
chicago manual of style capitalization
rules for articles
The Chicago Manual of Style capitalization rules for articles can be a source of confusion
for many writers, editors, and publishers. Navigating these specific guidelines ensures
consistency and professionalism in written works, particularly when dealing with titles,
headings, and proper nouns within article content. This comprehensive guide delves into
the intricate nuances of Chicago style capitalization for articles, covering everything from
general principles to specific applications. We will explore title case versus sentence case,
the capitalization of headings, and the proper handling of various types of words, ensuring
your articles adhere to the highest editorial standards. Understanding these rules is
crucial for academic papers, journalistic pieces, and any publication aiming for clarity and
credibility.
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Introduction to Chicago Style Capitalization for
Articles
Chicago manual of style capitalization rules for articles are meticulously crafted to
provide a clear and consistent framework for editors and writers. Adherence to these rules
is paramount for maintaining a professional and polished appearance in any published
work. This article aims to demystify these guidelines, offering detailed explanations and
practical examples to ensure clarity and precision in your writing. We will cover the
fundamental principles that underpin Chicago style, then dive into the specific
applications for article titles, headings, and various word categories.

The goal is to equip you with the knowledge necessary to confidently apply Chicago's
capitalization standards, whether you are working on a scholarly journal, a magazine
feature, or an online article. Understanding these nuances can significantly enhance the
readability and perceived authority of your content. We will also address common areas of
confusion and provide strategies for avoiding frequent errors. By the end of this guide, you
will possess a thorough understanding of how to correctly capitalize elements within your
articles according to the Chicago Manual of Style.



General Principles of Chicago Style Capitalization
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) prioritizes clarity, consistency, and reader
comprehension when it comes to capitalization. While it offers specific rules for various
contexts, a few overarching principles guide its approach. Generally, Chicago style favors
a more conservative approach to capitalization, meaning words are typically lowercase
unless there is a specific reason to capitalize them. This principle applies to common
nouns, adjectives, and verbs in most contexts, contrasting with styles that might capitalize
more broadly.

One of the core tenets is the distinction between proper nouns and common nouns. Proper
nouns, which refer to specific, unique entities like people, places, organizations, and
specific events, are always capitalized. Common nouns, which refer to general categories
of things, are generally not capitalized unless they begin a sentence or are part of a proper
noun. This fundamental distinction forms the bedrock of most capitalization decisions in
Chicago style.

Another important principle is context-dependency. The capitalization of certain words,
particularly in titles and headings, can vary depending on whether title case or sentence
case is being employed. Understanding these stylistic choices and their applications is
crucial for accurate application of CMOS rules. Furthermore, consistency within a
publication or document is highly valued, ensuring a unified and professional presentation.

Capitalization in Article Titles: Title Case vs.
Sentence Case
When it comes to article titles, Chicago style offers two primary approaches: title case and
sentence case. The choice between these two often depends on the specific publication's
editorial style or the nature of the article itself. Understanding when to use each is
fundamental to correctly applying Chicago's capitalization rules for articles.

Title Case Capitalization for Article Titles
Title case, as prescribed by Chicago, involves capitalizing the first and last words of a title
or heading, as well as all major words in between. Major words include nouns, pronouns,
verbs, adjectives, and adverbs. Minor words – articles (a, an, the), short prepositions (of,
in, on, at, for, with, by, about), and short conjunctions (and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet) – are
generally lowercase unless they are the first or last word of the title.

For instance, an article titled "The Impact of Artificial Intelligence on Modern Society"
would be capitalized in title case. Here, "The" is capitalized because it's the first word,
"Impact," "Artificial," "Intelligence," "Modern," and "Society" are capitalized as they are
major words. "of" and "on" are lowercase because they are minor words and not at the
beginning or end of the title.

There are nuances to title case. For example, if a preposition is used as an adverb or
adjective (e.g., "The Show Must Go On"), it would be capitalized. Similarly, all parts of
hyphenated major words are capitalized (e.g., "A Step-by-Step Guide").



Sentence Case Capitalization for Article Titles
Sentence case, on the other hand, treats the title as if it were the beginning of a sentence.
This means only the first word of the title and any proper nouns within it are capitalized.
All other words are typically lowercase. This approach is often favored for its simplicity
and is commonly used in many online publications and journalistic contexts.

Using the same example, an article title in sentence case would appear as: "The impact of
artificial intelligence on modern society." Here, only "The" is capitalized because it's the
first word, and "artificial intelligence" would remain lowercase unless "Artificial
Intelligence" itself is considered a proper noun or a specific, established term that the
publication has chosen to capitalize consistently.

Chicago style generally recommends sentence case for headings within the body of an
article, unless the publication's style guide specifies otherwise. This creates a visual
distinction between the article title and its subheadings, promoting better readability and
organization.

Chicago Style Capitalization for Article Headings
The capitalization of headings within an article follows similar principles to those
governing titles, with a strong leaning towards sentence case for subheadings. This
hierarchical approach helps readers navigate the structure of the article more effectively.

Primary Headings and Subheadings
While the main article title might be in title case, subsequent headings and subheadings
within the article body are typically presented in sentence case. This means only the first
word of the heading and any proper nouns within it are capitalized. For example, a
subheading might read: "Understanding the basic principles."

This consistency in using sentence case for internal headings creates a visual flow and
prevents the text from becoming overly dense with capitalized words, which can
sometimes be distracting. It aligns with Chicago's overall aim of prioritizing readability
and a clean aesthetic.

Exceptions and Style Guide Variations
It is important to note that some publications may adopt a different house style for
headings, opting for title case even for subheadings. In such cases, consistency with the
publication's established style guide is paramount. Always consult the specific style guide
you are working with, as it may contain variations or specific directives that supersede
general Chicago style recommendations.

The key takeaway for article headings is to maintain a clear visual hierarchy. If the main
title uses title case, using sentence case for subheadings can effectively delineate different
sections of content.



Capitalizing Specific Word Types in Articles
Beyond titles and headings, Chicago style has specific rules for capitalizing various
categories of words within the body of an article. These rules aim for clarity and
consistency in everyday prose.

Common Nouns vs. Proper Nouns
As mentioned earlier, the distinction between common and proper nouns is critical.
Common nouns refer to general things (e.g., "city," "river," "company"), while proper
nouns name specific entities (e.g., "Chicago," "Mississippi River," "Google"). Proper nouns
are always capitalized.

For example, in an article about travel, you might write: "She visited several cities in
Europe, including Paris and Rome." Here, "cities" is a common noun and remains
lowercase. "Europe," "Paris," and "Rome" are proper nouns and are capitalized.

Adjectives Derived from Proper Nouns
Adjectives derived from proper nouns are generally capitalized. This includes nationalities,
languages, religions, and geographical regions. For instance, "French cuisine," "the
English language," "Buddhist teachings," and "an Asian market" all use capitalized
adjectives.

However, if such an adjective has become so common that it no longer clearly refers to the
original proper noun, it may be lowercased. For example, "china" (the dishware) is
lowercase, though it originated from "China." Similarly, "danish" (pastry) is often
lowercased. When in doubt, refer to a dictionary or the CMOS index.

Seasons and Directions
Seasons of the year (spring, summer, autumn, winter) are generally lowercase unless they
are part of a proper noun or are being used in a context where they are personified or
specifically designated (e.g., "the Summer Olympics"). Similarly, cardinal directions
(north, south, east, west) are lowercase when referring to general directions but
capitalized when they form part of a proper noun (e.g., "the North Atlantic Ocean") or
when referring to specific regions (e.g., "Midwestern states").

Proper Nouns and Their Capitalization in Articles
Proper nouns form a significant category where capitalization is mandatory. Their correct
identification and capitalization are essential for accuracy in any article.



People, Places, and Organizations
This is the most straightforward category. Names of people (e.g., "Abraham Lincoln,"
"Marie Curie"), specific places (e.g., "Mount Everest," "the Sahara Desert," "New York
City"), and specific organizations (e.g., "United Nations," "Microsoft Corporation," "The
Smithsonian Institution") are always capitalized.

Even parts of place names that are common nouns are capitalized when they are integral
to the proper name, such as "River" in "Mississippi River" or "Mount" in "Mount
Rushmore."

Brand Names and Trademarks
Brand names and trademarks are considered proper nouns and are capitalized. This
includes names like "iPhone," "Coca-Cola," and "Google." It's important to use the brand's
official capitalization where possible, although consistency within your own document is
also key.

Historical Events and Periods
Specific historical events and periods are capitalized. Examples include "World War II,"
"the Renaissance," "the Civil Rights Movement," and "the French Revolution." However,
general historical terms or eras that are not uniquely designated may be lowercase (e.g.,
"ancient history," "the medieval period").

Days, Months, and Holidays
Days of the week (Monday, Tuesday), months of the year (January, February), and specific
holidays (Christmas, Independence Day, Passover) are all capitalized.

Acronyms, Initialisms, and Abbreviations
The capitalization of acronyms, initialisms, and abbreviations requires careful attention in
Chicago style.

Acronyms and Initialisms
Acronyms are abbreviations formed from initial letters that can be pronounced as a word
(e.g., NASA, NATO). Initialisms are formed from initial letters that are pronounced
individually (e.g., FBI, USA). Generally, both are capitalized in their full form, following
the capitalization of the words they represent.

For example, "National Aeronautics and Space Administration" becomes "NASA." "Federal
Bureau of Investigation" becomes "FBI." If an acronym or initialism becomes commonly
known and used in lowercase, CMOS may permit lowercase usage, but the initial
capitalization is the standard. When introducing an acronym or initialism for the first time,



it is customary to spell out the full name followed by the abbreviation in parentheses.

Abbreviations
Abbreviations of common words are typically lowercase unless they are part of a proper
noun or title. For instance, "Dr." for Doctor, "Mr." for Mister, and "etc." for et cetera are
standard abbreviations. However, in titles or when used as part of a formal name, they
might be capitalized.

Some abbreviations, especially those used in technical contexts or citations, have specific
capitalization rules outlined by CMOS in sections pertaining to those fields.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them
Navigating the intricacies of Chicago style capitalization can lead to common errors if not
approached with care. Being aware of these pitfalls can help writers and editors maintain
accuracy.

Overcapitalization of Common Nouns
A frequent mistake is the overcapitalization of common nouns, often when they are
important to the subject matter. For example, writing "The importance of Science in our
daily lives" instead of "The importance of science in our daily lives." Unless the common
noun is part of a proper noun or begins a sentence, it should remain lowercase.

Inconsistent Application of Title Case
When using title case for an article title or heading, inconsistency in capitalizing minor
words is common. Writers might capitalize prepositions or conjunctions that should be
lowercase, or vice versa. Always refer to a clear list of minor words (articles, short
prepositions, short conjunctions) and apply them strictly.

Misinterpreting Proper Nouns
Sometimes, words that function as common nouns can be mistaken for proper nouns,
leading to unnecessary capitalization. Conversely, specific names that should be
capitalized might be overlooked. Diligent research and a good dictionary are crucial for
confirming the status of a word.

Confusing Adjective Forms
Distinguishing between capitalized adjectives derived from proper nouns and those that
have become common enough to be lowercased can be challenging. Consulting a style
guide or dictionary for terms like "china" or "danish" is advisable.



Ignoring House Style Guides
Many publications have their own house style guides that may deviate slightly from
general Chicago style. Failing to adhere to these specific guidelines can lead to
inconsistencies within a publication. Always prioritize the specific style guide of the
publication you are working for.

Resources for Chicago Style Capitalization
For definitive guidance and detailed examples on Chicago Manual of Style capitalization
rules for articles, consulting the official manual is the most reliable approach. The Chicago
Manual of Style itself is the ultimate authority.

The Chicago Manual of Style, 17th Edition: This comprehensive guide covers all
aspects of editorial and typographic style. Specific sections on capitalization, titles,
and headings will be invaluable.

Online Resources and Style Checkers: While not a substitute for the manual,
reputable online writing resources and style checkers can offer quick reference and
assistance. However, always cross-reference information with the official manual.

University and Publisher Style Guides: Many academic institutions and
publishing houses make their style guides publicly available, which often incorporate
Chicago style with specific adaptations.

By utilizing these resources and applying the principles outlined in this article, writers and
editors can achieve a high level of proficiency in Chicago style capitalization for articles,
ensuring clarity, professionalism, and adherence to established editorial standards.

FAQ

Q: How do I decide whether to use title case or sentence
case for an article title in Chicago style?
A: Chicago style generally allows for either title case or sentence case for article titles,
with the choice often dictated by the publication's house style or the nature of the article.
Sentence case is often preferred for simplicity and readability, capitalizing only the first
word and proper nouns. Title case capitalizes the first and last words and all major words
in between. Always consult the specific style guide of the publication you are working
with.



Q: Are there any exceptions to capitalizing minor words
in title case according to Chicago style?
A: Yes, there are exceptions. While articles (a, an, the), short prepositions (of, in, on, at),
and short conjunctions (and, but, or) are typically lowercase in title case, they are
capitalized if they are the first or last word of the title. Additionally, prepositions used as
adverbs or adjectives (e.g., "The Show Must Go On") are capitalized.

Q: How should I capitalize headings and subheadings
within the body of an article using Chicago style?
A: Chicago style generally favors sentence case for headings and subheadings within the
body of an article. This means only the first word of the heading and any proper nouns
within it are capitalized. This approach helps create a clear visual hierarchy and enhances
readability.

Q: What are the rules for capitalizing adjectives derived
from proper nouns in Chicago style?
A: Adjectives derived from proper nouns are generally capitalized in Chicago style, such as
"French," "Spanish," or "American." This applies to nationalities, languages, religions, and
geographical regions. However, if such an adjective has become so common that it no
longer strongly refers to the original proper noun (e.g., "china" for dishware), it may be
lowercased.

Q: When do I capitalize seasons and directions
according to the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: Seasons of the year (spring, summer, autumn, winter) are usually lowercase unless they
are part of a proper noun (e.g., "Summer Olympics") or are personified. Cardinal
directions (north, south, east, west) are lowercase when referring to general directions
but are capitalized when they form part of a proper noun (e.g., "the North Atlantic Ocean")
or refer to distinct regions (e.g., "the Midwest").

Q: How are acronyms and initialisms treated regarding
capitalization in Chicago style articles?
A: Acronyms and initialisms are generally capitalized in Chicago style (e.g., NASA, FBI).
When introducing them for the first time in an article, it is standard practice to spell out
the full name followed by the acronym or initialism in parentheses.

Q: What is the difference between title case and



sentence case for capitalization?
A: Title case capitalizes the first and last words of a title or heading, and all major words
in between (nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, pronouns). Minor words (articles, short
prepositions, short conjunctions) are generally lowercased. Sentence case capitalizes only
the first word of the title and any proper nouns within it.

Q: Can I use my publication's specific style guide if it
differs from the general Chicago Manual of Style rules
for capitalization?
A: Yes, absolutely. If you are writing for a specific publication, always adhere to their
established house style guide. These guides often incorporate Chicago style but may have
specific modifications or preferences that supersede general rules. Consistency within the
publication is the primary goal.
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