s usage guidelines if available. For example, "Xerox" for the company and its copiers, but
"to xerox a document" (lowercase) is sometimes seen, though the company prefers "to photocopy.” When in
doubt, err on the side of capitalizing the trademarked term to avoid potential infringement issues and

maintain brand integrity.



Capitalizing Product and Service Names

Product and service names are capitalized as they are officially designated. This includes software,
hardware, and subscription services. For example, "Microsoft Word," "Adobe Photoshop,” "Netflix," and
"Amazon Prime." When referring to the service or product generically, lowercase is used. For instance, "l
use word processing software" is correct, but if you are specifically referring to the product, it's "Microsoft
Word."

This principle extends to the names of specific models or lines within a product family. For example, "Ford
F-150" is a specific truck model, and its capitalization reflects its distinct identity. Similarly, "iPad Air" is a
specific version of the iPad. Consistency with the manufacturer’s stated usage is the guiding principle here.
If the company spells it one way in its official communications, that is generally the correct way to

capitalize it.

Capitalizing Government and Political Entities

The capitalization of government and political entities requires careful attention to distinguish official
names from generic descriptions. Official names of government bodies, departments, agencies, and political
parties are capitalized. For example, "the United States Senate," "the Department of State," "the Federal

Bureau of Investigation (FBI)," and "the Democratic Party" are all correctly capitalized.

When referring to these entities in a general or descriptive sense, lowercase is typically used. For instance,
"a senator” is lowercase, while "Senator Smith" is capitalized. "The state legislature" is lowercase, but "the
California State Legislature” is capitalized. The distinction lies in whether the term is part of the official
name or a descriptive term. This rule ensures precision when discussing governmental structures and

processes.

Capitalizing Laws and Treaties

The Chicago Manual of Style specifies that the official titles of enacted laws, acts, and treaties are capitalized.
For example, "the Civil Rights Act of 1964" and "the Treaty of Versailles." When referring to these
legislative items in a shortened or descriptive way, lowercase is often used. For instance, "the act” or "the
treaty" would be lowercase. However, if a common name has become widely associated with a specific law,

that common name might also be capitalized, such as "the Magna Carta."

Similarly, legislative sessions are capitalized when referred to by their official designation, such as "the

117th Congress." Generic references like "the current session” would be lowercase. It’s important to check



the established convention for specific laws or treaties, as some may have common names that are routinely

capitalized in legal and historical contexts.

Capitalizing Political Divisions and Territories

Names of political divisions, such as countries, states, provinces, counties, and cities, are always capitalized:
Canada, Ontario, Los Angeles County, Paris. Territories and regions with distinct political identities are also
capitalized: the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico. Boundaries and geographical areas that serve as political

entities are capitalized: the Mason-Dixon Line, the Iron Curtain.

However, when these terms are used in a general sense to describe a type of division or territory, they are
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lowercase. For example, "a county government,” "the state border," or "the city council” are all lowercase.
The key is to differentiate between the specific, proper noun name of the entity and its generic descriptive
usage. For instance, "the governor of Texas" (lowercase 'governor') versus "Governor Abbott" (capitalized

title preceding the name).

Capitalization of Scientific and Technical Terms

The capitalization of scientific and technical terms can be complex, with rules often depending on the
specific field and whether the term is a proper noun or a derived adjective. Generally, scientific names of
species are capitalized for the genus and italicized, and the species epithet is lowercase. For example, Homo
sapiens. Derived adjectives from scientific names are typically lowercase, such as "darwinian evolution" or

"braille."

However, there are exceptions, especially for terms that have become proper nouns or are part of official
nomenclature. For example, elements and their symbols are capitalized (e.g., Oxygen, O), but their
compounds are usually lowercase (e.g., carbon dioxide). This area demands careful attention to established

scientific conventions and the specific style guide being followed.

Capitalizing Chemical Elements and Compounds

Chemical elements are capitalized, and their symbols are capitalized as well: Hydrogen (H), Sodium (Na),
Iron (Fe). When elements form compounds, the names of the compounds are generally lowercase, unless
they contain a proper noun or are part of a specific naming convention that dictates capitalization. For

example, "sodium chloride” (table salt), "sulfuric acid,” and "carbon dioxide."



Exceptions include when the chemical name is part of a larger proper noun or title. For instance, "the
discovery of the element Einsteinium" is correct. The nomenclature for complex organic compounds can be
particularly intricate, and adherence to IUPAC (International Union of Pure and Applied Chemistry)
guidelines is often crucial. In general writing, focusing on the common names of compounds and their

lowercase forms is standard.

Capitalizing Medical and Biological Terms

In medicine and biology, proper nouns such as diseases named after people or places are capitalized:
Alzheimer’s disease, Parkinson’s disease, Rocky Mountain spotted fever. However, generic diseases are
lowercase: influenza, cancer, diabetes. Organisms are named using binomial nomenclature, with the genus
capitalized and the species epithet lowercase, and the entire name italicized: Escherichia coli. Common

names of organisms are usually lowercase unless they are derived from a proper noun: daphnia (a water
flea).

Anatomical terms are generally lowercase unless they are part of a proper noun or a specific named
structure that is treated as a proper noun. For example, "the femur" (thigh bone) is lowercase, but "Circle of
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Willis" is capitalized. Derived terms are usually lowercase: "a cardiac arrest," "neurological symptoms."

Following established conventions within biological and medical literature is essential for accuracy.

Common Pitfalls and Clarifications in CMOS Capitalization

Navigating the nuances of Chicago Manual of Style capitalization can lead to common pitfalls for writers.
One frequent area of confusion is the distinction between proper nouns and common nouns used in
descriptive contexts. For example, while "the university" is lowercase, "the University of Chicago” is
capitalized because it is the specific name of an institution. Similarly, "a president" is lowercase, but

"President Biden" is capitalized.

Another common mistake involves the capitalization of derived adjectives. Adjectives formed from proper
nouns are typically capitalized (e.g., "Shakespearean sonnets," "Victorian era"), but there are instances where
these derivatives become so commonplace that they are treated as common adjectives and thus lowercase

non

(e.g., "herculean effort," "quixotic quest"). When in doubt, consulting a reliable dictionary or the CMOS itself

is the best course of action.

Ambiguous Cases and Contextual Capitalization



Some terms can be ambiguous, and their capitalization depends heavily on the context. For instance, words
like "internet" were historically capitalized but are now commonly lowercase in general usage, though
some style guides may still prefer capitalization. Similarly, the capitalization of job titles can be tricky. If a
job title is used in direct address ("Thank you, Professor Lee") or immediately precedes a name ("CEO John
Smith"), it is capitalized. However, when used descriptively ("She is a professor of history" or "He is the

chief executive officer"), it is lowercase.

The capitalization of historical periods and events also requires careful consideration. Specific named periods
like "the Renaissance” or "the Enlightenment" are capitalized. However, general historical eras like "the
ancient world" or "the Middle Ages" are often lowercase unless they are part of a specific, named event or

period title. Always refer to CMOS for definitive guidance on such cases.

When in Doubt: Consult the Manual

The most effective strategy for ensuring correct Chicago Manual of Style capitalization is to consult the
latest edition of the Manual itself. CMOS provides detailed explanations and numerous examples for
virtually every conceivable scenario. It acts as the ultimate authority, offering clarity on even the most
obscure cases. When faced with uncertainty regarding a specific word or phrase, referencing CMOS will

provide the most accurate and authoritative guidance.

Familiarity with the core principles of capitalizing proper nouns, titles, and derived terms will build a
strong foundation. However, the manual's comprehensive nature means that continuous reference is often
necessary, especially for specialized fields or less common terms. A good practice is to maintain a personal

style sheet for frequently encountered terms to ensure consistency throughout a long-term project.

Putting Chicago Manual of Style Capitalization into Practice

Effectively implementing Chicago Manual of Style capitalization requires consistent application and a
thorough understanding of the underlying principles. Begin by internalizing the fundamental rules
regarding proper nouns, titles, and derived words. Then, systematically apply these rules to all elements of

your writing, from individual words to headings and titles.

The key to mastering CMOS capitalization lies in diligent practice and continuous reference. As you
encounter new situations or ambiguous terms, make it a habit to look them up in the Manual. Over time,
this practice will build your confidence and accuracy. Consider creating a personal glossary of commonly

capitalized terms within your specific writing domain to streamline the process and maintain uniformity.



The Importance of Consistency

Consistency is paramount in any style guide, and Chicago Manual of Style capitalization is no exception.
Once a decision is made about how to capitalize a particular term or type of term, it should be applied
uniformly throughout the document. Inconsistency can be distracting to readers and can undermine the
credibility of the text. For example, if you capitalize "Department of English" in one instance and

"department of English" in another, it creates an unprofessional appearance.

When working in a team environment, establishing clear capitalization rules upfront and ensuring all
contributors adhere to them is essential. This often involves developing a project-specific style sheet that
addresses any unique capitalization considerations that may arise. The goal is to create a polished and

cohesive piece of writing where the mechanics of capitalization do not detract from the content.

Utilizing Resources for Accurate Capitalization

Beyond the primary source of the Chicago Manual of Style, numerous other resources can assist with
accurate capitalization. Dictionaries, especially those that follow CMOS guidelines, can provide definitive
answers on whether a word should be capitalized. Online style guides and grammar resources can offer
supplementary explanations and examples, though they should always be cross-referenced with CMOS for

the most authoritative advice.

For writers and editors working with specific subject matter, consulting industry-specific style guides can
be beneficial. Many academic disciplines and professional fields have their own established conventions that
may augment or clarify general CMOS rules. Ultimately, a combination of understanding the principles,
diligent practice, and readily available authoritative resources will lead to mastery of Chicago Manual of

Style capitalization examples.

Q When should I capitalize the word "internet" according to the Chicago
Manual of Style?

A: Historically, "internet" was capitalized. However, in current usage, the Chicago Manual of Style
generally prefers lowercase "internet” when referring to the global network of computers. Capitalization

may still be seen in older texts or specific contexts, but lowercase is the prevailing standard.

Q How do I capitalize titles of books when some words are very short?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style's title case rules dictate that articles (a, an, the), conjunctions (and, but, or),

and prepositions of three letters or fewer (in, on, at, to, for, with) are generally lowercase in titles, unless



they are the first or last word of the title or subtitle. For example, "The Lord of the Rings" correctly

lowercases "of" and "the."

Q: Are there specific rules for capitalizing brand names that have become
generic?

A: Yes, when a brand name becomes so widely used that it refers to any product of that type (e.g., aspirin,
escalator), it is generally lowercase unless you are specifically referring to the original brand. The Chicago

Manual of Style advises using lowercase for genericized trademarks.

Q How do I capitalize job titles in Chicago style?

A: Job titles are capitalized when they appear immediately before a person's name (e.g., President Lincoln)
or when used in direct address (e.g., "Thank you, Professor Smith"). When used descriptively or standing

alone, they are typically lowercase (e.g., "She is a professor,” "He works as the chief executive officer").

Q What is the rule for capitalizing scientific names of organisms?

A: Scientific names of organisms follow binomial nomenclature. The genus name is capitalized, and the
species epithet is lowercase. The entire scientific name is typically italicized. For example, Homo sapiens

(human).

Q: Should I capitalize historical periods and events in Chicago style?

A: Specific named historical periods and events are capitalized, such as "the Renaissance," "the
Enlightenment,"” or "World War IL." General historical eras or periods are often lowercase unless they are
part of a specific titled event, for example, "the ancient world" is lowercase, but "the Elizabethan Era" is

capitalized.

Q: What is the difference between title case and sentence case for
headings in Chicago style?

A: Title case capitalizes all major words in a heading (nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, pronouns, and the
first and last words), similar to book titles. Sentence case capitalizes only the first word of the heading and

any proper nouns within it. Chicago style allows for both, but consistency is key.
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