chicago manual capitalization standards

chicago manual capitalization standards are a cornerstone of clear and professional
written communication, particularly in academic, publishing, and historical contexts.
Navigating these rules can seem daunting, but understanding the underlying principles
ensures consistency and readability across diverse written works. This comprehensive
guide delves into the intricacies of Chicago style capitalization, covering everything from
titles and headings to proper nouns and specific stylistic choices. We will explore the
general rules, delve into the nuances of capitalizing titles of works, examine the treatment
of proper nouns and derived terms, and discuss capitalization in headings and
subheadings. Furthermore, we will touch upon common pitfalls and best practices to help
you master this essential style guide.
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Understanding the Fundamentals of Chicago Style
Capitalization

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a comprehensive framework for consistent
and professional writing. At its core, CMOS capitalization aims for clarity and
accessibility, prioritizing reader comprehension above all else. While many style guides
offer similar principles, Chicago style has its own distinct approach to various
capitalization scenarios, making adherence to its guidelines crucial for anyone working
within its purview.

The overarching philosophy behind CMOS capitalization is to capitalize only when there is
a specific reason to do so. This often means a default tendency towards lowercase unless a
rule dictates otherwise. This principle is particularly evident in the capitalization of titles,
where a "title case" approach is typically favored, but with specific exceptions for certain
types of words. Understanding this foundational principle will significantly simplify your
journey into mastering Chicago manual capitalization standards.

Capitalizing Titles of Works: Books, Articles, and
More

One of the most frequently encountered areas of CMOS capitalization involves the titles of



creative and scholarly works. Chicago style generally employs what is known as "title
case" for the titles of books, articles, journals, newspapers, and other published materials.
This means that major words within the title are capitalized, while minor words are
generally kept in lowercase.

Major Words in Titles

Major words include all nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs. These are always
capitalized in a Chicago-style title. For instance, in the title "The Rise and Fall of Empires,"
"Rise," "Fall," and "Empires" are all major words and thus capitalized. Similarly,
prepositions, conjunctions, and articles are considered minor words unless they begin or
end the title, or if they are longer than five letters.

Minor Words in Titles

Minor words, which include articles (a, an, the), prepositions (of, in, on, at, to, for, with,
by, from, up, out), and coordinating conjunctions (and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet), are
typically lowercase. However, there are important exceptions. If a minor word is the first
or last word of a title, it is capitalized. For example, "A Study in Scarlet" capitalizes "A"
because it begins the title.

Prepositions Longer Than Five Letters

An additional rule for minor words states that prepositions longer than five letters are
capitalized. This includes words such as "through," "between," "underneath," and
"throughout.” So, a title like "Adventures Throughout the Galaxy" would capitalize
"Throughout."

Other Considerations for Titles

When capitalizing titles of works, it's also important to consider the specific context. For
instance, while books and articles follow the title case rules, the capitalization of plays and
musical compositions can sometimes differ. It's always best to consult the most recent
edition of the Chicago Manual of Style for precise guidance on these nuances.

Proper Nouns and Derived Terms in Chicago Style

Proper nouns form a significant category in capitalization rules, and Chicago style follows
established conventions. A proper noun is a specific name of a person, place, organization,
or sometimes a thing. In Chicago style, as in most other styles, these are consistently
capitalized.



Specific Names of People and Places

The capitalization of personal names like "Jane Austen" or place names such as "Paris,
France" is straightforward. However, derived terms can sometimes be tricky. For example,
when an adjective is derived from a proper noun, it is typically capitalized, such as
"Shakespearean sonnet" or "Victorian era."

Organizations and Institutions

The names of organizations, institutions, government bodies, and companies are also
capitalized. This includes entities like "The Smithsonian Institution," "The United Nations,"
and "Google." When referring to specific departments or divisions within these
organizations, those are also capitalized, such as "The Department of Justice."

Derived Adjectives and Nouns

Derived adjectives and nouns from proper nouns usually retain their capitalization. For
example, a "Federal law" is capitalized because "Federal" refers to the U.S. government.
Similarly, a "Christian holiday" capitalizes "Christian" as it refers to a specific religion.
However, common nouns that have become associated with a proper noun but are no
longer part of its formal name are generally not capitalized, such as "french fries" (unless
referring to something specifically from France).

Historical Eras and Events

Specific historical periods and events are capitalized. This includes terms like "the
Renaissance," "World War II," and "the Industrial Revolution." However, general terms
referring to eras, such as "the medieval period," are typically lowercase unless they are
part of a specific named era.

Capitalization in Headings and Subheadings

The way headings and subheadings are capitalized in Chicago style depends on the
context and the specific publication. However, there are general guidelines to follow for
clarity and consistency.

Sentence Case vs. Title Case for Headings

Chicago style often favors "sentence case" for headings and subheadings in many
contexts, especially in running text or within book chapters. This means only the first word
of the heading and any proper nouns or words that are otherwise capitalized are
capitalized. For example, "An overview of the topic" would be a sentence case heading.
However, in tables of contents or bibliographies, "title case" might be used, aligning with



the rules for titles of works.

Consistency is Key

Regardless of whether sentence case or title case is employed, consistency within a
document is paramount. A writer should decide on a specific approach for headings and
subheadings and apply it uniformly throughout. If a manuscript is intended for a publisher,
they will likely have their own specific guidelines for heading capitalization that supersede
general Chicago style principles.

Navigating Specific Capitalization Challenges

Beyond the general rules, several specific situations often present challenges for writers
attempting to adhere to Chicago manual capitalization standards. These can include the

capitalization of religious terms, common nouns used as proper nouns, and terms related
to scientific and technical fields.

Religious Terms

Religious terms are a common area of confusion. Generally, specific names of deities, holy
books, religions, and religious holidays are capitalized. For instance, "God," "the Bible,"
"Christianity," and "Christmas" are all capitalized. However, when terms are used more
generically, they may be lowercase. For example, "godlike" is typically lowercase when
used as an adjective not referring to a specific deity.

Common Nouns as Proper Nouns

Sometimes, common nouns can function as proper nouns when they are part of a specific
name. For example, "the White House" capitalizes "White" and "House" because it refers
to a specific building. However, "a white house" would be lowercase. Similarly, "the
Founding Fathers" is capitalized when referring to the specific group of individuals who
were instrumental in the founding of the United States.

Scientific and Technical Terms

In scientific and technical writing, capitalization can be particularly precise. For example,
the names of species are often capitalized in binomial nomenclature, such as Homo
sapiens. However, general scientific principles or theories are typically lowercase unless
they are part of a specific named hypothesis or law. For instance, "Newton's laws of
motion" are capitalized because they are named after Newton, but "laws of physics" would
be lowercase.



Best Practices for Chicago Manual Capitalization

Mastering Chicago manual capitalization standards requires attention to detail and a
commitment to consistency. Developing good habits can make the process much smoother
and lead to more professional-looking work.

e Always refer to the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style for definitive
guidance. Style guides are periodically updated to reflect evolving language and
publishing practices.

e When in doubt, consult the index or specific sections of the manual. The CMOS is a
comprehensive resource, and searching for specific terms or scenarios is often the
quickest way to find the correct rule.

e Maintain a style sheet for your project. This is especially important for longer works
or when working with a team. A style sheet documents all capitalization decisions
made throughout the document, ensuring uniformity.

* Pay close attention to the distinction between common nouns and proper nouns. This
is a fundamental aspect of capitalization in Chicago style and many other styles.

e Practice regularly. The more you write and edit according to Chicago style, the more
intuitive its capitalization rules will become.

By following these best practices and thoroughly understanding the core principles, you
can confidently apply Chicago manual capitalization standards to your writing, enhancing
its professionalism and clarity.

FAQ

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

A: Historically, "internet" was capitalized by The Chicago Manual of Style. However, as of
its 17th edition, the CMOS recommends lowercase "internet" as it has become a generic
term.

Q: How does Chicago style handle the capitalization of
job titles?

A: Chicago style generally requires capitalization of job titles only when they precede a
person's name or when they refer to a very high-ranking position used formally. For



instance, "President Biden" is capitalized, but "the president" is lowercase when used
generically.

Q: What is the rule for capitalizing words in the title of
a book that is a subtitle?

A: Subtitles in Chicago style are capitalized using the same rules as main titles: capitalize
all major words (nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs) and any minor words
(articles, prepositions, conjunctions) that begin or end the subtitle or are longer than five
letters.

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

A: The Chicago Manual of Style recommends keeping seasons lowercase unless they are
part of a specific named period or event, such as "the Winter Olympics." So, "spring,"
"summer," "fall," and "winter" are generally lowercase.

Q: Does Chicago style capitalize brand names?

A: Yes, brand names are generally capitalized as they are proper nouns. This includes
company names and specific product names, such as "Microsoft," "Windows," and
"iPhone."

Q: What is the difference between sentence case and
title case for headings in Chicago style?

A: Sentence case capitalizes only the first word of a heading and any proper nouns or
words that are otherwise capitalized. Title case capitalizes all major words (nouns,
pronouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs) and selected minor words. Chicago style often favors
sentence case for headings in running text.

Q: How should I capitalize words like "website" or "app"
in Chicago style?

A: Generally, terms like "website," "app," and "email" are treated as common nouns in
Chicago style and are therefore kept in lowercase, unless they begin a sentence or are
part of a specific proper name.
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