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The chicago manual of style online capitalization rules are a cornerstone of precise and
professional writing, offering guidance on a wide array of situations that can challenge even
seasoned writers. Navigating these guidelines ensures clarity, consistency, and adherence
to established editorial standards across various forms of published work. This article
delves deep into the intricacies of Chicago style capitalization, exploring its application in
titles, proper nouns, headings, and specialized contexts, providing comprehensive insights
for anyone aiming to master these essential editorial principles. Understanding these rules
is crucial for anyone producing academic papers, literary works, or professional documents
that require a high degree of polish and adherence to a recognized style guide.
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What Chicago Style Capitalization Covers

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a detailed framework for capitalization that
extends beyond simple rules of thumb. It addresses not just the obvious proper nouns but
also the more nuanced instances where capitalization can affect meaning and
professionalism. The online edition of the manual, readily accessible, serves as an
indispensable resource for writers and editors seeking definitive answers on these matters.
Understanding the scope of CMOS capitalization rules is the first step toward applying them
effectively.

Scope of Chicago Manual of Style Online Capitalization
Rules

The CMOS online capitalization rules encompass a broad spectrum of topics designed to
provide comprehensive guidance. This includes the capitalization of titles of works, such as
books, articles, and films, as well as headings within a text. It also delves into the often-
complex realm of proper nouns, differentiating between those that should always be
capitalized and those that may have exceptions based on context or established usage.
Furthermore, the manual offers specific advice for various disciplines and formats, ensuring
that writers have the tools to handle even the most specialized capitalization challenges
with confidence.



Key Principles of CMOS Capitalization

At its core, Chicago style capitalization emphasizes clarity and convention. The general
principle is to capitalize only what is necessary. This means that common nouns are
typically lowercase unless they begin a sentence or are part of a proper noun. Proper
nouns, which refer to unique entities, are a primary focus of capitalization rules. The
manual aims to provide consistent guidance that minimizes ambiguity and adheres to
widely accepted editorial practices, making texts easier to read and understand for a broad
audience. The emphasis is on following established norms rather than creating novel
exceptions.

Capitalizing Titles and Headings

One of the most frequent areas where writers seek clarification is the capitalization of titles
and headings. The Chicago Manual of Style offers two primary approaches: title case and
sentence case. The choice between these styles often depends on the context and the
specific type of work being produced, with each having its own set of rules and exceptions.

Title Case in CMOS

Title case, as applied in Chicago style, involves capitalizing the first word of a title or
heading, the last word, and all other words except for articles (a, an, the), prepositions of
three letters or fewer (e.g., of, in, on, at, by, for, with), and conjunctions (e.g., and, but, or,
nor, for, so, yet). This style is commonly used for titles of books, articles, journals, and
major headings. However, there are specific exceptions, such as capitalizing prepositions
and conjunctions when they are the first or last word of the title. For instance, in a book
title, "The War of the Worlds," "The" is capitalized because it's the first word, "War" and
"Worlds" are capitalized as significant words, and "of" is lowercase as it's a short
preposition. If the title were "A Tale of Two Cities," "A" and "Cities" would be capitalized,
"Tale" would be capitalized as a significant word, and "of" and "Two" would be capitalized
because they are longer than three letters (though "Two" is technically a numeral, it
functions similarly in this context and is typically capitalized in title case). The manual
provides exhaustive lists and examples for navigating these nuances.

Sentence Case in CMOS

Sentence case, conversely, capitalizes only the first word of a title or heading and any
proper nouns or elements that are always capitalized. This style is frequently employed for
the titles of articles within a larger publication, chapter headings, and subheadings. It offers
a more understated and often cleaner appearance. For example, a chapter title in sentence
case might read, "The impact of technology on modern society," where only "The" and any
proper nouns would be capitalized. This approach can be particularly useful when a series
of headings needs to maintain a consistent, less decorative look. The Chicago manual



stresses that while sentence case is simpler, it still requires careful attention to ensure that
all proper nouns and other capitalized elements are correctly identified.

Headings and Subheadings

When it comes to headings and subheadings within the body of a text, the choice between
title case and sentence case can be guided by the overall style of the publication. Many
academic and professional documents opt for sentence case for internal headings to
maintain a consistent flow with the text. However, some styles may prefer title case for
major section headings to visually differentiate them. The critical point is consistency within
the document itself. Whichever style is chosen, it must be applied uniformly throughout. For
instance, if a document uses sentence case for all subheadings, it should continue to do so
for all subsequent subheadings. Similarly, if major section headings are in title case, this
convention should be maintained.

Proper Nouns and Their Capitalization

The rules surrounding the capitalization of proper nouns are extensive and critical to
maintaining accuracy and adhering to Chicago style. Proper nouns are words that name a
specific person, place, organization, or thing, and distinguishing them from common nouns
is fundamental.

People and Personal Names

This is perhaps the most straightforward category. All personal names, including first
names, last names, and middle names or initials, are capitalized. This extends to titles used
as part of a name or in direct address, such as "President Lincoln" or "Ask Dr. Smith."
However, when a title is used descriptively and not as part of a specific name or in direct
address, it is generally lowercase (e.g., "the president of the company").

Geographical Names

Geographical proper nouns are capitalized, including continents, countries, states,
provinces, cities, rivers, mountains, oceans, and specific landmarks. Examples include
"North America," "France," "California," "London," "the Mississippi River," "Mount Everest,"
and "the Pacific Ocean." This category also includes regions such as "the Midwest" or "the
Middle East." When a geographical term becomes part of a common noun, it is typically
lowercase (e.g., "french fries," "swiss cheese").



Organizations and Institutions

Names of specific organizations, companies, government agencies, and educational
institutions are capitalized. This includes names like "the United Nations," "Google," "the
Department of Justice," and "Harvard University." When referring to a type of organization
rather than a specific one, lowercase is generally used (e.g., "a technology company," "a
university").

Specific Events and Historical Periods

Named historical periods, events, and movements are capitalized. This includes terms like
"the Renaissance," "World War II," "the Civil Rights Movement," and "the Enlightenment."
Common nouns used in conjunction with these, however, remain lowercase (e.g., "the war,"
"the movement").

Brand Names and Trademarks

Brand names and trademarks are capitalized, as they are specific identifiers for products or
services. Examples include "iPhone," "Coca-Cola," and "Nike." It's important to note that
over time, some trademarked terms can become genericized and may be used in
lowercase, although it is generally safer to capitalize them as originally intended.

Days, Months, and Holidays

Days of the week, months of the year, and named holidays are always capitalized.
Examples include "Monday," "July," "Christmas," and "Labor Day." Seasons, however, are
generally not capitalized unless they are part of a proper name (e.g., "the Winter
Olympics") or begin a sentence.

Specialized Capitalization Scenarios

Beyond the general rules for titles and proper nouns, the Chicago Manual of Style
addresses numerous specialized situations that often cause confusion. These scenarios
require careful attention to the context and the specific conventions of different fields.

Religious and Philosophical Terms

Terms related to religion and philosophy have specific capitalization rules. Major deities are



capitalized (e.g., "God," "Allah," "Yahweh"). Religious texts and scriptures are also
capitalized (e.g., "the Bible," "the Quran," "the Torah"). Specific denominations and
religious groups are capitalized (e.g., "Christianity," "Judaism," "Buddhism," "Methodist,"
"Shiite"). Adjectives derived from these terms are also capitalized (e.g., "Christian,"
"Islamic"). However, general terms for religious concepts or practices are usually lowercase
(e.g., "a god," "a prayer," "a mosque"). Philosophical concepts are typically lowercase
unless they are part of a specific named movement or school of thought.

Scientific and Technical Terms

In scientific and technical writing, capitalization often follows established conventions within
specific disciplines. Generally, scientific names of organisms (genus and species) are
capitalized and italicized (e.g., Homo sapiens). However, common names of plants and
animals derived from proper nouns are often capitalized (e.g., "Chinese cabbage,"
"Darwin's finch"). Chemical elements, compounds, and units of measurement are typically
lowercase unless they are part of a proper name or abbreviation. The Chicago manual
advises consulting specific style guides for scientific disciplines when in doubt.

Legal and Government Terminology

Capitalization in legal and government contexts can be particularly complex. Names of
specific laws, treaties, and official documents are capitalized (e.g., "the Constitution," "the
Declaration of Independence," "the Civil Rights Act of 1964"). However, generic references
to types of laws or documents are lowercase (e.g., "a constitution," "a treaty"). The names
of specific government bodies, departments, and agencies are capitalized (e.g., "the
Senate," "the Treasury Department," "the Supreme Court"). But generic terms for
governmental roles are usually lowercase unless used in direct address or as part of a
specific title (e.g., "the senator," "the secretary of state").

Academic Terms and Course Names

Specific course names or titles are capitalized (e.g., "Introduction to Psychology,"
"Advanced Calculus I"). However, general academic disciplines or subject areas are
typically lowercase unless they begin a sentence or are part of a proper name (e.g., "She is
studying psychology," "He is a historian"). Degrees are generally lowercase unless referring
to a specific named degree or as part of an abbreviation (e.g., "a bachelor of arts degree,"
"a PhD").

The Importance of Consistency

Regardless of the specific rules applied, the paramount principle in Chicago style
capitalization, as in all editorial matters, is consistency. Once a choice has been made



between title case and sentence case for headings, or a decision has been reached on how
to capitalize a particular term, that decision must be applied uniformly throughout the
entire document. Inconsistent capitalization can be distracting to the reader and undermine
the professionalism of the work. The Chicago Manual of Style online serves as the definitive
guide, and careful consultation of its guidelines is essential for achieving accuracy and
maintaining editorial integrity in all written endeavors.

FAQ

Q: When should I use title case versus sentence case
for headings in my Chicago style document?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style offers both title case and sentence case for headings. Title
case capitalizes the first and last words of a title/heading, plus all other words except
articles, prepositions of three letters or fewer, and conjunctions. Sentence case capitalizes
only the first word and any proper nouns. Sentence case is often preferred for subheadings
within a text for a cleaner look, while title case might be used for major section headings in
some publications. The key is to choose one style and apply it consistently throughout your
document.

Q: Are there any exceptions to the rule of capitalizing
prepositions and conjunctions in title case?
A: Yes, in title case, prepositions of three letters or fewer and conjunctions are generally
lowercased unless they are the first or last word of the title or heading. For example, in
"The Rise and Fall of Empires," "and" is capitalized because it is the last word. If a
preposition or conjunction is longer than three letters, it is typically capitalized in title case
(e.g., "Through the Looking-Glass").

Q: How does Chicago style handle the capitalization of
words like "internet" and "web"?
A: Traditionally, "Internet" was capitalized as a proper noun referring to the global network.
However, CMOS has updated its guidance, and "internet" is now generally treated as a
common noun and is lowercased. Similarly, "web" in reference to the World Wide Web is
also typically lowercased. Always check the latest edition of the CMOS for the most current
advice on evolving terminology.

Q: What is the rule for capitalizing seasons in Chicago
style?
A: Seasons such as spring, summer, autumn (or fall), and winter are generally not
capitalized in Chicago style unless they are part of a proper name, like "the Winter
Olympics," or if they begin a sentence.



Q: How should I capitalize titles of books and articles
according to the Chicago Manual of Style online?
A: For titles of books and articles, Chicago style typically uses title case. This means
capitalizing the first and last words, as well as all significant words in between. Minor words
like articles (a, an, the), prepositions of three letters or fewer (e.g., of, in, on), and
conjunctions (e.g., and, but, or) are generally lowercased unless they appear as the first or
last word of the title.

Q: When referring to deities, how does Chicago style
dictate capitalization?
A: Major deities are always capitalized (e.g., God, Allah, Yahweh). Adjectives derived from
these capitalized names are also capitalized (e.g., Christian, Islamic). However, generic
terms like "a god" are lowercased.

Q: What are the capitalization rules for government
agencies and titles in Chicago style?
A: The names of specific government agencies, departments, and bodies are capitalized
(e.g., the Department of State, the Senate, the Supreme Court). However, generic terms for
governmental roles or types of bodies are usually lowercased unless they are part of a
specific title used in direct address or as a formal title (e.g., "the president," but "President
Biden"; "the senate," but "the U.S. Senate").

Q: Does Chicago style capitalize acronyms and
initialisms?
A: Acronyms and initialisms are typically capitalized. For example, "NASA" and "FBI" are
capitalized. If an acronym is pronounced as a word and is in common usage, it might be
treated differently over time, but the general rule is to capitalize them. If a term is spelled
out fully in the text, the capitalization follows the rules for the individual words.
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