chicago manual of style capitalization
rules

The Chicago Manual of Style capitalization rules are fundamental for writers and editors
aiming for clarity, consistency, and professionalism in their work. Mastering these
guidelines ensures that titles, headings, proper nouns, and other elements are capitalized
correctly, enhancing readability and adhering to established editorial standards. This
comprehensive guide will delve deep into the intricacies of Chicago style capitalization,
covering everything from basic principles to nuanced applications in various contexts. We
will explore the essential differences between sentence case and title case, the specific
requirements for capitalizing titles of books, articles, and other works, and the often-
complex rules surrounding proper nouns, including geographical locations, organizations,
and historical periods. Understanding these Chicago manual of style capitalization rules is
crucial for anyone producing polished written content.
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Understanding the Basics of Chicago Style
Capitalization

At its core, Chicago style capitalization is guided by principles of clarity and convention.
Unlike some other style guides that advocate for minimal capitalization, Chicago style
generally favors capitalizing words that are conventionally capitalized or that require
emphasis for clarity. This approach ensures that readers can easily distinguish between
common nouns and proper nouns, significantly improving comprehension. The "Chicago
Manual of Style," often referred to as CMS, provides detailed explanations and examples
for a wide array of capitalization scenarios. It’s important to remember that the goal is not
to capitalize excessively, but to capitalize where it aids understanding and adheres to
established editorial practice.

The fundamental distinction in capitalization often lies between capitalizing for emphasis
or distinction versus capitalizing based on grammatical necessity. Chicago style leans
towards capitalization when it serves to identify specific entities, titles, or concepts that
have a distinct identity. This is particularly evident when distinguishing between common
nouns and proper nouns. For instance, "river" is a common noun, but "Mississippi River" is
a proper noun and therefore requires capitalization of both "Mississippi" and "River." This
principle extends to many areas, requiring careful attention to context and established
usage.



Sentence Case vs. Title Case in Chicago Style

A crucial concept in understanding Chicago style capitalization is the difference between
sentence case and title case. Sentence case is the standard capitalization used within the
body of a text, where only the first word of a sentence, proper nouns, and certain other
specific words are capitalized. Title case, on the other hand, involves capitalizing more
words within a title or heading, including major words. Chicago style has specific rules for
when to employ each, which is particularly relevant when discussing the capitalization of
works like books, articles, and reports.

Sentence case is the default for most text. For example, a sentence in the body of an
article would read: "The new research explored the impact of climate change." Here, only
"The" and "climate change" (if considered a proper noun in a specific context, though
generally not) would be capitalized according to sentence case rules. This ensures a
natural flow and avoids unnecessary visual clutter. When in doubt, default to sentence
case for elements within the running text unless a specific rule dictates otherwise.

Key Principles of Capitalization

Chicago style capitalization emphasizes capitalizing proper nouns, titles of specific works,
and words that denote unique entities or concepts. It also provides guidance on when to
use lowercase for common nouns, even when they refer to something specific in a general
sense. For example, "the president" refers to a specific office but is often lowercase unless
referring to a specific named president. The style manual encourages consistency and
advises writers to consult its detailed provisions for any ambiguities.

The principles are designed to be practical. If a word functions as a name or a specific
identifier, it generally gets capitalized. If it functions as a generic term or a descriptor, it
typically remains lowercase. This applies across various categories, from historical events
to academic disciplines and brand names. Understanding this overarching philosophy is
the first step to correctly applying the more granular rules.

Capitalizing Titles in Chicago Style

Chicago style has distinct rules for capitalizing titles, both in the body of the text and for
the titles of creative works. The approach to titling can vary significantly depending on
whether you are referencing a book, an article, a chapter, a play, a song, or other forms of
media. Understanding these differences is crucial for accurate citation and for presenting
titles consistently and professionally.

The primary distinction lies in the application of sentence case versus title case. For titles
of books, plays, movies, songs, and other major works, Chicago style generally employs
title case. This means capitalizing the first and last words, as well as all major words in
between. Minor words such as articles, prepositions, and conjunctions are typically



lowercase unless they are the first or last word of the title.

Title Case for Major Works

When capitalizing titles of books, articles, essays, plays, films, television episodes, songs,
albums, and other creative works, Chicago style advocates for title case. This involves
capitalizing all words except for articles (a, an, the), prepositions (of, in, on, at, to, for,
with), and conjunctions (and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet) unless they are the first or last word
of the title, or if they are longer than four letters (in some specific interpretations, though
the general rule applies to common short prepositions and conjunctions). However,
prepositions of four letters or more are capitalized. For example, "The Rise of Silas
Lapham" capitalizes "Rise" and "Lapham" but not "of."

The application of title case is a key characteristic of Chicago style for titles. It enhances
visual prominence and helps readers quickly identify the components of a named work.
Consider the title "A Brief History of Time." Here, "A," "Brief," "History," and "Time" are
capitalized. "of" is a short preposition and thus remains lowercase. This meticulous
approach ensures uniformity across different types of publications and creative pieces.

Sentence Case for Headings and Subheadings

Within the body of a document, headings and subheadings often follow sentence case,
especially in less formal contexts or when specifically instructed. However, Chicago style
does offer flexibility. For formal documents, published works, and academic papers,
headings might adopt title case, particularly if they are meant to mirror the title of a
chapter or section. It is essential to be consistent within your document. If you choose title
case for major headings, use it consistently for all headings of similar rank.

When using sentence case for headings, only the first word and proper nouns are
capitalized. For instance, a subheading might read: "Exploring the impact of new
technologies." Here, only "Exploring" is capitalized as it is the first word. This creates a
more subdued and integrated feel within the flow of the text. The choice between sentence
case and title case for headings should be dictated by the overall style guide being
followed and the intended audience and context of the document.

Capitalizing Titles of Periodicals

Titles of periodicals, such as magazines and newspapers, are typically capitalized using
title case. This applies whether they are italicized or not. For example, "The New York
Times" and "Scientific American" are correctly capitalized. This practice reinforces the
distinct identity of these publications. When referring to articles within these periodicals,
the title of the article itself would follow the title case rules previously discussed.



The capitalization of periodical titles is a matter of convention and helps in their
immediate recognition. It differentiates them from generic references to a publication
type. Thus, when discussing "The Wall Street Journal" or "Nature," capitalization is
essential to identify these specific entities. The same applies to journals and other serial
publications.

Rules for Proper Nouns in Chicago Style

Chicago style's approach to proper nouns is comprehensive, aiming to clearly distinguish
unique entities from common nouns. This category encompasses a vast array of terms,
including names of people, places, organizations, historical periods, and specific events.
Adhering to these rules ensures that readers can accurately identify and understand the
specific references being made in the text.

The general principle is to capitalize words that refer to unique people, places, or things.
This includes specific geographic locations, governmental bodies, religious groups, and
brand names. However, Chicago style also provides nuances for words that can be both
common and proper nouns, depending on their usage.

Geographical Names

Geographical names are consistently capitalized in Chicago style. This includes continents,
countries, states, provinces, cities, rivers, mountains, oceans, and specific regions. For
example, "North America," "France," "California," "the Rocky Mountains," and "the Pacific
Ocean" are all capitalized. When names include common nouns that are part of the proper
name, those common nouns are also capitalized.

However, common nouns that are part of a general description rather than a specific name
are typically lowercase. For example, one would write "the Mississippi River" but "a wide
river." Similarly, "the state of Texas" would be lowercase "state" when used descriptively,
but "Texas" is capitalized. The key is whether the term functions as a unique identifier or
as a general descriptor.

Organizations and Institutions

Names of organizations, institutions, companies, government agencies, and political
parties are capitalized. This includes entities like "the United Nations," "Harvard
University," "Microsoft Corporation," "the Department of Justice," and "the Republican
Party." When referring to a specific division or department within an organization, that
specific name is also capitalized.

Sometimes, an organization's name might include a common noun that is not part of its
official capitalized name. In such cases, Chicago style generally capitalizes the official



name as it appears. If the official name is unclear or not consistently used, it is best to
consult the organization's own style guide or common usage. For example, "Apple Inc." is
capitalized, and references to its products like "iPhone" also follow specific capitalization
rules.

Historical Periods and Events

Specific historical periods and events are capitalized. This includes eras like "the
Renaissance," "the Middle Ages," "the Victorian era," and "the Stone Age." Significant
historical events such as "World War II," "the Civil Rights Movement," and "the French
Revolution" are also capitalized. This capitalization denotes their unique significance and
historical context.

However, general references to historical periods or events that are not specific names
are not capitalized. For instance, "a medieval castle" uses "medieval" as an adjective
describing a general period, not a specific named era. Similarly, "a revolutionary idea"
does not capitalize "revolutionary" unless it is part of a specific named event like "the
American Revolution." Consistency in distinguishing between specific named
periods/events and general descriptors is vital.

Brand Names and Trademarks

Brand names and trademarks are capitalized as they are specific proper nouns. This
includes names like "Coca-Cola," "Nike," and "Google." When referring to generic products
that have become commonly known by a brand name, Chicago style typically reverts to
lowercase unless the brand name itself is being emphasized as the product. For example,
one would refer to "a Xerox machine" (lowercase) if referring to a copier generically, but
"Xerox" (uppercase) when discussing the company. However, many style guides, including
Chicago's recent editions, lean towards maintaining the original capitalization of brand
names even when used generically if the brand is still actively marketed and recognized
under that name.

It is important to keep up-to-date with the evolving usage of brand names. Some brands
that were once capitalized generically have now become so common that they are often
referred to in lowercase. However, for precise and formal writing, adhering to the official
capitalization of the trademark holder is the safest approach. When in doubt, consult the
trademark's official branding guidelines.

Capitalization in Specific Contexts

Beyond general rules, Chicago style provides specific guidance for capitalization in various
professional and academic contexts. These often involve titles, names of disciplines, and
specific terminology unique to certain fields. Understanding these nuances is crucial for



producing polished and accurate content in specialized areas.

The application of Chicago manual of style capitalization rules can differ slightly
depending on the nature of the document and its intended audience. For instance,
academic papers might have more stringent requirements for capitalizing specific terms
within their discipline than a general blog post.

Academic Disciplines and Courses

In Chicago style, names of academic disciplines are generally treated as common nouns
and are not capitalized unless they are part of a specific course title. For example, one
would write "I am studying history" but "I am enrolled in History 101." Similarly,
"mathematics," "physics," and "literature" are lowercase when referring to the field of
study in general. However, if a discipline name is part of a formal course title, it is
capitalized.

This rule helps differentiate between the general subject matter and specific academic
offerings. When discussing the study of a subject, lowercase is standard. When referring
to a named course, such as "Introduction to Political Science," all major words in the
course title are capitalized according to title case principles.

Religious Terms

Chicago style generally capitalizes terms relating to specific deities, religious figures,
sacred texts, and established religious denominations. For example, "God," "Jesus Christ,"
"the Bible," "the Quran," "Judaism," "Christianity," and "Islam" are all capitalized. Titles of
religious figures, when used as proper names or titles of respect, are also capitalized, such
as "Pope Francis" or "Reverend Smith."

However, common nouns referring to religious practices or concepts in a general sense
are not capitalized. For instance, "a god" in a polytheistic context is lowercase unless
referring to a specific named deity. Similarly, "heaven" and "hell" are typically lowercase
unless used in a specific doctrinal context where they are treated as proper nouns. This
distinction ensures clarity between specific religious references and general theological or
mythological concepts.

Words Derived from Proper Nouns

Words derived from proper nouns are usually capitalized if they retain a close connection
to the original proper noun. For instance, "American" (from America), "Shakespearian"
(from Shakespeare), and "Marxist" (from Marx) are capitalized. This applies to adjectives,
nouns, and other derivatives that clearly indicate their origin from a specific person, place,
or thing.



However, if the derived word has become so generalized that it no longer directly refers to
the original proper noun, it may be lowercase. For example, "china" (referring to porcelain
dishes) is lowercase, as is "dutch oven" (though "Dutch" as an adjective referring to
nationality is capitalized). The key is the degree of association and common usage. When
in doubt, consistency with established dictionaries and usage guides is recommended.

Common Capitalization Pitfalls to Avoid

Navigating the Chicago manual of style capitalization rules can present challenges,
leading to common errors that can detract from the professionalism of written work. Being
aware of these frequent mistakes can help writers and editors maintain accuracy and
consistency.

One of the most common pitfalls is over-capitalization, where words are capitalized
unnecessarily, making text appear cluttered and unprofessional. Conversely, under-
capitalization, particularly of proper nouns, can lead to confusion and misinterpretation.
Paying close attention to the specific context and the rules for each category is essential.

Over-Capitalization of Common Nouns

A frequent error is capitalizing common nouns that should remain lowercase. This often
happens when writers mistakenly believe that any important or specific noun warrants
capitalization. For example, capitalizing "Government" when referring to government in
general, or "Company" when referring to a company in general, are common mistakes.
Chicago style typically reserves capitalization for specific, named entities.

Another instance of over-capitalization occurs with terms like "the internet" which, despite
its widespread use and significance, is generally preferred in lowercase by Chicago style,
though some other styles may capitalize it. It's important to consult the latest editions of
the Manual for such evolving conventions.

Incorrect Capitalization of Titles within Text

When titles of books, articles, or other works appear within the body of the text, they often
fall prey to incorrect capitalization. Writers might mistakenly apply sentence case to a title
that should be in title case, or vice versa. For instance, writing "He read a brief history of
time" instead of "He read A Brief History of Time" is an error in title capitalization and
italicization.

Similarly, if a title is mentioned as part of a sentence, the surrounding words in the
sentence should follow sentence case rules, while the title itself, usually italicized, follows
title case. The distinction between the capitalization of the title and the capitalization
within the sentence is crucial for accuracy.



Inconsistent Application of Rules

Perhaps the most pervasive pitfall is inconsistency. Applying capitalization rules
differently within the same document can confuse readers and undermine the writer's
credibility. For example, capitalizing "President" in one instance and "president" in
another, without a clear reason, is a sign of inconsistency. This applies to all categories,
from proper nouns to headings.

To avoid this, it is highly recommended to develop a style sheet for your project, outlining
specific capitalization choices, especially for terms that might be ambiguous. Regular
proofreading with a focus on capitalization is also an effective strategy to catch
inconsistencies before publication. Sticking to the core principles of Chicago manual of
style capitalization rules will significantly improve the quality of your writing.

FAQ

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

A: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, the word "internet" is generally treated as a
common noun and is preferred in lowercase. This convention reflects its widespread use
and the tendency for such terms to de-capitalize over time.

Q: Are there specific rules for capitalizing 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) or when used as a formal title in direct address. When used
descriptively or after a name, they are typically lowercase (e.g., Abraham Lincoln,
president of the United States).

Q: How does Chicago style handle capitalization for
website names and software?

A: Website names and software are treated as proper nouns and are typically capitalized
according to their official branding. For instance, "Google," "Microsoft Word," and
"Facebook" would be capitalized. If the website name includes common words, those
words are capitalized if they are part of the official name and follow title case rules for
website titles.



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

A: Sentence case for headings means only the first word and proper nouns are capitalized,
similar to a sentence. Title case involves capitalizing all major words in the heading.
Chicago style allows for either, but consistency is key. Title case is often used for major
headings that function like titles, while sentence case is common for subheadings within
the text.

Q: Should I capitalize brand names when they are used
generically, such as "Kleenex" for tissues?

A: Chicago style generally recommends capitalizing brand names and trademarks as they
are proper nouns. While usage can sometimes lead to generic capitalization (e.g.,
"kleenex"), for formal writing, it is best to adhere to the brand's official capitalization to
avoid trademark issues and maintain accuracy.

Q: How do I capitalize terms related to seasons like
"spring," "summer," "fall," and "winter" in Chicago
style?

A: In Chicago style, the names of seasons (spring, summer, fall, winter) are generally not
capitalized unless they are part of a specific named period or event, such as "the Summer
Olympics" or "the Winter Palace." They are treated as common nouns when referring to
the time of year.

Q: What is the rule for capitalizing words referring to
historical eras in Chicago style?

A: Specific historical eras that have acquired proper noun status are capitalized. Examples
include "the Renaissance," "the Middle Ages," and "the Victorian era." However, general
references to periods, like "a medieval period" or "an ancient civilization," are not
capitalized.

Q: How should I capitalize the names of languages and
nationalities in Chicago style?

A: Names of languages and nationalities are always capitalized. For example, "English,"
"French," "Spanish," and "American" are capitalized when referring to the language or the
people of a nation. This also applies to adjectives derived from place names.
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