
chicago manual capitalization tutorial
chicago manual capitalization tutorial: Navigating the intricacies of capitalization in academic
and professional writing can be daunting, but mastering the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS)
guidelines is crucial for clarity and credibility. This comprehensive guide delves deep into the core
principles of CMOS capitalization, providing actionable insights and practical examples for writers
seeking to elevate their work. From the general rules governing sentence structure to the specific
nuances of titles, proper nouns, and headings, this tutorial offers a detailed roadmap to achieving
impeccable Chicago style. We will explore the common pitfalls to avoid and offer best practices for
consistent and accurate application of these vital rules, ensuring your manuscripts adhere to the
highest editorial standards.
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Understanding General Capitalization Principles

The foundational principle of capitalization in the Chicago Manual of Style revolves around clarity and
convention. Generally, only the first word of a sentence and proper nouns are capitalized. This
straightforward rule, however, is subject to numerous exceptions and specific applications that
require careful attention. Understanding the "why" behind these rules—to distinguish proper names
from common nouns and to signal the beginning of a thought—is key to applying them correctly. The
Chicago Manual emphasizes consistency and adherence to established grammatical and stylistic
norms.

Sentence beginnings are the most universally understood aspect of capitalization. Every complete
sentence, whether it starts with a noun, verb, or adjective, requires its first word to be capitalized.
This serves as a visual cue for the reader, marking the transition from one complete thought to the
next. This applies across all forms of writing, from informal emails to formal academic dissertations.
Beyond this basic rule, the complexities of Chicago style emerge, demanding a deeper dive into
specific categories of words and phrases.

Capitalizing Proper Nouns: People, Places, and Things

Proper nouns are words that name specific, unique entities, and they form a substantial category
within Chicago's capitalization rules. This includes the names of people, specific geographical
locations, organizations, historical periods, and even specific celestial bodies. The key distinction is



between a specific name and a general category. For instance, "president" is a common noun, but
"President Lincoln" refers to a specific individual and thus requires capitalization.

Names of People and Their Titles

Personal names are always capitalized. This extends to family relationships when used as direct
substitutes for a name, such as "my Father" or "Aunt Mary." However, if the familial term is used in a
general sense, it is not capitalized: "my father is visiting." Titles used in conjunction with a name are
also capitalized: "Dr. Evelyn Reed," "Professor John Smith." When the title appears without a name but
refers to a specific officeholder in context, it may also be capitalized: "The President will address the
nation."

Geographical Names

Specific geographical entities are capitalized. This includes continents, countries, states, cities, rivers,
oceans, mountains, and specific regions. Examples include "North America," "France," "California,"
"the city of Chicago," "the Mississippi River," "the Atlantic Ocean," "Mount Everest," and "the
Midwest." Common nouns that are part of a place name are also capitalized: "Lake Michigan,"
"Central Park." However, general geographical terms are not capitalized, such as "a river," "the
mountains," or "a region."

Organizations and Institutions

The names of specific organizations, institutions, companies, government agencies, and political
parties are capitalized. This includes entities like "the United Nations," "Harvard University," "General
Motors," "the Federal Bureau of Investigation," and "the Democratic Party." Similarly, specific
historical events or periods with distinct names are capitalized, such as "World War II," "the
Renaissance," or "the Civil Rights Movement."

Brands and Product Names

Specific brand names and product names are capitalized: "Kleenex," "iPhone," "Coca-Cola." This
applies even when the brand name becomes a generic term in common parlance; the proper noun
form remains capitalized according to CMOS. However, if a product name is used descriptively without
referring to the specific brand, it may not be capitalized (e.g., "a generic pain reliever").

Capitalizing Titles: Books, Articles, and Creative Works

Capitalizing titles of creative works, such as books, articles, films, plays, songs, and other published or



artistic creations, follows specific rules within the Chicago Manual of Style. The primary approach is
"title case," where major words are capitalized. However, the definition of "major words" and the
treatment of prepositions, conjunctions, and articles require careful consideration.

Elements to Capitalize in Titles

In title case, the first and last words of a title or subtitle are always capitalized, regardless of their part
of speech. All nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs are also capitalized. This ensures that
the significant components of the title are visually emphasized.

Elements to Lowercase in Titles

The articles ("a," "an," "the") are generally lowercased unless they are the first or last word of the
title. Conjunctions (e.g., "and," "but," "or," "nor," "for," "so," "yet") and prepositions (e.g., "of," "in,"
"on," "at," "to," "from," "with," "by") are also lowercased, unless they are the first or last word. This
rule applies to all prepositions and conjunctions, regardless of their length (e.g., "through," "between"
are lowercased when not at the beginning or end).

Consider the title: "The Rise and Fall of the Roman Empire." Here, "The" is capitalized because it's the
first word. "Rise," "Fall," "Roman," and "Empire" are capitalized as they are major words. "and" and
"of" are lowercased because they are conjunctions and prepositions, respectively, and not the first or
last word.

Capitalizing Subtitles

Subtitles are treated the same way as main titles, with the first word of the subtitle capitalized, and
the same rules applied to articles, conjunctions, and prepositions. A colon typically separates the
main title from the subtitle, and the first word of the subtitle is capitalized.

Capitalizing Headings and Subheadings

The capitalization of headings and subheadings within a document is often determined by the specific
style sheet of the publication or the author's preference, but Chicago offers guidance. The most
common approaches are "sentence case" and "title case," each with its own set of rules.

Sentence Case for Headings

In sentence case, only the first word of the heading (and any proper nouns within it) is capitalized.
This approach is often used for headings in longer works or for a more understated look. For example:



"Understanding general capitalization principles."

Title Case for Headings

Title case for headings follows the same rules as for titles of creative works, where all major words are
capitalized. This is a more traditional and visually prominent style for headings. For example:
"Understanding General Capitalization Principles." The choice between sentence case and title case
should be consistent throughout the document.

Subheadings Within Sections

If a document uses a hierarchical structure for headings and subheadings, the capitalization style for
each level should remain consistent. For instance, if main headings are in title case, subheadings
might also be in title case or a slightly different style, but the rules within each level must be applied
uniformly. Consistency is paramount in maintaining a professional and polished appearance.

Capitalizing Acronyms and Abbreviations

Acronyms and abbreviations present their own set of capitalization challenges. Acronyms are formed
from the initial letters of other words and are often pronounced as a word (e.g., NASA, NATO).
Abbreviations are shortened forms of words or phrases (e.g., Dr., Mr., Ave.).

Initialisms vs. Acronyms

Initialisms are pronounced letter by letter (e.g., FBI, CIA, USA). Chicago style generally recommends
capitalizing all letters for both acronyms and initialisms. For example, "FBI" and "NASA" are
capitalized. However, if an acronym becomes so commonly used that it is perceived as a regular word
(e.g., "radar," "laser"), it may be lowercased, although this is less common for newly established
acronyms.

Common Abbreviations

Common abbreviations for titles and units of measure are often used with periods, though Chicago
often omits periods in certain cases, especially for common, widely recognized abbreviations. Titles
like "Mr.," "Mrs.," "Dr.," and "St." are typically capitalized and may retain periods. Units of measure
are often not capitalized unless they are part of a proper name or at the beginning of a sentence
(e.g., "5 kg," "10 m").



When in Doubt

When encountering an unfamiliar abbreviation or acronym, it is best practice to consult a reputable
dictionary or style guide for the correct capitalization. The first time an acronym is used in a text, it is
often advisable to spell out the full term followed by the acronym in parentheses for clarity, for
example, "the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA)."

Common Capitalization Errors to Avoid

Even with a thorough understanding of the rules, writers often fall into common capitalization traps.
Recognizing these pitfalls is the first step toward avoiding them and ensuring your writing adheres to
Chicago Manual standards.

Over-capitalizing common nouns that are not part of a proper name.

Under-capitalizing proper nouns, especially brand names, geographical regions, and historical
periods.

Incorrectly capitalizing articles, prepositions, and conjunctions in titles and headings when they
are not the first or last word.

Inconsistent application of capitalization rules within a single document.

Failing to define acronyms and initialisms upon first use.

Confusing common nouns with proper nouns (e.g., "the internet" versus "the World Wide Web").

Paying close attention to these details during the editing and proofreading stages can significantly
improve the quality and professionalism of your work. A final read-through specifically looking for
capitalization errors is an invaluable part of the writing process.

Applying Chicago Manual Capitalization in Practice

The true test of mastering the Chicago Manual of Style lies in its consistent application. This requires
not only understanding the rules but also developing a critical eye for detail and a commitment to
accuracy. When faced with ambiguity, always err on the side of clarity and consult the official Chicago
Manual of Style for definitive guidance.

For writers working with editors, understanding their specific editorial style guide is also crucial, as it
may incorporate or deviate from Chicago's general principles. However, a strong foundation in CMOS
provides the necessary framework for navigating most editorial demands. Regular practice and



careful review of published works that follow Chicago style can further hone your skills. Remember
that the goal of capitalization is to enhance readability and convey meaning accurately, ensuring your
message is received as intended.

FAQ

Q: When should I capitalize the word "internet" according to
the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, the word "internet" is generally treated as a common
noun and is therefore lowercased. However, if it is part of a proper name, such as "Internet Explorer,"
it would be capitalized. The trend in recent years has been towards lowercasing "internet" to reflect
its widespread and common usage.

Q: How do I capitalize titles of books that include hyphens?
A: When capitalizing titles that include hyphens, the Chicago Manual of Style treats the hyphenated
term as a single unit. Generally, both parts of the hyphenated word are capitalized if they are
considered "major" words, such as in "A Case-by-Case Analysis" or "The Self-Esteem." However, if one
part is an article, preposition, or conjunction, it would follow the standard rules for lowercasing.

Q: Is there a specific rule for capitalizing seasons like "spring"
or "fall" in Chicago style?
A: Seasons such as "spring," "summer," "fall," and "winter" are generally treated as common nouns
and are not capitalized in Chicago style, unless they are part of a proper noun (e.g., "the Winter
Olympics") or are used to designate a specific historical or literary period (e.g., "the Spring of
Nations").

Q: What is the general rule for capitalizing names of diseases
or medical conditions in Chicago style?
A: Names of diseases, medical conditions, and syndromes are generally treated as common nouns
and are not capitalized in Chicago style. For example, "cancer," "diabetes," or "Alzheimer's disease"
would all be lowercased. However, if a disease name includes a proper noun, that proper noun would
retain its capitalization, such as "Parkinson's disease."

Q: How should I capitalize the names of academic
departments or fields of study in Chicago style?
A: Names of academic departments or fields of study are typically treated as common nouns and are
not capitalized, unless they are part of the official name of a department or university (e.g., "the
Department of English" versus "the English department"). Similarly, general fields of study like



"history," "sociology," or "mathematics" are lowercased.

Q: Are there exceptions to capitalizing "first word" of a
sentence rule?
A: The rule of capitalizing the first word of a sentence is almost universally applied. The only potential
exceptions might arise in highly stylized or artistic contexts where deliberate deviation from standard
grammar occurs, but for conventional writing, this rule is absolute. Even if the first word is a pronoun
like "I" or a lowercase conjunction, it must be capitalized when it begins a sentence.

Q: How does Chicago style handle capitalization of words like
"website" or "blog"?
A: Words like "website" and "blog" are generally treated as common nouns and are lowercased in
Chicago style. They refer to general categories of online content rather than specific named entities. If
a specific website or blog has a proper name, that name would be capitalized as usual.
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