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chicago style manuscript capitalization is a critical element for academic papers, theses,
dissertations, and book manuscripts, ensuring clarity, consistency, and professional presentation.
Adhering to the guidelines set forth by The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is paramount for authors
seeking to publish in academic or trade circles. This guide delves deeply into the nuances of Chicago
style capitalization for manuscripts, covering everything from general principles to specific
applications. We will explore title capitalization, the capitalization of headings and subheadings,
proper nouns, and common challenges encountered when formatting manuscripts according to these
established rules. Understanding and applying these principles will elevate your work and
demonstrate a commitment to scholarly rigor.
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Introduction to Chicago Style Capitalization Principles

The Chicago Manual of Style offers a detailed framework for manuscript preparation, with its
capitalization rules serving as a cornerstone for professional writing. The overarching principle is to
capitalize words that are grammatically proper nouns or are deemed to have significant importance
within the context of the work. This approach aims for clarity and consistency, making the manuscript
easier for readers to navigate and understand. Unlike some styles that lean towards minimal
capitalization, Chicago style often encourages it for elements like titles and headings to draw
attention to key components of the text. Understanding these foundational ideas is the first step
toward mastering Chicago style manuscript capitalization.

Consistency is key when applying any style guide, and Chicago is no exception. Once a decision is
made regarding the capitalization of a particular type of word or phrase, it should be applied
uniformly throughout the manuscript. This prevents reader confusion and upholds the professional
standard expected in academic and published works. The following sections will break down these
principles into practical, actionable advice.



Capitalizing Titles and Headings in Chicago Style

The treatment of titles and headings is one of the most visible aspects of manuscript capitalization.
Chicago style offers two primary approaches: title case and sentence case. Understanding when to
use each is crucial for proper formatting.

Title Case vs. Sentence Case for Titles

Title case, as defined by Chicago style, involves capitalizing the first word of the title or heading, the
last word, and all principal words thereafter. This includes nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, and
adverbs. Articles (a, an, the), prepositions (in, on, at), and conjunctions (and, but, or) are generally
not capitalized unless they are the first or last word of the title. Sentence case, on the other hand,
treats the title or heading as if it were the first sentence of a paragraph, capitalizing only the first
word and any proper nouns.

Chicago style generally recommends title case for the main titles of books and articles, as well as for
headings and subheadings. However, for the titles of shorter works within a larger collection, such as
essays, poems, or chapters within an edited volume, sentence case is often preferred. The choice
between title case and sentence case can also depend on the specific publication or institution’s
guidelines, so always check any specific requirements.

Specific Rules for Capitalizing Titles of Works

When capitalizing titles of books, articles, journals, films, plays, and other creative works, Chicago
style typically employs title case. For example, a book title like "The Lord of the Rings" follows this
rule, with "The," "Lord," "of," and "the" capitalized according to the principal word rule. Similarly, an
article title such as "A Study of Climate Change Impacts" would capitalize "A," "Study," "of," and
"Climate," but not "change" if it were considered less principal than "Impacts" (though in this case,
"change" might also be capitalized depending on context and emphasis). The critical aspect is
consistency in applying the principal word rule.

For shorter works or parts of larger works, like chapters or essays, sentence case is more common. If
a chapter title were "The beginning of a new era," in sentence case it would be "The beginning of a
new era." This distinction helps readers quickly identify the type of work being referenced.

Capitalizing Headings Within a Manuscript

Headings and subheadings within the manuscript itself also adhere to Chicago’s capitalization rules.
Generally, headings will follow title case, while subheadings might also use title case or transition to
sentence case depending on their hierarchical level and the desired visual distinction. The key is to
maintain a clear hierarchy. For instance, a main section heading might be centered and in title case,
while a subheading might be left-aligned and in title case or sentence case.



It is important to establish a consistent system for headings and subheadings early in the writing
process. This might involve different font sizes, bolding, or italics, in addition to capitalization. For
example, a Level 1 heading could be in all caps and title case, a Level 2 heading in bold and title case,
and a Level 3 heading in italics and sentence case. The CMOS provides flexibility, but strict adherence
to the chosen system is paramount.

Proper Nouns and Their Capitalization in Chicago Style

Proper nouns form a significant category within capitalization rules, and Chicago style offers clear
guidance on their usage. A proper noun is a name used for an individual person, place, or
organization, spelled with an initial capital letter. The core principle is to capitalize specific names, not
general terms.

Commonly Capitalized Proper Nouns

This category includes a wide range of entities. Personal names (e.g., Jane Austen, William
Shakespeare) are always capitalized. Place names, such as continents, countries, states, cities, rivers,
mountains, and oceans (e.g., North America, France, California, Mississippi River, Pacific Ocean), are
also capitalized. Organizations, institutions, and companies (e.g., United Nations, Harvard University,
Google) fall under this umbrella. Days of the week, months, and holidays (e.g., Monday, July,
Christmas) are capitalized, as are specific historical periods and events (e.g., the Renaissance, World
War II).

Specific titles when used as part of a name or in place of a name (e.g., President Lincoln, Queen
Elizabeth) are capitalized. However, when used in a general sense, they might not be (e.g., "the
president of the club"). Religious terms, deities, and specific religious texts (e.g., God, Buddha, the
Bible, the Quran) are also capitalized. Brand names and trademarks (e.g., Coca-Cola, iPhone) are
capitalized, as are names of specific languages, nationalities, and ethnic groups (e.g., English, French,
African American).

When Not to Capitalize Proper Nouns

There are instances where words that might seem like proper nouns are not capitalized in Chicago
style. For example, words that were once proper nouns but have become common terms (e.g.,
"sandwich" from the Earl of Sandwich) are not capitalized. Similarly, generic terms that follow a
specific name but are not part of it (e.g., "the city of Chicago" versus "Chicago City Hall") might not be
capitalized. The key is to differentiate between a specific, identifying name and a descriptive term.

When a proper noun is used adjectivally, it is generally capitalized (e.g., "a Shakespearean sonnet").
However, some terms derived from proper nouns have become so common that they are no longer
capitalized (e.g., "china" for porcelain, though its origin is the country China). It is important to consult
a dictionary or style guide for specific terms where there might be ambiguity.



Capitalization of Terms of Respect and Titles

Titles of respect, such as "Mr.," "Mrs.," "Ms.," "Dr.," "Professor," and "Reverend," are capitalized when
they precede a name. They are also often capitalized when used alone to refer to a specific person in
a formal context. However, when these titles are used generically or in an informal manner, they are
typically lowercased (e.g., "She is a professor of history," but "Professor Smith taught the course").

Similarly, kinship terms like "Mother," "Father," "Aunt," and "Uncle" are capitalized when used as
substitutes for a specific name (e.g., "I spoke to Mother yesterday") but are lowercased when used
with a possessive pronoun or in a general sense (e.g., "my mother," "his uncle"). This distinction
ensures clarity between specific identification and general reference.

Capitalization Challenges and Specific Scenarios

Even with clear guidelines, certain situations can present challenges in manuscript capitalization.
Understanding these nuances can prevent common errors.

Acronyms and Initialisms

Acronyms, which are pronounceable words formed from initial letters, and initialisms, which are
pronounced letter by letter, are generally capitalized in Chicago style (e.g., NASA, FBI, NATO).
However, if an acronym becomes so common that it is treated as a word, it may eventually be
lowercased, though this is rare for official acronyms. The first time an acronym is used in a text, it is
good practice to spell out the full name followed by the acronym in parentheses. For example, "The
National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) launched..."

Brand Names and Product Names

Brand names and specific product names are proper nouns and should always be capitalized (e.g.,
Apple, Windows, Toyota Camry). This applies even if the brand name is used generically, although in
some cases, if the brand has become a generic term for a product type (e.g., "kleenex" for tissue), it
might be lowercased. However, for formal manuscripts, it is generally safer to maintain capitalization
to avoid any ambiguity and to respect trademark ownership.

Scientific and Technical Terms

The capitalization of scientific and technical terms can be complex. Generally, common scientific
terms are not capitalized unless they are derived from a proper noun (e.g., "a pascal" for pressure
unit, named after Blaise Pascal). Specific names of species, genera, and families in taxonomy are
capitalized according to scientific convention, often using italics as well (e.g., Homo sapiens). Trade



names of drugs or patented processes are capitalized.

When in doubt about specific scientific or technical terms, consulting specialized glossaries or style
guides within that particular field is recommended. The general principle is to capitalize only what is
specifically named or is a proper noun derivative, unless scientific nomenclature dictates otherwise.

Final Considerations for Manuscript Capitalization

Mastering Chicago style manuscript capitalization is an ongoing process that requires careful
attention to detail and consistent application. Beyond the specific rules, authors should always
prioritize clarity and readability for their intended audience. When in doubt, consulting the latest
edition of The Chicago Manual of Style is the definitive resource. Many publishers also have their own
specific style guides that may supplement or modify CMOS rules. Therefore, always check any
submission guidelines provided by your publisher or academic institution.

Developing a personal style sheet for your manuscript can be an invaluable tool. This sheet can
document decisions made regarding capitalization for recurring terms, specific entities, or stylistic
choices. By diligently following these guidelines and maintaining a consistent approach, you will
ensure your manuscript adheres to the high standards of professional academic and published
writing.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between title case and
sentence case in Chicago style?
A: Title case capitalizes the first word, the last word, and all principal words in a title or heading, while
sentence case capitalizes only the first word and any proper nouns within the title, treating it like the
beginning of a sentence.

Q: When should I use title case versus sentence case for
headings in my manuscript?
A: Chicago style generally favors title case for main headings and subheadings to emphasize their
importance. Sentence case might be used for less prominent subheadings or for titles of shorter
works within a larger publication, depending on established conventions.

Q: Are there specific rules for capitalizing geographic names
in Chicago style?
A: Yes, Chicago style capitalizes specific geographic names such as continents, countries, states,
cities, rivers, mountains, and oceans. However, generic terms describing these features are usually



lowercase (e.g., "the river" vs. "the Mississippi River").

Q: How do I capitalize brand names and product names in a
Chicago style manuscript?
A: Brand names and specific product names are considered proper nouns and are always capitalized
in Chicago style, regardless of whether they are used generically.

Q: What is the Chicago style rule for capitalizing acronyms
and initialisms?
A: Acronyms and initialisms are generally capitalized in Chicago style (e.g., NASA, FBI). It's good
practice to spell out the full term followed by the acronym in parentheses upon its first use.

Q: Should I capitalize common nouns if they are part of a
specific title or name?
A: Yes, if a common noun is part of a specific title or name, it is typically capitalized according to title
case rules or as part of the proper noun itself. For example, in "The White House," "White" and
"House" are capitalized.

Q: How does Chicago style handle the capitalization of
scientific and technical terms?
A: Common scientific terms are usually not capitalized unless they are derived from a proper noun.
Specific scientific nomenclature, such as species names, may follow specific conventions and often
use italics. Trade names of drugs or patented processes are capitalized.

Q: When referring to a historical event, how should I
capitalize it in Chicago style?
A: Specific historical periods and events are capitalized (e.g., the Renaissance, World War II). Generic
references to historical eras are typically not capitalized.

Q: Is there a difference in capitalization for published works
versus manuscript preparation in Chicago style?
A: While the core principles remain the same, publishers may have specific style sheets that slightly
modify Chicago Manual of Style rules for published works. For manuscript preparation, adherence to
the CMOS is paramount.



Q: What should I do if I encounter a word or phrase not
explicitly covered by Chicago style capitalization rules?
A: When in doubt, consult the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style. If still uncertain, apply the
rule that best aligns with the general principles of clarity, consistency, and the proper identification of
specific entities.
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