
chicago style italics

chicago style italics are a fundamental element in academic and professional writing, guiding authors on how
to appropriately employ this distinctive typographical feature for emphasis, clarity, and adherence to
established scholarly conventions. Mastering Chicago style italics is essential for anyone aiming to produce
polished, credible work. This comprehensive guide will delve into the nuanced applications of italics within the
Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), covering everything from titles of works to foreign words and technical
terms. We will explore the core principles, common pitfalls, and specific scenarios where italics are not just
recommended but required, ensuring a deep understanding of this crucial stylistic aspect.
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The Fundamental Purpose of Italics

Italics in Chicago style serve several vital functions, primarily aimed at enhancing readability and conveying
specific meaning. They act as a visual cue, drawing the reader's attention to particular words or phrases that
require special consideration. This typographical distinction helps to separate and categorize different types of
information within a text, preventing confusion and improving the overall clarity of the writing. Understanding
the underlying rationale behind italicization is key to applying it correctly and effectively.

The core purpose of italics is to signal that a word or phrase is different from the surrounding text in a
specific, predetermined way. This difference can indicate that the word belongs to a category being discussed,
such as the title of a creative work, or that it carries a particular emphasis intended by the author. Without
these visual cues, readers might overlook crucial details or misinterpret the writer's intent, leading to
miscommunication and a diminished reading experience.

Titles of Works: A Primary Application

One of the most frequent and well-defined uses of italics in Chicago style is for the titles of major creative
and intellectual works. This convention helps to clearly distinguish these titles from the main body of the
text, allowing readers to easily identify what is being referenced. Adhering to this rule is crucial for academic
papers, scholarly articles, and professional publications, as it is a widely recognized standard in the publishing
world.

The Chicago Manual of Style dictates that major works, which are typically self-contained and substantial,
should be italicized. This broad category encompasses a wide array of creative and scholarly endeavors, from
literature and art to significant digital content. Consistent application ensures that readers can readily



differentiate between a discussion about a book and the book's title itself.

Italicizing Books, Journals, and Websites

When referring to the full title of a book, a scholarly journal, a magazine, a newspaper, a website, a film, a
television series, a play, or a long musical composition, italics are mandatory. For instance, when discussing
Shakespeare's famous tragedy, one would write Hamlet, not "Hamlet" or Hamlet. Similarly, a reference to the
leading academic publication in a field would be to The Journal of American History.

The same rule applies to the names of major online platforms and their comprehensive content. For example, if
you are referencing the entirety of a specific website, its title should be italicized, such as The New York Times
website or Wikipedia. This broad application ensures clarity across various media and content types, making it
easier for readers to identify the source material being discussed.

Italicizing Articles, Chapters, and Web Pages

In contrast to major works, the titles of shorter, self-contained pieces that are part of a larger whole are
typically enclosed in quotation marks, not italicized. This distinction is critical for maintaining the
hierarchical clarity of references. For example, an article within a journal, a chapter within a book, or a
specific page on a website would be treated differently.

Thus, while the journal Nature would be italicized, an article published within it would be placed in quotation
marks, such as "The Discovery of the Higgs Boson." Similarly, a chapter titled "The Renaissance" within a book
would appear as "The Renaissance." This systematic approach prevents confusion between the overarching
work and its constituent parts, a cornerstone of proper citation and textual organization.

Foreign Words and Phrases

Chicago style also mandates the use of italics for foreign words and phrases that are not yet commonly
integrated into English. This practice serves to highlight that the term is foreign and may require special
attention from the reader, potentially being unfamiliar or having a specific nuance that differs from its English
translation. It signals a departure from standard English vocabulary.

The general guideline is to italicize foreign words and phrases unless they have become so commonplace in English
that they are considered naturalized. Terms that appear frequently in dictionaries without an italicization
note are usually safe to use without italics. However, for less common expressions or terms used in their
original linguistic context, italics are the appropriate choice.

Examples of italicized foreign words include Latin phrases like ad hoc or de facto, French terms like bon app�tit,
or German words like Schadenfreude. The intent is to acknowledge the word's origin and to signal to the reader
that it might not be immediately familiar. This convention aids in precise communication, especially in academic or
technical writing where specific terminology is prevalent.

Emphasis and Intended Meaning

Italics can be used sparingly to emphasize a particular word or phrase within a sentence. This is a powerful
tool for guiding the reader's interpretation and highlighting what the author considers to be the most



important element of a statement. However, this usage should be employed with caution, as overuse can diminish
its impact and even appear patronizing to the reader.

When italicizing for emphasis, the goal is to draw attention to a specific word that carries particular
significance in the context of the sentence. For example, in the sentence, "I did not say he stole the money; I said
he took it," the italics on "not" and "took" emphasize the subtle but crucial distinction the speaker is making.
This application is more common in narrative or persuasive writing than in strictly academic or technical texts,
where clarity is often achieved through precise word choice rather than typographical emphasis.

It is important to note that emphasis through italics should be reserved for situations where the meaning
would otherwise be ambiguous or where the author genuinely wants to underscore a specific point. Relying on
italics too frequently can undermine the strength of the prose and make the text appear overly dramatic or
insecure. Often, rephrasing the sentence to naturally convey the intended emphasis is a more effective strategy.

Technical Terms and Jargon

In specialized fields, italics can be used to introduce and define technical terms or jargon for the first time. This
helps readers unfamiliar with the terminology to recognize it as a specific concept that will be explained. Once
a term has been defined, subsequent uses usually do not require italics.

This practice is common in scientific, medical, and linguistic writing, where precise terminology is paramount. For
instance, when introducing a new concept in psychology, one might write: "The phenomenon of cognitive
dissonance occurs when an individual holds two or more contradictory beliefs, ideas, or values." After this
initial definition, the term "cognitive dissonance" can be used without italics in subsequent sentences.

However, there are exceptions. Some technical terms are so fundamental to a discipline that they are never
italicized, even on first mention. Conversely, in some cases, an author might choose to italicize a term
throughout a text to consistently signal its technical nature, especially if the audience is expected to be
largely unfamiliar with the subject matter. Always consult specific style guides or editorial preferences for
the most appropriate approach.

Distinguishing Between Titles and Other Elements

A common area of confusion regarding italics involves differentiating between titles and other elements within a
sentence, such as generic descriptions or common nouns. Chicago style provides clear guidelines to ensure that
titles are consistently identified and distinguished from the surrounding narrative.

For instance, when referring to a ship's name, the rule is that the ship's name is italicized, but the generic noun
referring to it is not. So, one would write about the luxury liner Titanic, but simply refer to "the ship" or "the
liner" in subsequent mentions unless referring to the specific name again. This prevents ambiguity and maintains
clarity.

Similarly, the names of specific legal cases are italicized, such as Marbury v. Madison. However, the generic term
for a legal proceeding is not italicized. This distinction is vital in legal writing and historical analysis to
accurately represent specific precedents and general legal concepts.

Common Scenarios and Exceptions



Beyond the general rules, several specific scenarios and exceptions govern the use of italics in Chicago style.
Understanding these nuances is crucial for achieving a high level of accuracy and professionalism in writing.

One frequent exception relates to the names of deities. While general references to gods are not italicized (e.g.,
"the gods of Olympus"), specific names are often italicized when referring to them in their divine capacity,
particularly in religious or mythological texts. However, common usage often dictates no italics for names
that have become widely known, such as God or Allah. The context and the specific field of study play a
significant role here.

Another area to consider is the capitalization of words within titles. While titles of major works are
italicized, the capitalization within those titles follows standard title-case conventions. For instance, it's
The Lord of the Rings, not the lord of the rings.

Italics in Citations and Bibliographies

In Chicago style citations and bibliographies, italics play a crucial role in identifying the source publication.
As mentioned earlier, the titles of books, journals, newspapers, and websites are italicized in both
footnotes/endnotes and the bibliography. This consistent application helps readers quickly locate the full
source information.

For example, a bibliographic entry for a book would look something like this: Smith, John. The History of
Chicago. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2020. Here, the title of the book, The History of Chicago, is
clearly italicized. This adherence to format ensures that the bibliographic list is clear, organized, and easy to
navigate, allowing researchers to verify sources efficiently.

Similarly, when citing an article in a journal, the journal's title is italicized, while the article's title is placed
in quotation marks. This hierarchical formatting is maintained throughout all citation elements, reinforcing the
distinction between the larger publication and its contained work.

When NOT to Use Italics

While italics are widely used, there are many instances where they are inappropriate. Overuse or incorrect
application can detract from the professionalism of a text. Chicago style is quite clear on when to avoid this
typographical tool.

Proper Nouns (unless part of a title): Generally, proper nouns like names of people, places, and
organizations are not italicized unless they are part of a title that requires it.

Common Words: Words that are part of the standard English vocabulary, even if they originate from
another language but are considered naturalized, do not need to be italicized.

Short Works within Larger Works: As previously noted, titles of articles, essays, chapters, poems,
songs, and individual web pages are enclosed in quotation marks, not italicized.

Generic Terms: Terms that describe a type of work or object, rather than its specific title, are not
italicized (e.g., "a novel," "a symphony," "a newspaper").



Overemphasis: Using italics solely for emphasis should be done with extreme restraint, as it can weaken
the prose.

By understanding these clear boundaries, writers can ensure that their use of italics is both appropriate and
effective, contributing to a polished and professional final product.

Best Practices for Chicago Style Italics

To ensure consistent and correct application of Chicago style italics, several best practices can be adopted.
These guidelines aim to streamline the process and minimize errors, leading to a more polished and credible piece of
writing.

Firstly, maintain a style sheet. For longer projects or when working with a team, a style sheet detailing specific
decisions regarding the use of italics for certain terms or categories can be invaluable. This ensures uniformity
across the entire document.

Secondly, consult the Chicago Manual of Style frequently. For any question or ambiguity, the CMOS is the
definitive authority. Familiarity with its sections on typography and punctuation will answer most queries
regarding italics.

Finally, proofread meticulously with a specific focus on italics. During the final stages of editing, dedicate time
solely to checking the correct and consistent application of italicization. Pay close attention to titles,
foreign words, and instances of intended emphasis, ensuring they align with CMOS guidelines.

Adhering to these practices will not only improve the accuracy of your work but also enhance its overall
readability and professional presentation, demonstrating a keen attention to detail and a mastery of academic
writing standards.

In conclusion, the correct and judicious use of Chicago style italics is a hallmark of effective scholarly and
professional communication. From clearly delineating titles of works to highlighting foreign terms and providing
subtle emphasis, italics serve a critical role in guiding the reader and ensuring textual clarity. By
understanding the principles, common applications, and exceptions outlined in this guide, writers can confidently
navigate the complexities of italicization and produce polished, credible work that adheres to the highest
standards of the Chicago Manual of Style.

FAQ

Q: When should I italicize the title of a website in Chicago style?
A: You should italicize the title of a website in Chicago style when you are referring to the website as a
whole, particularly its homepage or the overarching entity. For instance, you would italicize The New York
Times when discussing the newspaper's website. However, if you are referring to a specific page or article on
that website, the title of that specific page or article would typically be enclosed in quotation marks, not
italicized.



Q: Are foreign words always italicized in Chicago style?
A: No, not all foreign words are italicized in Chicago style. Generally, you italicize foreign words and phrases
that are not yet commonly integrated into English. If a foreign word is widely understood and used in English,
appearing in standard dictionaries without an italicization note, it is usually not italicized. For example,
"kindergarten" or "d�j� vu" are commonly used enough not to require italics.

Q: How do I italicize for emphasis in Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style, italics can be used sparingly for emphasis on a specific word or phrase within a sentence.
However, this should be done with extreme caution and only when it is necessary to clarify meaning or draw
attention to a crucial element that might otherwise be overlooked. Overusing italics for emphasis can weaken
the prose and make the text appear less professional. It's often better to rephrase a sentence to convey
emphasis naturally.

Q: What is the rule for italicizing titles of shorter works versus major
works in Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style, titles of major works, which are self-contained and substantial, are italicized. This
includes books, journals, magazines, newspapers, websites, films, television series, plays, and long musical
compositions. In contrast, titles of shorter works that are part of a larger whole, such as articles, essays,
chapters, poems, songs, or individual web pages, are enclosed in quotation marks.

Q: Should I italicize the names of ships, trains, or aircraft in Chicago style?
A: Yes, in Chicago style, the names of specific ships, trains, aircraft, and other similar vehicles are italicized.
For example, you would refer to the Titanic, the Orient Express, or the Enola Gay. However, generic terms
referring to these types of vehicles, such as "the ship," "the train," or "the aircraft," are not italicized.

Q: When do I use italics for technical terms in Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style, you can use italics to introduce and define technical terms or jargon for the first time
within a text, especially if you anticipate your audience may be unfamiliar with them. Once the term has been
defined, subsequent uses typically do not require italics. This helps readers identify and understand specific
terminology within a specialized field.

Q: What is the difference between italicizing a journal and an article in
Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style, the title of a scholarly journal is italicized, as it is considered a major work. For example,
The American Historical Review would be italicized. However, the title of an individual article published within
that journal is enclosed in quotation marks, not italicized. For instance, an article might be titled "The Impact
of the Printing Press" within the journal.
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