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chicago style capitalization rules for american english language are a cornerstone
of clear and professional writing, particularly in academic, publishing, and journalistic
contexts. Understanding these conventions is crucial for maintaining credibility and
ensuring your message is conveyed effectively. This comprehensive guide delves into the
intricacies of Chicago-style capitalization, covering everything from general principles to
specific applications for titles, proper nouns, and even common terms that might seem
straightforward but require careful consideration. We will explore the rationale behind
these rules, providing practical examples to illustrate their application in various
scenarios. By mastering these guidelines, writers can elevate their work, ensuring
consistency and adherence to a widely respected style manual. This article aims to be your
definitive resource for navigating the nuances of Chicago style capitalization.
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General Principles of Chicago Style Capitalization

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) generally favors a conservative approach to
capitalization, meaning it tends to lowercase more words than some other style guides.
The overarching principle is to capitalize only when the word is a proper noun or when
specific rules dictate it for clarity or emphasis. This philosophy aims to reduce visual
clutter and ensure that capitalization is used purposefully. Writers should always consult
the latest edition of the CMOS for the most current and definitive guidance.

At its core, Chicago style capitalization hinges on distinguishing between common nouns
and proper nouns. Proper nouns, which refer to unique entities such as specific people,
places, organizations, and sometimes specific events or periods, are capitalized. Common
nouns, conversely, refer to general categories of things and are typically lowercase unless
they begin a sentence or are part of a title governed by specific rules. This fundamental
distinction is the bedrock upon which all other Chicago style capitalization rules are built.

Capitalization in Titles and Headings

Chicago style offers two main approaches to title and heading capitalization: headline
style and sentence style. Headline style capitalizes the first word, last word, and all
"important" words in a title or heading, including nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, and



adverbs. Sentence style, on the other hand, capitalizes only the first word and any proper
nouns or proper adjectives within the title or heading, similar to how a sentence begins.

The choice between headline style and sentence style often depends on the context of the
publication or the specific requirements of the project. Major works like books and articles
often use headline style for their main titles and chapter headings to draw attention.
Shorter works, such as subheadings within an article or titles of internal documents, might
utilize sentence style for a more understated and consistent appearance.

Headline Style Capitalization in Chicago Style

In headline style, the definition of an "important" word is key. Generally, all nouns,
pronouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs are capitalized. Minor words like articles (a, an,
the), short prepositions (of, in, on, at, to, for, with), and coordinating conjunctions (and,
but, or, nor, for, so, yet) are typically not capitalized unless they are the first or last word
of the title or heading. However, prepositions longer than three or four letters, such as
“through" or "between," are often capitalized. It is crucial to maintain consistency within a
single work when applying headline style.

Sentence Style Capitalization in Chicago Style

Sentence style capitalization in Chicago is far more straightforward. Only the first word of
the title or heading and any words that would normally be capitalized as proper nouns or
proper adjectives are capitalized. For instance, a title like "The history of the American
Civil War" would be capitalized as "The history of the American Civil War" in sentence
style, because "American" is a proper adjective. This style is often preferred for its
simplicity and its consistency with regular sentence capitalization.

Capitalizing Proper Nouns in Chicago Style

Proper nouns are words that name a specific, unique person, place, organization, or thing.
Chicago style dictates that these should always be capitalized. This category encompasses
a vast array of terms, from individual names to geographical locations, specific
institutions, and even recognized historical eras or events.

The application of proper noun capitalization can become nuanced, especially with terms
that might have both common and proper usages. For example, while "the president" is a
common noun referring to the office, "President Biden" or "the President of the United
States" (when referring to the specific office in a formal context) are proper nouns and
thus capitalized. Similarly, "the company" is common, but "Google" is proper.

Personal Names and Titles

Personal names are straightforward: "John Smith," "Maria Rodriguez," "Li Wei." Titles
used before a name are also capitalized: "Dr. Eleanor Vance," "Professor Thomas Green,"
"Ambassador Susan Rice." However, titles used after a name or in a general sense are
typically lowercase: "Eleanor Vance, doctor of philosophy," or "a professor of history." The
key is whether the title functions as part of the specific identifier.



Geographical Names and Divisions

All specific geographical names are capitalized. This includes continents ("Asia"),
countries ("Canada"), states ("California"), provinces ("Ontario"), cities ("Chicago"),
counties ("Cook County"), neighborhoods ("Harlem"), and bodies of water ("Pacific Ocean,"
"Lake Michigan"). Cardinal directions are capitalized when they refer to a specific region
("the South," "Midwest"), but lowercase when used to denote direction ("drive south").

Organizations, Institutions, and Companies

Names of specific organizations, institutions, government bodies, and companies are
always capitalized. This includes entities like "the United Nations," "Stanford University,"
"the Department of Justice," "Microsoft Corporation," and "the National Hockey League."
Brand names also fall into this category: "iPhone," "Coca-Cola."

Historical Periods, Events, and Named Eras

Specific historical periods and named events are capitalized. Examples include "the
Renaissance," "World War II," "the Civil Rights Movement," "the Stone Age." However,
general terms for historical periods are not capitalized unless they are part of a specific
named era: "a dark age," but "the Middle Ages."

Specific Cases and Exceptions in Chicago Style

Beyond the general rules, Chicago style addresses several specific areas that often present
challenges. These include religious terms, legal and governmental terms, and terms
related to the arts and sciences. Understanding these exceptions is vital for accurate and
professional writing.

One common area of confusion is the capitalization of words related to religion and
divinity. While terms referring to specific deities or religious figures are capitalized
("God," "Allah," "Jesus Christ"), pronouns referring to them are generally not capitalized
unless they are considered part of a sacred text or specific doctrinal usage. Similarly,
names of specific religions ("Christianity," "Islam," "Buddhism") are capitalized.

Religious Terms and Divinity

As mentioned, God, Jesus, Christ, and other divine names are capitalized. Pronouns
referring to God (he, him, his, thee, thou) are traditionally capitalized in religious contexts,
but CMOS generally advises against this in secular writing. Names of religious groups
("Jews," "Muslims," "Hindus") and their associated adjectives ("Christian," "Islamic,"
"Buddhist") are capitalized. Sacred texts ("the Bible," "the Quran," "the Torah") and
specific religious holidays ("Christmas," "Easter," "Ramadan") are also capitalized.

Legal and Governmental Terms

In legal and governmental contexts, the capitalization of terms can be complex. Names of
specific laws, treaties, and acts are capitalized ("the Americans with Disabilities Act," "the
Treaty of Versailles"). When referring to specific governmental bodies, departments, or



agencies by their full, formal name, they are capitalized ("the Federal Bureau of
Investigation," "the Supreme Court of the United States"). However, when referring to
them in a general or informal way, they are typically lowercase ("the bureau," "the court").

Terms in Arts, Sciences, and Academics

In academic and scientific writing, Chicago style generally favors lowercase for disciplines
and fields of study ("physics," "history," "psychology"). However, when these terms are
part of a formal department name or a course title, they are capitalized ("Department of
Physics," "Introduction to Renaissance Art"). Specific scientific theories or named
concepts are typically not capitalized unless they are named after a person or are
considered a proper noun ("theory of relativity" is lowercase, but "Einstein's theory of
relativity" is capitalized). This reflects the principle of capitalizing only when necessary for
specificity.

Capitalizing Common Nouns and Adjectives

The distinction between common and proper nouns is fundamental, but sometimes
adjectives derived from proper nouns can cause confusion. Chicago style adheres to
capitalizing proper adjectives, which are adjectives derived from proper nouns. For
example, "American" (from America), "Shakespearean" (from Shakespeare), and
"Victorian" (from Victoria) are capitalized when they retain their direct connection to the
proper noun.

However, if a derived adjective has become so common that it no longer strongly evokes
the original proper noun, it may be lowercase. For instance, "china" (referring to
porcelain, derived from China) is lowercase, as is "arabic" (referring to the numeral
system). The key is the degree of association and common usage. When in doubt, it's
generally safer to capitalize if there's a clear derivation from a proper noun, especially in
formal writing.

e Proper adjectives derived from proper nouns are capitalized.

e Examples include nationalities, ethnic groups, and terms related to specific historical
periods or people.

e Some derived adjectives become common and are therefore lowercased.

e Consistency is paramount when deciding whether to capitalize a derived adjective.

Maintaining Consistency in Chicago Style

Perhaps the most critical aspect of applying Chicago style capitalization rules for american
english language is maintaining consistency throughout a document or a body of work.
Once a decision is made about how to capitalize a particular type of term, that decision
should be applied uniformly. Inconsistent capitalization can undermine the



professionalism and readability of any piece of writing.

To ensure consistency, it is highly recommended to create a style sheet for larger projects.
A style sheet is a document that lists specific editorial decisions, including capitalization
choices for recurring terms, names, and titles. This serves as a reference point for all
writers and editors working on the project, guaranteeing that the established conventions
are followed diligently. Regularly reviewing the document for adherence to the style sheet
is also a crucial step in the editing process.

FAQ

Q: When should I capitalize the word "internet" in
Chicago style?

A: Historically, "internet" was capitalized as a proper noun referring to the global network.
However, in recent editions, The Chicago Manual of Style recommends lowercasing

"internet" as it has become a common noun referring to the network itself. Proper nouns
like "World Wide Web" still retain their capitalization.

Q: What are the rules for capitalizing the names of
specific seasons in Chicago style?

A: In Chicago style, the names of the seasons—spring, summer, autumn (or fall), and
winter—are generally not capitalized unless they begin a sentence or are part of a formal
title that follows headline capitalization rules. However, they are capitalized if they are
part of a specific named era or event, such as "the Winter Olympics."

Q: How do I capitalize terms related to government
positions in Chicago style?

A: When referring to a specific, named governmental position as part of a person's title, it
is capitalized: "President Lincoln," "Secretary of State Antony Blinken." However, when

referring to the position in a general sense or after the name, it is typically lowercase:
"Abraham Lincoln, president of the United States," or "the secretary of state."

Q: What is the difference between headline style and
sentence style for titles in Chicago?

A: Headline style capitalizes the first word, last word, and all important words in a title
(nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs), while lowercasing minor words like articles and short
prepositions. Sentence style capitalizes only the first word and any proper nouns or proper
adjectives within the title, similar to sentence capitalization.

Q: Are there specific rules for capitalizing company



names and their products in Chicago style?

A: Yes, company names are always capitalized as they are proper nouns (e.g., "Apple,"
"Google"). Product names are also capitalized as proper nouns (e.g., "iPhone," "Windows
11"). If referring to the general type of product, it would be lowercase (e.g., "a
smartphone," "an operating system").

Q: How should I capitalize terms when referring to
languages and nationalities in Chicago style?

A: Names of languages and nationalities are always capitalized because they are proper
nouns or proper adjectives derived from proper nouns. Examples include "English,"
"Spanish," "French," "American," "Japanese," and "Chinese."

Q: When do I capitalize common nouns in Chicago style?

A: Common nouns are generally not capitalized unless they begin a sentence, are part of a
proper name, or are capitalized according to specific rules for titles and headings
(headline style). For instance, "the park" is lowercase, but "Central Park" is capitalized. "A
cat" is lowercase, but if it were the first word in a headline using headline style, it would
be capitalized.
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