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The Chicago Manual of Style capitalization rules for American English
language are fundamental for ensuring clarity, consistency, and
professionalism in written communication. This comprehensive guide delves
into the intricacies of Chicago style capitalization, covering everything
from proper nouns and titles to specialized terminology. Understanding these
guidelines is crucial for authors, editors, and anyone aiming to produce
polished, error-free prose. We will explore the core principles, common
pitfalls, and specific applications of these rules, empowering you to
navigate the nuances of American English capitalization with confidence.
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Understanding the Core Principles of Chicago
Manual of Style Capitalization

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), often referred to as the "Chicago style,"
provides a robust framework for consistent and clear writing in American
English. At its heart, CMOS capitalization rules aim to distinguish between
common and proper nouns, a fundamental aspect of grammar that significantly
impacts readability. Adhering to these principles ensures that readers can
quickly identify specific entities, titles, and subjects, thereby avoiding
ambiguity and enhancing the overall professional presentation of any text.

The overarching philosophy behind Chicago's approach to capitalization is one
of clarity and convention. While some styles might lean towards more
extensive capitalization, Chicago generally favors minimizing capitalization
unless a specific rule or convention dictates otherwise. This approach often
leads to a cleaner, less visually cluttered text. However, this doesn't mean
the rules are simplistic; rather, they are nuanced and require careful
attention to detail, especially when dealing with complex subjects or
specific types of nomenclature.



Capitalizing Proper Nouns: The Foundation of
Chicago Style

Proper nouns are the bedrock of capitalization rules in any style guide, and
Chicago is no exception. A proper noun is a specific name of a person, place,
or thing. In Chicago style, these are capitalized, distinguishing them from
their common noun counterparts. For instance, "river" is a common noun, while
"Mississippi River" is a proper noun and therefore capitalized.

Personal Names and Titles

Personal names are always capitalized. This includes first names, middle
names, last names, and professional titles when used directly before a name.
For example, "Dr. Eleanor Vance" and "President Abraham Lincoln" are correct.
However, when titles are used descriptively or after the name, they are
typically lowercase unless they are part of a formal designation. "She spoke
with the president" is correct, but "President Lincoln signed the bill" is
also correct because "President" is used as part of the title before the
name.

Family Relationships

Kinship terms (mother, father, sister, brother, aunt, uncle, etc.) are
capitalized when they are used as a direct substitute for a name or when they
precede a name as part of a formal title. For example, "I spoke with Mother
yesterday" or "Thank you, Aunt Carol." However, when these terms are used in
a general or descriptive sense, they remain lowercase: "My mother is coming
to visit" or "Her sister is a doctor." This distinction is crucial for
maintaining clarity and adhering to Chicago's conventions.

Brands and Product Names

Specific brand names and product names are considered proper nouns and are
capitalized. This includes everything from automobile manufacturers like
"Ford" and "Toyota" to software applications like "Microsoft Word" and "Adobe
Photoshop." It is important to research the correct capitalization of
specific brands, as some may have unique branding conventions that deviate
from standard English capitalization.



Titles of Works and Subtitles in Chicago Style

Capitalizing titles of books, articles, films, and other creative works
follows specific rules in Chicago style, often referred to as "headline
style" or "title case." The general principle is to capitalize the first word
of the title and subtitle, as well as all nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives,
adverbs, and subordinate conjunctions. Articles (a, an, the) and coordinating
conjunctions (and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet) are generally lowercase unless
they are the first or last word of the title.

Capitalizing Subtitles

The subtitle is treated with the same capitalization rules as the main title.
A colon typically separates the main title from the subtitle. For example, a
book titled "The Power of Habit: Why We Do What We Do in Life and Business"
would capitalize "The," "Power," "Habit," and "Why," while "We," "Do,"
"What," "We," "Do," "in," "Life," and "Business" would also be capitalized
according to the rules for nouns, verbs, pronouns, and prepositions within
the subtitle.

Exceptions to Title Capitalization

There are specific exceptions to the general rules for title capitalization.
Prepositions (e.g., of, in, on, for, with) are typically lowercase unless
they are the first or last word. Similarly, short conjunctions and articles
are also generally lowercase. However, the key is to consider the grammatical
function and significance of the word within the title. For instance, if a
preposition is used as an adverb or adjective, it might be capitalized.

Academic and Professional Titles in Chicago
Style

The capitalization of academic and professional titles is a nuanced area
within Chicago style. When titles are used in conjunction with a person's
name, they are generally capitalized. For example, "Professor Jane Smith" or
"Chief Executive Officer John Doe." This signifies a formal designation.

Lowercase Titles in General Reference

Conversely, when titles are used in a general context or do not directly



precede a name, they are typically lowercase. For instance, "She is a
professor of history" or "He was appointed chief executive officer." This
distinction is vital for maintaining consistency and avoiding over-
capitalization. The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes that the purpose is to
identify specific individuals holding formal positions, not to capitalize all
titles used in any context.

Degrees and Academic Designations

Academic degrees are generally not capitalized unless they are part of a
formal award title or abbreviated. For example, "bachelor of arts" or "master
of science" are lowercase. However, specific degree names within a
university's official nomenclature might be capitalized. Abbreviations of
degrees, such as "Ph.D." or "M.A.," are capitalized. Similarly, the names of
specific academic departments are often capitalized when referring to the
official name of that unit, such as "Department of English."

Organizations and Institutions: Proper Nouns in
Context

The names of organizations, companies, governmental bodies, and institutions
are treated as proper nouns and are capitalized. This includes well-known
entities like "Google," "United Nations," "Harvard University," and "The
Internal Revenue Service." Consistency in capitalizing these names is
essential for professional writing.

Governmental and Political Entities

The names of governmental bodies, political parties, and specific legislative
bodies are capitalized. Examples include "the U.S. Congress," "the Democratic
Party," and "the Supreme Court." When referring to generic governmental
functions, lowercase is used, such as "the congress debated the bill" if not
referring to a specific legislative session or body.

Company and Corporate Names

The official names of companies and corporations are capitalized. This
includes their full legal names and common trade names. For instance, "Apple
Inc." and "Coca-Cola Company" are capitalized. If a company name includes a
common noun that is not part of the official name, that common noun might be
lowercase in certain contexts, but it's best practice to adhere to the



company's stated branding.

Geographical Names: Specificity and Convention

Geographical names, such as continents, countries, states, cities, provinces,
oceans, rivers, and mountains, are capitalized as proper nouns. Examples
include "North America," "France," "California," "New York City," "the
Atlantic Ocean," "the Amazon River," and "Mount Everest."

Directional Terms

Directional terms like "north," "south," "east," and "west" are capitalized
when they form part of a proper geographical name or when they refer to a
specific region. For example, "the Midwest" or "West Virginia." However, when
used to indicate direction in a general sense, they are lowercase: "He
traveled south." Similarly, "northern California" is typically lowercase
unless it is part of a formal designation.

Natural Features and Man-Made Structures

Names of specific natural features like lakes, deserts, and valleys are
capitalized, such as "Lake Michigan," "the Sahara Desert," and "Death
Valley." Likewise, names of specific man-made structures like bridges,
buildings, and highways are capitalized: "Golden Gate Bridge," "Empire State
Building," and "Interstate 95."

Specific Terminology and Concepts in Chicago
Style

The capitalization of specific terminology and concepts can vary depending on
the field and the context. Chicago style generally advises capitalizing terms
that are considered proper names within a particular discipline or when they
refer to specific, recognized doctrines or movements.

Historical Periods and Events

Major historical periods and events are capitalized. Examples include "the
Renaissance," "the Middle Ages," "World War II," and "the Civil Rights



Movement." When referring to eras in a more general sense, lowercase might be
appropriate, but for recognized historical designations, capitalization is
the standard.

Scientific and Technical Terms

In scientific and technical writing, capitalization often follows specific
conventions within the discipline. Generally, scientific names of species
(binomial nomenclature) are italicized and capitalized according to
biological conventions (e.g., Homo sapiens). Common names of plants and
animals are usually lowercase unless they derive from a proper noun (e.g.,
"english bulldog"). Specific theories or laws named after individuals are
often capitalized (e.g., "Newton's laws of motion").

Religious and Philosophical Terms

Terms related to religions, deities, and major religious texts are
capitalized. Examples include "Christianity," "God," "the Bible," "Allah,"
and "the Quran." Specific denominations and religious groups are also
capitalized, such as "Protestant," "Catholic," and "Buddhism." Similarly,
major philosophical concepts or movements might be capitalized if they are
treated as proper designations.

When in Doubt: General Principles and
Exceptions

When faced with a capitalization question not explicitly covered by specific
rules, Chicago style offers guiding principles. The primary goal is to ensure
clarity and to follow established conventions. If a term functions as a
proper noun, designating a unique entity, person, place, or thing, it should
generally be capitalized. Conversely, if it's a general or descriptive term,
lowercase is usually appropriate.

The Principle of Consistency

Consistency is paramount in Chicago style. Once a decision is made regarding
the capitalization of a particular term within a document, it should be
applied uniformly throughout. This avoids confusing the reader and
contributes to a polished, professional appearance. If a term has multiple
accepted capitalizations, choose one and stick with it, or consult style
guides specific to the field of writing.



Consulting the Manual

The Chicago Manual of Style is the definitive resource for these rules. When
in doubt, consulting the latest edition of the manual is the most reliable
way to ensure adherence to its guidelines. The manual provides extensive
examples and detailed explanations for a vast array of situations, helping
writers navigate even the most complex capitalization challenges. It's an
invaluable tool for anyone seeking to master American English writing
conventions.

Mastering the Chicago Manual of Style capitalization rules for American
English language is an ongoing process, but by understanding the core
principles and applying them consistently, writers can significantly enhance
the clarity and professionalism of their work. This guide has illuminated the
key areas, from proper nouns and titles to specialized terminology, providing
a solid foundation for accurate capitalization. By prioritizing clarity,
convention, and consistency, authors can confidently present their ideas in a
manner that meets the high standards of academic and professional publishing.

FAQ: Chicago Manual of Style Capitalization Rules

Q: When should I capitalize the word "internet"
according to the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: Historically, "internet" was capitalized as a proper noun. However,
according to the latest editions of The Chicago Manual of Style, "internet"
is now generally treated as a common noun and should be lowercase unless it
begins a sentence or is part of a specific proper name.

Q: How does Chicago style handle the capitalization
of social media platform names?
A: Social media platform names like "Facebook," "Twitter" (now X), and
"Instagram" are treated as proper nouns and are always capitalized. This
applies whether they are used as verbs (e.g., "to tweet") or as nouns
referring to the platform itself.

Q: What are the rules for capitalizing job titles
when they are part of a sentence?
A: In Chicago style, job titles are generally capitalized when they directly
precede a person's name (e.g., "CEO John Smith"). However, when used in a
general context or after the name, they are typically lowercase (e.g., "John
Smith, the CEO," or "She is a project manager").



Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style require
capitalization for days of the week and months of
the year?
A: Yes, days of the week (e.g., "Monday," "Tuesday") and months of the year
(e.g., "January," "February") are always capitalized in Chicago style, as
they are considered proper nouns.

Q: How do I capitalize the names of specific
academic courses?
A: The names of specific academic courses are capitalized when they are
formally titled, such as "Introduction to Psychology" or "Advanced Calculus."
However, general references to subjects are lowercase (e.g., "She is studying
psychology" or "He excels at calculus").

Q: Are the names of seasons (spring, summer, fall,
winter) capitalized in Chicago style?
A: No, the names of seasons are generally not capitalized in Chicago style
unless they are used metaphorically or are part of a proper name, such as
"the Winter Olympics."

Q: What is the rule for capitalizing brand names
that include common nouns, like "Apple Watch"?
A: Brand names are capitalized as they are presented by the manufacturer. So,
"Apple Watch" would be capitalized as is. It's important to research the
official branding of a product or company to ensure correct capitalization.

Q: How should I capitalize the names of diseases or
medical conditions?
A: Generally, names of diseases and medical conditions are lowercase unless
they are named after a person (e.g., "Parkinson's disease") or contain a
proper noun within their name (e.g., "Middle East Respiratory Syndrome").
Common conditions like "influenza" or "cancer" are lowercase.
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