
chicago manual of style capitalization rules
for students
The chicago manual of style capitalization rules for students is an essential guide for academic
writing, ensuring clarity, consistency, and professionalism in essays, research papers, and
dissertations. Understanding these rules is crucial for avoiding common errors that can detract from
the credibility of your work. This article will delve into the intricacies of Chicago style capitalization,
covering general principles, proper nouns, titles of works, and specific cases that often cause
confusion. By mastering these guidelines, students can significantly enhance their writing quality and
adhere to academic standards.
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General Principles of Chicago Style Capitalization

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) generally advocates for a conservative approach to
capitalization, favoring lowercase unless a specific rule or context dictates otherwise. This principle
ensures that capitalization is used purposefully to distinguish unique entities or titles rather than as a
default for common nouns. For students, this means a careful consideration of each word's role in a
sentence before applying capital letters. The goal is to enhance readability and avoid unnecessary
visual clutter on the page.

One of the core tenets of Chicago style capitalization is the distinction between common nouns and
proper nouns. Proper nouns, which refer to specific, unique people, places, organizations, or things,
are almost always capitalized. Common nouns, on the other hand, refer to general categories of
things and are typically not capitalized unless they begin a sentence or are part of a formal title. This
fundamental distinction forms the bedrock of understanding Chicago's approach.

Sentences and Proper Nouns

The most basic rule of capitalization that applies to all writing styles, including Chicago, is that the
first word of a sentence is always capitalized. This convention is universal and helps readers easily
identify the beginning of a new thought or statement. Following this, proper nouns are capitalized to
signify their unique identity. For instance, "The cat sat on the mat" uses lowercase for common nouns,
but "John went to Chicago" capitalizes "John" and "Chicago" because they are specific entities.

When proper nouns are part of a larger phrase or compound structure, their capitalization within that



context can become more nuanced. For example, geographical terms like "river," "mountain," or
"lake" are generally lowercase when used generically ("a wide river") but are capitalized when they
form part of a specific name ("the Mississippi River"). This illustrates how context is paramount in
applying Chicago's capitalization rules.

Capitalizing Proper Nouns in Chicago Style

Proper nouns are the most frequent candidates for capitalization in academic writing. Chicago style
provides detailed guidelines for various categories of proper nouns, ensuring consistency across
different subject areas. Understanding these categories will help students accurately capitalize names
of people, places, organizations, and specific events.

Names of People and Titles

Full names of individuals are always capitalized, with both the given name and surname taking initial
caps. Titles accompanying names also generally require capitalization, especially when used in formal
contexts or directly before a name. For example, "Professor Emily Carter" or "Dr. David Lee."
However, titles used generically or following a name are often lowercase, such as "Emily Carter, a
professor in the department" or "David Lee, the lead physician."

The use of honorifics and professional titles can sometimes be tricky. In Chicago style, when these
titles are used with a name, they are capitalized. If they are used alone and refer to a specific person
in context, they may also be capitalized (e.g., "The President announced new policies"). However, if
the title is used generally ("He aspires to be a president"), it remains lowercase.

Geographical Names and Regions

Geographical proper nouns encompass continents, countries, states, cities, oceans, rivers, mountains,
and other specific landforms or bodies of water. These are always capitalized. For instance, "North
America," "France," "California," "New York City," "Pacific Ocean," "Amazon River," and "Mount
Everest." Even parts of geographical names that are common nouns are capitalized when they are
integral to the proper name.

Conversely, generic geographical terms are not capitalized. Examples include "the continent," "the
country," "the state," "the city," "an ocean," "a river," or "a mountain." When directional terms are
used to delineate specific regions, they are capitalized, such as "the Midwest" or "East Asia."
However, if they simply indicate direction, they remain lowercase: "She traveled west."

Organizations, Institutions, and Companies

The names of specific organizations, institutions, government bodies, and companies are capitalized.



This includes universities ("Harvard University"), corporations ("Apple Inc."), government agencies
("the Federal Bureau of Investigation"), and non-profit organizations ("the American Red Cross").

When referring to parts of these entities, such as departments or divisions, Chicago style generally
advises lowercase unless the department name itself is a proper noun or part of a formal title. For
example, "the history department" versus "the Department of History at Yale University." This rule
promotes clarity by distinguishing between general organizational units and specific named ones.

Specific Events and Historical Periods

Names of specific historical events, eras, and holidays are capitalized. This includes "World War II,"
"the Renaissance," "the Civil Rights Movement," and "Christmas." These capitalized terms denote
unique occurrences or periods that have defined historical significance.

General terms referring to types of events or periods are not capitalized, such as "a war," "an era," "a
movement," or "a holiday." This distinction ensures that only specific, named occurrences are
highlighted through capitalization.

Titles of Works and Chicago Style Capitalization

Capitalizing titles of books, articles, films, musical compositions, and other creative works follows
specific rules in Chicago style, often referred to as "title case." The general principle is to capitalize
the first and last words of the title and all other significant words. Articles, prepositions, and
conjunctions are typically lowercased unless they are the first or last word.

Books and Articles

For book titles, such as "The Great Gatsby" or "A Brief History of Time," the first and last words are
capitalized, as are nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs. Prepositions and conjunctions are
generally lowercase, like "of" and "a" in the examples provided. This rule applies to both the main title
and any subtitle.

Similarly, article titles, chapter titles, and titles of shorter works follow this "title case" convention. For
instance, an article titled "The Impact of Social Media on Teenagers" would capitalize "The," "Impact,"
"Social," "Media," "Teenagers," and the final word. The preposition "of" and the article "on" would
remain lowercase.

Subtitles

When a title includes a subtitle, the subtitle is typically introduced by a colon, and its first word is



capitalized. The capitalization within the subtitle itself follows the same rules as main titles. For
example, a book titled "Understanding Grammar: A Comprehensive Guide to English Usage"
capitalizes "Understanding," "Grammar," "A," "Comprehensive," "Guide," "English," and "Usage," with
"to" being an exception as it's a preposition and not the first or last word. The colon clearly separates
the main title from its explanatory subtitle.

Other Creative Works

The capitalization rules for titles extend to other creative works, including films, plays, musical
compositions, and artworks. For example, a film titled "Star Wars: A New Hope" would capitalize all
significant words. A song titled "Bohemian Rhapsody" would capitalize both words. The principle
remains consistent: significant words are capitalized, while minor ones are generally not, unless they
begin or end the title.

Specific Capitalization Challenges for Students

Beyond general rules, students frequently encounter specific areas within Chicago style capitalization
that require closer attention. These often involve abstract concepts, academic disciplines, and the
capitalization of words within specific contexts like tables or headings.

Academic Disciplines and Subjects

In Chicago style, names of academic disciplines are generally treated as common nouns and are not
capitalized unless they appear as part of a formal course name or department title. For instance, one
studies "history," "sociology," or "chemistry." However, if it's part of a specific course, it becomes
capitalized: "Introduction to Sociology 101" or "Chemistry 203: Organic Chemistry." This distinction is
crucial for maintaining consistency in academic writing.

When referring to a field of study as a proper noun, such as when it is the name of a specific school or
department, it is capitalized. For example, "She majored in English Literature" (where "English" is a
proper adjective modifying the common noun "Literature"). If the discipline is used in a broader
sense, it remains lowercase: "He is interested in literature."

Courses and Programs

As mentioned, formal names of courses, degrees, and academic programs are capitalized. This
includes specific course titles like "ART 101: Introduction to Drawing" or degree programs like "Master
of Fine Arts" or "Doctor of Philosophy." When referring to the general concept of a degree or course of
study, lowercase is used: "She earned a master's degree" or "He took a drawing course."

This applies to specific named programs as well, such as "the Integrated Liberal Studies program."



The careful application of capitalization here distinguishes a formal, named entity from a general
description.

Internet and Technology Terms

The capitalization of terms related to the internet and technology can evolve. Traditionally, "Internet"
was capitalized as a proper noun referring to the global network. However, Chicago style, and general
usage, now often prefers lowercase "internet" when used as a generic noun. Specific proper nouns
within technology, like "Google," "Facebook," or "Windows," remain capitalized.

Terms like "website," "email," and "smartphone" are typically lowercase unless they begin a sentence
or are part of a proper name. For instance, "She visited the company's website" uses lowercase for
"website." However, "The New York Times website" capitalizes "New York Times" as it is a proper
noun.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid in Chicago Style
Capitalization

Even with clear guidelines, students often fall into common traps regarding capitalization in Chicago
style. Being aware of these potential errors can help in proofreading and refining academic work.

Overcapitalization of Common Nouns

A frequent mistake is the tendency to capitalize common nouns simply because they are important to
the topic or are nouns. For example, students might incorrectly capitalize "Theory" in a sentence like
"This theory explains the phenomenon." According to Chicago style, unless "Theory" is part of a
specific, named theory (e.g., "Einstein's Theory of Relativity"), it should remain lowercase.

This includes capitalizing words in headings or subheadings that are not significant. While headings
often employ title case, the distinction between significant and insignificant words still applies. For
example, in a heading like "The Importance of Research Methods," "the" and "of" would typically be
lowercase.

Misinterpreting Proper Adjectives

Proper adjectives are derived from proper nouns and are always capitalized. Examples include
"American history," "Shakespearean sonnet," or "Victorian era." Students sometimes overlook the
capitalization of these adjectives. For instance, writing "american literature" instead of "American
literature" is a common error.



The challenge arises when the adjective itself is also a common noun. However, if it’s derived from a
proper noun, it retains its capitalization. For instance, "French fries" are named after France, hence
the capitalization. The key is to identify the origin of the word.

Inconsistent Application

Perhaps the most significant pitfall is inconsistency. Applying capitalization rules differently within the
same document can create confusion and undermine the perceived rigor of the writing. For example,
capitalizing "Department" in one instance and "department" in another for the same entity is an
inconsistency to be avoided.

To combat this, students should establish a consistent approach from the outset, perhaps by creating
a style sheet for their document that lists specific terms and how they should be capitalized. Regular
review and proofreading, specifically for capitalization, are essential for maintaining uniformity.

Capitalizing Terms for Emphasis

While it might seem like a good way to emphasize a point, capitalizing a word for emphasis is
generally discouraged in formal academic writing, especially in Chicago style. Words should convey
their meaning through their content and context, not through arbitrary capitalization. If emphasis is
truly needed, italics are the preferred method.

The expectation is that readers will understand the significance of terms through the clarity of the
argument and the precise use of language, rather than relying on capitalization as a visual cue for
importance.

Mastering the chicago manual of style capitalization rules for students requires diligence and
attention to detail. By understanding the general principles, the specifics of proper nouns and titles,
and common student challenges, writers can produce polished and credible academic work.
Consistent application and careful proofreading are key to successful adherence to these guidelines.

Q: What is the general approach to capitalization in the
Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally favors a conservative approach to capitalization, meaning
words are typically kept in lowercase unless a specific rule dictates capitalization. This principle is
applied to common nouns and aims to enhance readability and maintain a clear distinction between
generic terms and specific entities or titles.

Q: How should students capitalize proper nouns according to



Chicago style?
A: Proper nouns, which refer to unique people, places, organizations, or specific events, are
capitalized in Chicago style. This includes names like "Sarah Johnson," places like "Tokyo,"
organizations like "the United Nations," and events like "the Olympic Games."

Q: Are academic disciplines capitalized in Chicago style?
A: Generally, no. Academic disciplines like "history," "biology," and "philosophy" are treated as
common nouns and are not capitalized unless they are part of a formal course name, department
title, or a proper adjective. For example, "Introduction to Biology" is capitalized, but "She is studying
biology" is not.

Q: What is the rule for capitalizing titles of works in Chicago
style?
A: Chicago style uses "title case" for titles of works (books, articles, films, etc.). This means
capitalizing the first and last words and all significant words (nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs,
pronouns), while typically keeping articles, prepositions, and conjunctions lowercase, unless they are
the first or last word.

Q: How do I capitalize geographical names in Chicago style?
A: Specific geographical names such as continents ("Asia"), countries ("Canada"), states ("Texas"),
cities ("Chicago"), oceans ("Atlantic Ocean"), rivers ("Nile River"), and mountains ("Mount Fuji") are
always capitalized. Generic terms like "the continent," "a river," or "the city" remain lowercase.

Q: When should I capitalize a title used before a person's
name?
A: Titles used directly before a person's name are generally capitalized in Chicago style, especially in
formal contexts. Examples include "President Biden," "Professor Smith," or "Dr. Lee." However, when
the title is used generically or after the name, it is often lowercase.

Q: What are common capitalization errors students make in
Chicago style?
A: Common errors include overcapitalizing common nouns, misinterpreting or failing to capitalize
proper adjectives (like "Italian" or "Shakespearean"), inconsistent application of rules throughout a
document, and incorrectly capitalizing terms for emphasis instead of using italics.

Q: How should I handle capitalization of terms related to the



internet and technology?
A: Terms like "internet" are now often lowercase in Chicago style, functioning as a generic noun.
However, specific proper nouns like brand names ("Google") or unique platforms ("Facebook") remain
capitalized. Words like "website" and "email" are generally lowercase unless they begin a sentence or
are part of a proper noun phrase.
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