
chicago manual of style capitalization rules for

dissertations

chicago manual of style capitalization rules for dissertations are a critical component of academic

writing, ensuring clarity, consistency, and adherence to scholarly standards. Navigating these rules can

often seem daunting, particularly when applying them to the extensive and complex document that is a

dissertation. This article provides a comprehensive guide to understanding and implementing the

Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) capitalization guidelines specifically tailored for dissertations. We will

delve into the nuances of capitalizing titles, headings, proper nouns, and various other elements

commonly found within academic research papers. By mastering these principles, scholars can elevate

the professionalism and readability of their dissertations, making a strong impression on their

committee and future readers. This detailed exploration will cover everything from general principles to

specific applications, ensuring you have the knowledge to tackle your dissertation's capitalization

needs with confidence.
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Understanding the Fundamentals of Chicago Style

Capitalization for Dissertations

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers a robust framework for academic writing, and its

capitalization rules are designed to enhance readability and signify the importance of certain terms. For

dissertations, which are meticulously reviewed documents, strict adherence to these guidelines is

paramount. The core principle in CMOS capitalization is often referred to as "sentence case" for titles

and headings, contrasting with "title case" used in some other styles. This means that only the first

word of a title or heading and any proper nouns within it are typically capitalized, unless a specific

stylistic choice dictates otherwise. Understanding this foundational difference is the first step in

correctly applying CMOS capitalization to your dissertation.

Beyond the basic sentence case for titles, CMOS provides specific instructions for a wide array of

situations encountered in academic writing. This includes the capitalization of parts of works,

disciplines, and specific terminology. The goal is always to maintain a clear visual hierarchy and to

emphasize key concepts without resorting to unnecessary capitalization that can appear jarring or

unprofessional. When in doubt, always consult the latest edition of the Chicago Manual of Style, as

rules can evolve, and specific nuances exist for various academic fields.

Capitalizing Titles and Headings in Your Dissertation

Capitalizing titles and headings correctly is crucial for organizing your dissertation and guiding your

reader. CMOS primarily advocates for "sentence case" in most instances of titles and headings within

the text of a dissertation, including chapter titles and section headings.



Chapter Titles and Main Headings

For chapter titles and major section headings within your dissertation, CMOS generally recommends

capitalizing only the first word and any proper nouns that follow. For example, a chapter titled "The

Impact of Climate Change on Agricultural Yields" would follow this rule, with "The" and "Climate" being

capitalized. If the chapter title included a proper noun, such as "The Influence of the Renaissance on

Modern Art," both "The," "Renaissance," and "Modern" (if treated as a proper noun in this context)

would be capitalized. This approach creates a consistent and understated elegance throughout your

work.

Subheadings and Minor Headings

The same sentence case principle typically applies to subheadings and minor headings within your

dissertation. The first word and any proper nouns within these headings should be capitalized. This

ensures a uniform capitalization style across all levels of your document's organizational structure. For

instance, a subheading like "Early research findings" would only have "Early" capitalized, while

"Economic theories of Keynes" would capitalize "Economic" and "Keynes." Consistency is key here;

once you establish a pattern for subheadings, maintain it throughout your dissertation.

Titles of Books, Articles, and Other Works

When referring to titles of books, articles, journals, or other published works within your dissertation,

CMOS uses title case. This means that not only the first word but also all major words (nouns,

pronouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs) are capitalized, while minor words (articles, prepositions,

conjunctions) are generally lowercased unless they are the first or last word of the title. For example,

"A History of the American Civil War" would be capitalized as such. It is essential to distinguish this

title case from the sentence case used for your dissertation's own headings.



Proper Nouns and Their Capitalization in Academic Writing

Proper nouns are specific names of people, places, organizations, and unique entities. Their

capitalization is generally straightforward, but certain academic contexts can introduce subtleties when

applied to a dissertation.

Geographical Names and Places

All specific geographical names are capitalized. This includes continents, countries, states, cities,

oceans, rivers, and mountains. For instance, "North America," "United States," "California," "Los

Angeles," "Pacific Ocean," and "Mount Everest" are all correctly capitalized. This rule extends to

specific regions or districts that have recognized names, such as "the Midwest" or "Silicon Valley."

People's Names and Titles

The names of individuals are always capitalized. When titles are used directly before a person's name,

they are also capitalized. For example, "Professor Emily Carter" or "Dr. John Smith." However, when a

title is used without the name, or after the name, it is typically lowercased unless it signifies a position

of very high authority or is part of an official title. For instance, "the president of the university" is

lowercase, but "President Biden" is capitalized. Within your dissertation, ensure consistent application

of this rule when referring to individuals or their roles.

Organizations, Institutions, and Companies

The names of specific organizations, institutions, and companies are capitalized. This includes

universities, government agencies, corporations, and research centers. Examples include "Stanford



University," "National Institutes of Health," and "Google Inc." When referring to general types of

organizations, they are not capitalized, such as "a university" or "a technology company."

Historical Periods and Events

Specific historical periods and named events are capitalized. This includes eras like "the

Renaissance," "the Middle Ages," and "the Enlightenment," as well as specific events such as "World

War II," "the French Revolution," and "the Civil Rights Movement." However, general historical terms

are not capitalized, for example, "ancient history" or "medieval times."

Specialized Capitalization: Acronyms, Abbreviations, and

Technical Terms

Dissertations often contain acronyms, abbreviations, and specialized technical terms, each with its own

set of capitalization considerations according to CMOS.

Acronyms and Initialisms

Acronyms (pronounced as words, like NASA) and initialisms (pronounced letter by letter, like FBI) are

generally capitalized in full when they are well-established. For example, "WHO" for the World Health

Organization or "DNA" for deoxyribonucleic acid. If an acronym is less common or introduced for the

first time, it is advisable to spell it out in full the first time it appears, followed by the acronym in

parentheses. Subsequent uses can then employ the acronym alone. CMOS also suggests that if an

acronym becomes so common that it is treated as a word, it may be lowercased, but this is less

common in formal academic dissertations.



Abbreviations

The capitalization of abbreviations in CMOS depends on their nature and context. Standard

abbreviations for units of measurement (e.g., kg, ml) are typically lowercase. Abbreviations for

scientific and technical terms may be capitalized if they are derived from proper nouns or are

otherwise treated as such. For example, "IBM" (International Business Machines) is capitalized. It is

important to refer to specific style guides for your discipline if they offer more detailed rules for

technical abbreviations.

Disciplines and Fields of Study

In general, academic disciplines and fields of study are not capitalized unless they are part of a formal

course title or a proper noun. For instance, "psychology," "sociology," and "mathematics" are all

lowercase when used generally. However, if referring to a specific course like "Introduction to

Psychology 101," then "Psychology" would be capitalized. Similarly, a department name, like "the

Department of History," would be capitalized. When referring to your specific dissertation field, maintain

consistency with these principles.

Capitalization of Elements within Tables and Figures

Ensuring consistent and correct capitalization within tables and figures is essential for maintaining the

overall professionalism of your dissertation.

Table and Figure Titles

Titles for tables and figures within your dissertation should follow the same capitalization rules as



headings within the main text. Typically, this means using sentence case, where only the first word

and any proper nouns are capitalized. For example, a table title might read, "Table 1: Trends in

student enrollment over a decade," and a figure title could be, "Figure 1: Projected growth of the tech

sector."

Column and Row Headers

Column and row headers within tables should be capitalized consistently. Often, title case is used for

clarity and emphasis in headers, though sentence case can also be appropriate depending on the

overall design and the specific content. It is important to choose one style and apply it uniformly

throughout your tables. For example, a column header might be "Student Name" or "Enrollment Year."

Captions and Annotations

Captions and annotations accompanying figures and tables should also adhere to CMOS capitalization

guidelines. For descriptive captions, sentence case is generally preferred, similar to headings. If the

caption includes titles of works or proper nouns, those elements should be capitalized according to

their specific rules. Clarity and conciseness are paramount in captions, and correct capitalization

contributes significantly to both.

Common Pitfalls and Best Practices in Dissertation

Capitalization

Navigating capitalization rules can present challenges, and awareness of common errors can help you

avoid them in your dissertation.



Over- or Under-Capitalization of Titles

A frequent mistake is the inconsistent application of sentence case for headings or the incorrect use of

title case where sentence case is required. Another pitfall is capitalizing words that are not proper

nouns or the first word of a title/heading unnecessarily. Always double-check whether a word falls into

the category of a proper noun or if it's a common noun. Remembering that for your dissertation's own

headings, sentence case is the default is a good starting point.

Misapplication of Proper Noun Rules

Confusion can arise with terms that are sometimes treated as proper nouns and sometimes not. For

instance, the capitalization of brand names when used generically (e.g., "kleenex" vs. "Kleenex") or the

capitalization of common nouns that have acquired specific significance within a particular field. When

in doubt about the status of a term, it is best to err on the side of caution and consult CMOS or your

field-specific style guide.

Inconsistent Handling of Abbreviations and Acronyms

Another area prone to error is the capitalization of abbreviations and acronyms. Forgetting to spell out

acronyms on their first use or inconsistently capitalizing them throughout the document can lead to

inconsistencies. It is vital to establish a clear policy for handling abbreviations and acronyms early in

your writing process and to stick to it rigorously.

Best Practices for Ensuring Accuracy



Consult the Latest CMOS Edition: Always refer to the most recent edition of The Chicago Manual

of Style for the most up-to-date rules and guidelines.

Develop a Style Sheet: Create a personal style sheet for your dissertation to track decisions on

capitalization for specific terms, acronyms, and recurring elements. This ensures consistency.

Proofread Meticulously: Dedicate specific proofreading sessions solely for capitalization errors.

Reading your dissertation aloud can help catch inconsistencies.

Seek Feedback: Ask your advisor or committee members to review your dissertation for any

capitalization issues. They may have specific expectations or identify errors you have

overlooked.

Utilize Style Checkers (with caution): While grammar and style checkers can be helpful, they are

not infallible and may not always interpret Chicago style correctly. Use them as a supplementary

tool, not a replacement for careful manual review.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary capitalization style for chapter titles in a

dissertation according to the Chicago Manual of Style?

A: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, chapter titles in a dissertation generally follow "sentence

case." This means only the first word of the title and any proper nouns within it are capitalized.



Q: When should I use title case for titles within my dissertation?

A: You should use title case when referring to the titles of published works such as books, articles,

journals, or specific chapters within other books. Your dissertation's own chapter and section headings

typically do not use title case.

Q: How should I capitalize academic disciplines and fields of study in

my dissertation?

A: Academic disciplines and fields of study are generally not capitalized unless they are part of a

formal course title (e.g., "Introduction to Biology") or are used as proper nouns in a specific context.

For example, "The study of chemistry is complex."

Q: Are there specific rules for capitalizing acronyms and initialisms in a

dissertation?

A: Yes, well-established acronyms and initialisms are typically capitalized in full (e.g., NASA, FBI). For

less common acronyms, spell them out on first use, followed by the acronym in parentheses, and then

use the acronym exclusively.

Q: What is the correct capitalization for headings and subheadings

within the body of my dissertation?

A: Headings and subheadings within the body of your dissertation should follow the same "sentence

case" rule as chapter titles: capitalize only the first word and any proper nouns.

Q: How do I handle the capitalization of geographical names in my



dissertation?

A: All specific geographical names, including continents, countries, states, cities, oceans, and rivers,

are capitalized. For instance, "Asia," "Canada," "New York City," and "Atlantic Ocean" are all correctly

capitalized.

Q: What is the CMOS rule for capitalizing titles of people?

A: Titles used directly before a person's name are capitalized (e.g., "Professor Smith"). However, titles

used generally or after a name are typically lowercased (e.g., "the president," "the senator").

Q: How should I capitalize historical periods and events in my

dissertation?

A: Specific historical periods (e.g., "the Renaissance") and named historical events (e.g., "World War

I") are capitalized. General historical terms are not capitalized (e.g., "ancient history").
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