
chicago style capitalization hierarchy
Mastering the Chicago Style Capitalization Hierarchy: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago style capitalization hierarchy dictates a precise and often nuanced approach to
capitalizing words, distinguishing it from other major style guides like AP or MLA. Understanding this
hierarchy is paramount for anyone producing polished, professional writing, from academic papers to
trade publications. This guide will demystify the intricate rules of Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS)
capitalization, covering everything from general principles to specific exceptions for titles, headings,
and even possessives. We will explore the core tenets of Chicago’s approach to capitalizing nouns,
verbs, adjectives, adverbs, and prepositions, and delve into the strategic decisions involved in title
case versus sentence case. Prepare to gain clarity on when to capitalize proper nouns, common
nouns, and how to navigate the complexities of specialized terminology and historical periods.
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Understanding the Core Principles of Chicago
Capitalization
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) generally favors a conservative approach to capitalization,
meaning it advocates for capitalizing only when necessary. This principle underlies most of its rules,
aiming for clarity and avoiding unnecessary visual clutter. The primary distinction lies between proper
nouns and common nouns. Proper nouns, which refer to specific, unique entities (people, places,
organizations, specific events), are always capitalized. Common nouns, which refer to general
categories of things, are typically lowercase unless they begin a sentence or fall under a specific
capitalized category.

This foundational rule extends to various categories of words. For instance, when referring to a
specific historical event, like the American Revolution, both "American" and "Revolution" are
capitalized because they denote a unique, identifiable period. However, if discussing a general
revolution, it would remain lowercase. This emphasis on specificity is a recurring theme throughout
the CMOS capitalization guidelines. The goal is to draw clear distinctions and ensure that proper
names stand out as intended.

Proper Nouns vs. Common Nouns
The bedrock of Chicago style capitalization rests on the distinction between proper nouns and
common nouns. A proper noun is a specific name of a person, place, organization, or unique entity.
For example, "Abraham Lincoln" is a proper noun, as is "Paris," "Google," and "the Eiffel Tower."
These specific identifiers are always capitalized in Chicago style. Conversely, a common noun refers
to a general class of entities, such as "president," "city," "company," or "tower." These are generally



lowercase unless they begin a sentence or are part of a formal title that requires capitalization.

The challenge arises when a common noun is used as part of a proper name or becomes a specific
identifier in context. For instance, "the White House" is capitalized because it refers to a specific,
iconic building. However, if one were discussing "a white house" in a generic sense, it would be
lowercase. This contextual understanding is crucial for accurate application of Chicago's capitalization
rules, ensuring that specificity is honored while generality remains lowercase.

General Capitalization Rules for Common Nouns
In Chicago style, common nouns are predominantly lowercase. This applies to everyday objects,
concepts, and general categories. For example, words like "book," "chair," "idea," and "theory" are
typically not capitalized unless they initiate a sentence. This conservative approach prevents an
overly ornate or distracting text. The focus remains on clear communication rather than gratuitous
capitalization.

There are, however, categories of common nouns that are frequently capitalized due to their
established convention or specific context within Chicago style. These often include terms related to
institutions, governmental bodies, and specific periods or movements when treated as formal entities.
Understanding these broader categories and their exceptions is key to mastering the nuances of
Chicago’s capitalization hierarchy.

Title Case Capitalization in Chicago Style
Title case capitalization, as applied in Chicago style, is primarily used for titles of books, articles,
chapters, headings, and other works. The core principle here is to capitalize the first word, the last
word, and all principal words in between. Principal words are generally considered nouns, pronouns,
verbs, adjectives, and adverbs. Minor words, such as articles (a, an, the), prepositions (unless five
letters or more), and coordinating conjunctions (and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet), are typically
lowercased.

This approach differs from sentence case, where only the first word and proper nouns are capitalized.
Chicago’s title case aims to give headings and titles a sense of formality and prominence, making
them easily identifiable within a larger work. The careful selection of which words to capitalize
contributes to the aesthetic and structural integrity of the text.

Capitalizing Principal Words in Titles
The "principal words" in a title are those that carry the main semantic weight. This includes all nouns,
pronouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs. For instance, in the title "The Importance of Mastering
Chicago Style Capitalization Hierarchy," "Importance," "Mastering," "Chicago," "Style,"
"Capitalization," and "Hierarchy" are all principal words and would be capitalized. The word "of" is a
preposition with fewer than five letters, so it remains lowercase.

Adverbs, regardless of their length, are considered principal words and are capitalized. Similarly, all
verbs, even auxiliary verbs like "is" or "are," are capitalized when they appear in a title. This rule
ensures that key action and descriptive words are highlighted, providing a clear indication of the
title's subject matter.



Lowercase Minor Words in Titles
Minor words in titles, according to Chicago style, are typically articles (a, an, the), short prepositions
(typically those with four letters or fewer, such as "in," "on," "at," "to," "of," "for"), and coordinating
conjunctions (and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet). These words are generally lowercased unless they are the
first or last word of the title, or if they are functioning as a different part of speech (e.g., "Up" as an
adverb). For example, in the title "A Guide to Understanding Prepositions," "a" and "to" would be
lowercase.

There is a notable exception for prepositions that have five letters or more. These are typically
capitalized. Examples include "through," "between," and "against." This distinction adds another layer
of complexity but also allows for a more visually balanced title by capitalizing words that contribute
more significantly to the title’s structure and meaning. Adverbs are always capitalized regardless of
length.

Sentence Case Capitalization in Chicago Style
Sentence case capitalization is the standard for body text in Chicago style, mirroring the way
sentences are typically capitalized in everyday writing. This means only the first word of a sentence
and any proper nouns within that sentence are capitalized. The majority of common nouns, verbs,
adjectives, and adverbs remain lowercase unless they are part of a proper name or fall under a
specific exception rule. This approach emphasizes readability and a more natural flow of text.

While seemingly straightforward, sentence case also has its nuances, particularly when dealing with
titles of works or headings that are meant to be integrated into the flow of prose. The decision
between title case and sentence case often depends on the context and the specific role the
capitalized text plays within the document. Understanding when to apply each is crucial for
maintaining consistency and adherence to the Chicago style.

Applying Sentence Case to Body Text
In the main body of any Chicago-style document, sentence case is the default. This means that every
new sentence begins with a capital letter. All proper nouns within the sentence are also capitalized.
For instance, "maria visited paris last week to see the eiffel tower." Here, "Maria" and "Paris" and
"Eiffel Tower" are capitalized because they are specific names. The rest of the words remain
lowercase.

This rule applies universally to all sentences, ensuring a consistent and readable text. The goal is to
avoid the distraction that excessive capitalization can cause, allowing the content to take precedence.
This methodical approach ensures that the reader’s focus remains on the information being
conveyed, not on the visual presentation of the words.

Sentence Case for Titles and Headings Within Text
When titles of works, such as books or articles, are mentioned within the body of a Chicago-style text,
they are typically presented in sentence case, italicized, and not capitalized according to title case
rules. For example, one might write, "my favorite book is pride and prejudice." Here, only the first
word, "pride," and any proper nouns within the title are capitalized, aligning with the sentence's
capitalization rules. This differs from how these titles would be presented if they were acting as



freestanding headings.

Similarly, subheadings within the body of text that are not formally styled headings might also follow
sentence case rules. The key is that when these elements are integrated into the prose, they adopt
the capitalization of the surrounding sentence, unless a specific stylistic choice dictates otherwise.
This integration ensures a seamless flow and maintains the sentence's grammatical structure.

Capitalizing Specific Word Types in Chicago Style
Beyond the general rules of proper and common nouns, Chicago style provides specific guidance on
capitalizing various word types, including historical periods, governmental bodies, and scientific
terms. The underlying principle of specificity and established convention guides these decisions. For
instance, specific historical eras that are widely recognized as distinct periods are capitalized, while
general timeframes are not.

This detailed approach ensures that even in complex or technical writing, the capitalization remains
logical and consistent. It allows for clear identification of specific entities, events, and concepts, which
is vital for academic and professional communication. Familiarizing oneself with these specific
categories is key to applying the Chicago style capitalization hierarchy effectively.

Historical Periods and Movements
Specific, named historical periods and movements are capitalized in Chicago style. Examples include
the Renaissance, the Middle Ages, the Enlightenment, and the Civil Rights Movement. These terms
refer to distinct, widely recognized eras or significant social and political shifts. When used in this
formal sense, the capitalization denotes their status as proper historical entities.

However, general terms referring to time periods are not capitalized. For example, one would not
capitalize "a period of great change" or "the early twentieth century" unless "Twentieth" was the first
word of a sentence or a proper noun. The distinction lies in whether the term refers to a specific,
named historical epoch or a general temporal description. This ensures clarity and prevents over-
capitalization of common temporal references.

Governmental and Corporate Names
Names of specific governmental bodies, departments, and agencies are capitalized. For instance, the
"Department of Justice," "the United States Senate," and "the Environmental Protection Agency" are
all capitalized. This applies to both federal and state entities. Similarly, the official names of
corporations and organizations are capitalized, such as "Microsoft Corporation," "the American
Medical Association," or "the United Nations."

When referring to these entities in a general sense, however, the common noun is typically
lowercased. For example, one might refer to "a government agency" or "a tech company." The
capitalization is reserved for the precise, official designation of the entity. This ensures that specific,
identifiable organizations are clearly distinguished from their general categories.



Scientific and Technical Terms
In scientific and technical writing, Chicago style generally advocates for lowercase unless a term is a
proper noun or part of a formal name. For example, species names in binomial nomenclature are
capitalized by convention (e.g., Homo sapiens), but other scientific terms are typically lowercase. This
includes names of elements on the periodic table ("oxygen," "iron") and general scientific concepts
("gravity," "relativity").

There are exceptions, of course. If a scientific term is part of a proper name, such as the "Hawking
radiation" named after Stephen Hawking, it would be capitalized. Trademarked names of products or
processes are also capitalized. The key is to distinguish between established scientific terminology
and names of specific inventions or discoveries that have achieved proper noun status.

Exceptions and Special Cases in Chicago Capitalization
The Chicago style capitalization hierarchy, while comprehensive, naturally includes a number of
exceptions and special cases designed to handle unique situations and maintain clarity. These often
involve instances where a word might be capitalized for emphasis, for stylistic reasons, or due to
established conventions that supersede general rules. Understanding these exceptions is crucial for
avoiding errors and ensuring a professional finish.

One significant area of exception involves terms that, while not strictly proper nouns, have become so
ingrained in common usage with a specific meaning that they are often capitalized by convention in
certain contexts. This requires careful consideration of the specific usage and the intended audience.
The goal is always to maintain clarity and avoid ambiguity, even when deviating from the most basic
rules.

Religious Terms and Deities
In Chicago style, terms referring to God, deities, holy books, and specific religious figures are
capitalized. This includes terms like "God," "Lord," "Allah," "Buddha," "the Bible," "the Quran," and
"Jesus Christ." Pronouns referring to God are also capitalized, such as "He" or "Him," when used in a
religious context. This reflects the reverence and specificity attached to these terms within their
respective traditions.

However, terms referring to religions in general, or to adherents of religions, are typically lowercase
unless they are part of a proper name. For example, "Christianity" is capitalized, but "a Christian" is
typically lowercase. Similarly, "Buddhism" is capitalized, but "a Buddhist" is usually lowercase. This
distinction ensures that the specific belief system or deity is honored with capitalization, while the
general category or follower remains lowercase.

Seasons, Directions, and Nationalities
Seasons of the year (spring, summer, autumn/fall, winter) are generally lowercase in Chicago style
unless they are personified or used as part of a specific named event or title. For example, "the
Winter Olympics" is capitalized because "Winter" is part of a specific event's formal name. However,
"we are planning a trip for next summer" would be lowercase.

Cardinal directions (north, south, east, west) are also lowercase when used to indicate general



direction. However, they are capitalized when they refer to specific regions or are part of a proper
name, such as "the South" (referring to the Southern United States) or "East Asia." Similarly,
nationalities, languages, and ethnic groups are capitalized (e.g., "French," "Spanish," "African
American").

Brand Names and Trademarks
Brand names and trademarks are always capitalized because they are proper nouns. This includes
names like "Coca-Cola," "iPhone," and "Google." Even if the product becomes so common that it's
used generically, the brand name itself retains its capitalization in Chicago style. For instance, one
might refer to "using a Kleenex" even when speaking generically about a facial tissue.

The rule here is straightforward: if it’s a registered trademark or a brand name, it gets capitalized.
This is crucial for intellectual property and accurate representation of commercial products and
services. This consistency ensures that the origin and specific branding of a product are clearly
maintained within the text.

The Importance of Consistency in Chicago Style
Ultimately, the most critical aspect of applying the Chicago style capitalization hierarchy, or any style
guide for that matter, is consistency. Once a decision is made regarding the capitalization of a
particular term or type of word, it should be applied uniformly throughout the entire document.
Inconsistencies can be distracting to the reader and undermine the professionalism of the writing.

Maintaining consistency requires careful proofreading and a thorough understanding of the rules.
While the Chicago Manual of Style provides detailed guidelines, there will always be edge cases. In
such situations, making a reasoned decision based on the principles of the style guide and then
sticking to that decision is the best course of action. A style sheet can be an invaluable tool for
tracking capitalization choices in longer or collaborative projects.

Creating and Using a Style Sheet
For complex projects, especially those involving multiple authors or extensive use of specialized
terminology, creating a style sheet is highly recommended. A style sheet is a document that outlines
all the specific editorial decisions made for a project, including capitalization choices for recurring
terms, names, and headings. It serves as a reference guide for all contributors, ensuring uniformity.

When encountering a potentially ambiguous term or a new proper noun, consult the style sheet. If it's
not there, make a decision based on the Chicago Manual of Style guidelines, document that decision
on the style sheet, and then use that capitalization consistently moving forward. This proactive
approach prevents repeated decisions and ensures that the final output is polished and coherent.

Proofreading for Capitalization Errors
Even with careful attention during the writing process, capitalization errors can slip through.
Therefore, thorough proofreading specifically for capitalization is an essential final step. Read through
the document with the sole purpose of checking capitalization. Pay close attention to the beginning of



sentences, proper nouns, titles, headings, and any terms that have specific capitalization rules.

Tools like spell checkers and grammar checkers can offer some assistance, but they are not foolproof,
especially with the nuances of style guides. Manual proofreading, ideally by someone other than the
original writer, is the most effective way to catch and correct capitalization errors. This final check
ensures that the document adheres strictly to the Chicago style capitalization hierarchy, presenting a
professional and error-free final product.

Q: What are the main differences between Chicago title case
and sentence case?
A: The primary difference lies in which words are capitalized. In Chicago title case, used for titles and
headings, the first word, last word, and all principal words (nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs) are
capitalized, while minor words like articles, short prepositions, and conjunctions are usually
lowercase. In contrast, sentence case, used for body text, capitalizes only the first word of a sentence
and any proper nouns within it.

Q: When should I capitalize prepositions in a Chicago-style
title?
A: In Chicago style title case, prepositions are generally lowercased if they have four letters or fewer.
However, prepositions with five letters or more are typically capitalized. Examples of capitalized
prepositions include "through," "between," and "against."

Q: Are seasons capitalized in Chicago style?
A: Generally, seasons (spring, summer, autumn/fall, winter) are lowercase in Chicago style. They are
only capitalized if they are personified or are part of a formal, named title or event, such as "the
Winter Olympics" or "Spring Festival."

Q: How does Chicago style handle capitalization for historical
periods?
A: Specific, named historical periods and movements are capitalized in Chicago style because they
refer to distinct, recognized eras or significant shifts. Examples include the Renaissance, the Middle
Ages, and the Civil Rights Movement. General timeframes, like "the early twentieth century," remain
lowercase unless they begin a sentence or are part of a proper noun.

Q: What is the Chicago style rule for capitalizing common
nouns?
A: Chicago style generally favors capitalizing only when necessary. Therefore, common nouns are
typically kept lowercase unless they begin a sentence, are part of a proper noun, or fall under a



specific capitalized category as defined by the style guide.

Q: Should I capitalize brand names in Chicago style?
A: Yes, brand names and trademarks are always capitalized in Chicago style because they are proper
nouns. Examples include "Coca-Cola," "iPhone," and "Google." This rule applies even if the brand
name becomes a generic term in common usage.

Q: How are governmental bodies capitalized in Chicago style?
A: Official names of specific governmental bodies, departments, and agencies are capitalized, such as
"Department of Justice" or "the United States Senate." When referring to these in a general sense, like
"a government agency," the common noun is typically lowercase.

Q: Does Chicago style require capitalization for foreign
language titles?
A: When referring to titles of works in foreign languages within a Chicago-style document, the general
principle of sentence case often applies to the words within the title itself, even if the original
language uses title case. However, specific conventions for highly recognized foreign titles or when
quoting directly may apply, and consulting the CMOS for specific advice is recommended.

Q: What is the rule for capitalizing possessives in Chicago
style?
A: The capitalization of possessives in Chicago style follows the same rules as the base word. If the
base word is a proper noun and is capitalized, its possessive form will also be capitalized (e.g., "John's
book," "Microsoft's headquarters"). If the base word is a common noun and is lowercase, its
possessive form will also be lowercase (e.g., "the dog's tail," "a week's vacation").

Q: Is it important to be consistent with Chicago style
capitalization?
A: Yes, absolute consistency is paramount in Chicago style, as with any style guide. Inconsistent
capitalization can be distracting, unprofessional, and undermine the credibility of the writing. A style
sheet is often used to track and maintain consistency for recurring terms and names.
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