chicago style capitalization
principles

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) capitalization rules are often a source of
confusion for writers and editors. Understanding these principles is crucial
for ensuring clarity, consistency, and professionalism in academic papers,
manuscripts, and various forms of published content. This comprehensive guide
delves deep into the intricacies of Chicago style capitalization, covering
everything from general guidelines to specific applications in titles,
headings, proper nouns, and specialized terminology. By mastering these
Chicago style capitalization principles, you can elevate the quality and
readability of your written work, making it easier for your audience to
comprehend and engage with your content. We will explore the foundational
rules and then dissect more nuanced scenarios, providing clear examples and
actionable advice.
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General Principles of Chicago Style
Capitalization

The Chicago Manual of Style offers a balanced approach to capitalization,
generally favoring lowercase unless a specific reason dictates otherwise.
This philosophy aims to enhance readability by avoiding unnecessary
capitalization, which can sometimes create visual clutter. The core principle
is to capitalize words that are inherently proper nouns or that function as
such within a specific context. Conversely, common nouns are typically left
in lowercase unless they are part of a formal title or heading governed by
specific Chicago style capitalization principles.

One of the fundamental aspects of Chicago style is its distinction between
when to capitalize and when to lowercase. This often hinges on whether a word
refers to a unique entity or a general category. For instance, "president" 1is
lowercase when referring to the office in general, but "President Biden"
capitalizes it when referring to the specific individual holding that office.
This careful distinction is paramount for grammatical accuracy and adherence
to Chicago style capitalization principles.

Proper Nouns vs. Common Nouns

A proper noun identifies a specific person, place, organization, or thing,
and is always capitalized. Examples include "Abraham Lincoln," "Paris,"
"Google," and "Titanic." A common noun, on the other hand, refers to a



general class of entities and is typically lowercase. Examples include
"president," "city," "company," and "ship." The challenge arises when a
common noun 1is used in a context that elevates it to the status of a proper
noun, or vice versa.

The Importance of Context

Context is king when it comes to Chicago style capitalization. A word that is
capitalized in one instance might be lowercase in another. For example, "the
university" refers to a general institution, but "University of Chicago”
refers to a specific one. This flexibility allows for nuanced expression and
accurate representation of specific entities. Writers must always consider
the specific referent of a word when applying Chicago style capitalization
principles.

Capitalizing Titles and Headings

Capitalizing titles and headings in Chicago style follows a set of specific
rules designed for clarity and aesthetic appeal. The manual offers two main
approaches: "title case" and "sentence case." Understanding when to apply
each is crucial for consistent application of Chicago style capitalization
principles.

Title Case

Title case, often used for book titles, chapter titles, and major headings,
capitalizes the first word, the last word, and all principal words, including
nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, and some prepositions and
conjunctions. Articles (a, an, the) and prepositions (of, in, on, at, for,
to, with) and conjunctions (and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet) are generally
lowercase unless they are the first or last word of the title or heading.
This approach creates a more formal and visually prominent presentation,
making it a key element of Chicago style capitalization principles.

For instance, a title like "The Importance of Mastering Chicago Style

Capitalization Principles" would follow this rule. Here, "The," "Importance,"
"Mastering," "Chicago," "Style," "Capitalization," and "Principles" are
capitalized, while "of" and "Capitalization" (if it were a shorter

preposition) would remain lowercase. However, if "of" were the first or last
word, it would be capitalized. The goal is to give emphasis to the
significant words in the title.

Sentence Case

Sentence case, primarily used for article titles, section headings within
articles, and subheadings, capitalizes only the first word and any proper
nouns or words that are always capitalized. This approach creates a more

understated and direct style, often preferred for its readability in less



formal contexts or when a less emphatic presentation is desired. It is a
vital aspect of applying Chicago style capitalization principles effectively
in different document types.

An example of a sentence case heading would be: "Understanding the nuances of
Chicago style capitalization." Here, only "Understanding" is capitalized
because it is the first word, and there are no proper nouns or other
capitalized words within the phrase. This style emphasizes a more natural,
sentence-1like flow.

Subordinate Headings

The distinction between title case and sentence case often extends to how
subordinate headings are treated. If a main heading is in title case,
subordinate headings might also follow title case, though this is not a
strict requirement. Conversely, if the main heading is in sentence case,
subordinate headings will almost invariably also be in sentence case.
Consistency within a document is key when implementing Chicago style
capitalization principles for headings.

Capitalizing Proper Nouns

The proper noun is the cornerstone of capitalization rules, and Chicago style
adheres strictly to capitalizing them. Proper nouns are names of specific
entities, distinguishing them from general categories. Mastering the
capitalization of proper nouns is fundamental to applying Chicago style
capitalization principles correctly.

People and Places

Names of individuals, including first names, middle names, and last names,
are always capitalized. Titles preceding names, such as "Dr.," "Professor,"
or "Senator," are also capitalized when used with the name. Similarly, the
names of specific geographical locations, including continents, countries,
states, provinces, cities, towns, rivers, mountains, and oceans, are
capitalized. Examples include "North America," "Japan," "California,"
"Chicago River," and "Pacific Ocean."

Organizations and Institutions

The names of specific companies, organizations, government agencies,
educational institutions, and religious bodies are capitalized. This includes
names like "Microsoft," "United Nations," "Federal Bureau of Investigation,"
"Harvard University," and "Catholic Church." When referring to a general type
of organization without naming it specifically, the noun remains lowercase,
such as "a technology company" or "the university." This distinction is
critical for accurate Chicago style capitalization principles.



Brand Names and Trademarks

Specific brand names and trademarks are capitalized, even if they are derived
from common nouns. For example, "Kleenex" (for facial tissue) or "Xerox" (for
photocopier). It's important to note that usage can sometimes lead to a brand
name becoming a generic term (e.g., "kleenex" for any facial tissue), but the
proper noun itself remains capitalized when referring to the specific
product.

Historical Periods and Events

Specific historical periods, eras, and named events are capitalized. This
includes terms like "the Renaissance," "the Middle Ages," "World War II," and
"the French Revolution." However, general terms referring to historical
periods are not capitalized, such as "an ancient civilization" or "a medieval
castle."

Capitalizing Common Nouns

While proper nouns are straightforward, the capitalization of common nouns
under Chicago style capitalization principles requires more attention.
Generally, common nouns are lowercase unless they function as part of a
proper noun or are governed by specific rules for titles and headings.

When Common Nouns Become Proper

A common noun can become part of a proper noun when it is integral to the
name of a specific entity. For instance, in "City Hall," "City" is
capitalized because it is part of the specific name of the building.
Similarly, "State Street" capitalizes "State" because it's part of the name
of a street. This principle applies to many official names of buildings,
streets, and governmental bodies.

Titles of Respect or Office

Titles that denote a specific office or position of authority are capitalized
when used directly before a name or when referring to a specific, incumbent
holder of that office in certain contexts. For example, "President Lincoln"
is capitalized. However, when referring to the office in general or a former
holder without the specific title, it's usually lowercase: "the president of
the company" or "Abraham Lincoln was president." The nuances of titles are a
common area of confusion in Chicago style capitalization principles.

Directions and Regions



Cardinal directions (north, south, east, west) are capitalized when they
refer to specific regions, but not when they indicate general direction. For
example, "the South" refers to a specific region of the United States, while
"go south" indicates a direction. Similarly, "midwestern states" (lowercase)
refers to a general area, while "the Midwest" (capitalized) refers to a
specific region. Understanding these distinctions is key to applying Chicago
style capitalization principles correctly.

Academic Disciplines and Languages

Academic disciplines are generally lowercase unless they are part of a
specific department name or a language. For example, "history" is lowercase,
but "the Department of History" capitalizes "History." Languages are always
capitalized, such as "English," "Spanish," and "Mandarin."

Capitalizing in Technical and Specialized
Contexts

Chicago style capitalization principles extend to specialized fields, where
specific conventions may apply. These can include scientific terminology,
legal terms, and religious or philosophical concepts. Adherence to these
specific rules ensures clarity and precision within these domains.

Scientific and Technical Terms

In scientific and technical writing, the general rule is to lowercase common
nouns unless they are part of a formal name. However, specific naming
conventions exist. For instance, species names 1in biology are capitalized in
a specific binomial nomenclature system, with the genus capitalized and the
species lowercase (e.g., Homo sapiens). Chemical elements and compounds
generally follow standard nomenclature, which is often lowercase unless part
of a proper name.

Legal and Governmental Terms

Legal and governmental terms can be tricky. While specific laws, acts, and
treaties are capitalized (e.g., "the Civil Rights Act of 1964"), general

legal concepts are lowercase (e.g., "a contract" or "the law"). Similarly,
governmental bodies are capitalized when named specifically ("the Supreme
Court"), but general terms are lowercase ("the court").

Religious and Philosophical Terms

Religious and philosophical terminology often requires careful consideration.
Deities are capitalized ("God," "Allah"). Specific religious texts and major
subdivisions are also capitalized ("the Bible," "the Quran," "Catholicism,"



"Judaism"). However, general terms related to belief systems are lowercase
("a religion," "a philosophy"). Terms referring to the divine may sometimes
be capitalized by convention even when not a proper noun, such as "the
Almighty" or "Providence."

Common Pitfalls in Chicago Style Capitalization

Despite the detailed guidelines, certain areas frequently cause confusion for
writers attempting to adhere to Chicago style capitalization principles.
Recognizing these common pitfalls can help writers avoid errors and improve
the accuracy of their work.

Overcapitalization

One of the most common mistakes is overcapitalizing common nouns that do not
warrant it. This often stems from a misunderstanding of when a common noun
becomes part of a proper noun or is elevated by context. For example,
capitalizing "Department" when it's not part of an official departmental
name, or capitalizing "Street" when it's not part of a street's name.

Undercapitalization

Conversely, undercapitalization is also a frequent error. This occurs when
proper nouns are mistakenly left in lowercase. This is particularly common
with names of specific entities that might sound like general terms, or when
writers are unsure about the specific classification of a word. Forgetting to
capitalize the first word of a title or heading in title case is another
example.

Inconsistent Application

Inconsistency is a major challenge. A writer might capitalize a term
correctly in one instance and incorrectly in another within the same
document. This can happen with proper nouns that have both capitalized and
lowercase forms depending on context, or with titles and headings where the
chosen style (title case vs. sentence case) 1is not applied uniformly.
Maintaining a style sheet or referring back to Chicago style capitalization
principles during editing is essential for consistency.

Misinterpreting Titles

The rules for capitalizing titles and headings can be complex, especially
with prepositions and conjunctions. Writers often struggle with deciding
whether to capitalize shorter words like "a,"™ "an," "the," "of," "in," and
"on." Following the Chicago style's distinction between principal words and
others is crucial. Similarly, understanding the difference between title case



and sentence case for various elements of a document is key.

Frequently Asked Questions on Chicago Style
Capitalization

Q: When should I capitalize "street" in Chicago
style?

A: You should capitalize "Street" when it is part of the formal name of a
street, such as "Michigan Avenue" or "State Street." When referring to a
street in a general sense, such as "the street was busy," it should be
lowercase.

Q: How do I capitalize titles of books and articles
in Chicago style?

A: For book titles and major headings, Chicago style typically uses title
case, capitalizing the first word, last word, and all principal words. For
article titles and subheadings, sentence case is generally used, capitalizing
only the first word and proper nouns.

Q: Is it "the Internet" or "the internet" in Chicago
style?

A: According to the latest editions of The Chicago Manual of Style,
"internet" 1is generally treated as a common noun and should be lowercase.

Q: When do I capitalize job titles in Chicago style?

A: Job titles are capitalized when they precede a person's name (e.g.,
"President Lincoln") or when they are used in place of a name to refer to a
specific, incumbent holder of an office in certain formal contexts.
Otherwise, job titles are typically lowercase (e.g., "the president of the
company") .

Q: How do Chicago style capitalization principles
handle words like "website"?

A: The word "website" is generally treated as a common noun and should be
lowercase unless it is part of a specific proper name (e.g., a company's
website, which would be capitalized if it's part of the company's formal
name) .

Q: Should I capitalize common nouns that represent a
specific role in a company, like "CEO"?

A: If "CEO" is used as a title preceding a name (e.g., "CEO John Smith"), it



is capitalized. If it is used generally (e.g., "the company's CEO"), it is
often lowercase, though some style guides might suggest capitalization in
certain contexts for emphasis. Chicago generally favors lowercase for common
nouns unless they function as proper nouns.
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