chicago style capitalization questions

chicago style capitalization questions often arise for writers navigating the intricacies of
academic and professional prose. The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) presents a comprehensive
yet sometimes perplexing set of guidelines for capitalizing words in titles, headings, and other
specific contexts. This article aims to demystify these often-asked chicago style capitalization
questions, providing clear explanations and practical examples. We will delve into the nuances of
title case versus sentence case, explore rules for specific elements like proper nouns, scientific
terms, and job titles, and address common points of confusion. Mastering these chicago style
capitalization questions is essential for producing polished and professional written work that
adheres to established editorial standards.

e Introduction to Chicago Style Capitalization

e Understanding Title Case vs. Sentence Case

¢ Capitalizing Specific Elements

e Common Chicago Style Capitalization Questions

e Addressing Tricky Scenarios

Understanding Chicago Style Capitalization Principles

The Chicago Manual of Style, in its pursuit of clarity and consistency, offers distinct approaches to
capitalization depending on the context. While sentence case is the standard for most prose, title
case becomes crucial when dealing with titles of works, headings, and subheadings. Understanding
the fundamental difference and when to apply each is the first step in answering many chicago style
capitalization questions.

Sentence case, as its name suggests, follows the capitalization rules of standard English sentences.
This means capitalizing the first word of a sentence, proper nouns, and other words requiring
capitalization based on grammatical convention. Title case, however, involves a more extensive
capitalization strategy, typically applied to the titles of books, articles, films, and other creative
works, as well as headings and subheadings within a document. The specific rules for title case in
Chicago can be a source of many common chicago style capitalization questions.

Title Case: When and How to Capitalize

Chicago style's approach to title case, particularly for works published after 1940, generally involves
capitalizing the first and last words of a title or heading, as well as all principal words. Principal
words include nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs. However, less important words, such
as articles (a, an, the), short prepositions (of, in, on, at, for, to, from, by, with), and short
conjunctions (and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet), are typically left in lowercase unless they are the first or



last word.

This distinction between principal and less important words is a frequent area for chicago style
capitalization questions. For instance, is "of" in "The Lord of the Rings" capitalized? According to
Chicago title case rules, "of" is a short preposition and would be lowercase unless it began or ended
the title. Therefore, it remains lowercase.

Sentence Case: The Default for Prose

For the main body of text, for headings within a document that are not meant to be styled as titles
(like chapter titles), and for many other instances, Chicago style defaults to sentence case. This
means that only the first word of the sentence and proper nouns are capitalized, along with
abbreviations and acronyms that are conventionally capitalized. This approach promotes readability
and avoids the visual clutter that can sometimes result from excessive capitalization.

When a sentence begins with a word that would normally be lowercase in title case (e.g., an article
or a short preposition), it is still capitalized because it is the first word of the sentence. This is a key
point that differentiates sentence case from title case and can help resolve some initial chicago style
capitalization questions.

Capitalizing Specific Elements in Chicago Style

Beyond the general rules of title and sentence case, various specific elements have their own
capitalization requirements within the Chicago Manual of Style. These often form the backbone of
detailed chicago style capitalization questions that writers encounter.

Proper Nouns and Their Variations

Proper nouns, by definition, refer to specific, unique entities and are almost always capitalized in
Chicago style, just as they are in general English grammar. This includes names of people, places,
organizations, and specific events. However, there are nuances. For example, when a common noun
is part of a specific name, it is capitalized (e.g., "Central Park," where "Park" is capitalized because
it's part of the specific name of the park). When the common noun is not part of the specific name, it
is lowercase (e.g., "a park in Chicago").

Job Titles and Designations

The capitalization of job titles in Chicago style depends on whether the title is used descriptively or
as a formal, specific designation. When a job title appears before a person's name and functions as
part of their formal title (e.g., "President Joe Biden"), it is typically capitalized. However, when the
job title is used descriptively or after the name (e.g., "Joe Biden, the president of the United States,"
or "the president spoke"), it is generally kept in lowercase.

This distinction is a common source of chicago style capitalization questions. The key is to determine



if the title is acting as a proper noun (part of a specific name or formal designation) or as a
descriptive term.

Scientific and Technical Terms

In general, scientific and technical terms are capitalized only when they are proper nouns. This
means that names of specific people (e.g., "Watt" for the unit of power) are capitalized, but the units
themselves (e.g., "watt") are not. Similarly, brand names are capitalized (e.g., "Kleenex"), but
generic terms for products are not (e.g., "tissue"). Genus and species names in binomial
nomenclature are an exception, where the genus is capitalized and the species is lowercase (e.g.,
Homo sapiens).

Geographical and Celestial Names

Capitalization of geographical and celestial names follows standard rules for proper nouns. This
includes continents, countries, cities, states, oceans, rivers, and specific mountains or deserts.
Celestial bodies like planets, stars, and constellations are also capitalized (e.g., "Earth," "Mars,"
"Orion"). However, common terms like "sun," "moon," and "stars" are generally lowercase unless
they are being used as proper names in a specific astronomical context or as part of a formal title.

Common Chicago Style Capitalization Questions and
Answers

Many recurring chicago style capitalization questions stem from the application of the general rules
to specific word types and contexts. Addressing these frequently asked questions can provide clarity
for writers.

When to Capitalize Articles, Prepositions, and Conjunctions in
Titles

As previously mentioned, in Chicago style title case, articles (a, an, the), short prepositions (four
letters or fewer, such as "of," "in," "on," "at," "for," "to," "from," "by," "with"), and short coordinating
conjunctions (and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet) are generally lowercase. The primary exceptions are
when these words are the first or last word of the title or heading.

A common point of confusion for chicago style capitalization questions is when a preposition is
longer than four letters (e.g., "through," "without," "between"). These are considered principal words
and are capitalized in title case. Similarly, if a short preposition or conjunction is part of a compound
verb or functions as an adverb, it may be capitalized.



Capitalizing Trends and Movements

Ideologies, movements, and historical periods are typically capitalized in Chicago style when they
refer to specific, recognized entities or eras. For example, "the Renaissance," "the Reformation,"
"Socialism," and "Capitalism" are capitalized because they denote distinct historical periods or
political/economic systems. However, general terms like "a renaissance of creativity" or "a socialist
ideal" would remain lowercase.

This area often generates chicago style capitalization questions because the line between a specific
named movement and a general descriptive term can be blurry. The key is to consider whether the
term refers to a uniquely defined historical event, doctrine, or period.

Capitalizing Seasons and Days of the Week

Days of the week and months of the year are always capitalized in Chicago style, as they are proper
nouns. However, the names of seasons (spring, summer, autumn/fall, winter) are generally not
capitalized unless they are personified or used in a title. For instance, "the long winter" is lowercase,
but "Winter's Embrace" as a title would capitalize "Winter."

Subheadings within a Document

The capitalization of subheadings within a document often depends on the overall style guide being
followed, but within Chicago style itself, subheadings can be treated using either title case or
sentence case. If subheadings are intended to mirror the style of titles (e.g., for chapter headings or
major section breaks), title case may be applied. However, for internal subheadings that break up
the flow of prose, sentence case is more common and generally preferred for readability. Consulting
specific editorial guidelines or project-specific style sheets is crucial when addressing these
particular chicago style capitalization questions.

Addressing Tricky Scenarios in Chicago Style
Capitalization

Some scenarios present unique challenges and frequently lead to specific chicago style capitalization
questions that require careful consideration of context and rule application.

Compound Words in Titles

When compound words appear in titles or headings, their capitalization in title case follows the rules
for each individual word. If both parts of a hyphenated compound word are principal words, both are
capitalized (e.g., "State-of-the-Art"). If one part is an article, preposition, or conjunction, it would be
lowercase unless it begins or ends the title (e.g., "The Way We Were," "A Case of Mistaken
Identity").



Words Used as Both Common and Proper Nouns

Some words can function as both common and proper nouns, leading to potential confusion. For
example, "church" is lowercase when referring to a general building or institution, but capitalized
when referring to a specific named church, such as "First Baptist Church." Similarly, "university" is
lowercase as a general term, but "University of Chicago" capitalizes "University" because it is part of
the specific name. This context-dependent capitalization is a frequent subject of chicago style
capitalization questions.

Acronyms and Initialisms

Acronyms and initialisms are typically capitalized in Chicago style. For instance, "NASA," "FBI," and
"SCUBA" are all capitalized. However, if an acronym becomes so commonplace that it is no longer
pronounced as an initialism but as a word (e.g., "laser," "radar," "quango"), it may be treated as a
common noun and therefore remain lowercase. The first time an acronym is used in a text, it is often
recommended to spell out the full name followed by the acronym in parentheses. This helps readers
understand the meaning and clarifies any potential chicago style capitalization questions regarding
obscure acronyms.

Titles within Titles

When a title appears within another title, the internal title is capitalized according to the same rules
as the main title. For example, if a chapter title was "On the Importance of "The Great Gatsby'," both
the main title and the title within it ("The Great Gatsby") would follow their respective capitalization
rules.

Religious and Sacred Terms

Chicago style generally capitalizes words referring to God, specific deities, holy books, and sacred
texts (e.g., "God," "Allah," "the Bible," "the Quran," "the Torah"). However, words referring to
religions or religious groups are also capitalized (e.g., "Christianity," "Judaism," "Islam," "Buddhist").
Pronouns referring to God are typically capitalized (e.g., "He," "Him," "His") when used in a religious
context. This area can prompt specific chicago style capitalization questions, especially concerning
the capitalization of pronouns referring to the divine.

Job Titles as Part of a Name vs. Descriptively

Revisiting job titles, the distinction between their use as part of a formal name or as a descriptive
term is critical. Consider "Vice President Harris." Here, "Vice President" is capitalized because it
functions as a formal title preceding the name. Contrast this with "Kamala Harris, the vice president
of the United States," where "vice president" is lowercase because it's a descriptive phrase. This
ongoing clarification of such chicago style capitalization questions ensures accuracy in formal and
informal contexts.



Specialized Terminology in Academic Fields

In academic and scientific writing, capitalization of specialized terminology can sometimes be
influenced by specific disciplinary conventions. While Chicago style provides general guidelines, it is
always wise for writers in specialized fields to consult discipline-specific style guides or the advice of
subject matter experts to resolve any ambiguous chicago style capitalization questions related to
their field's unique terminology.

The Use of Capital Letters for Emphasis

Chicago style generally discourages the use of all capital letters for emphasis within prose, as it can
be perceived as shouting and detracts from the overall readability. Instead, italics or bolding are
typically recommended for emphasis. Therefore, questions about capitalizing words solely for
emphasis are usually answered with a recommendation against it, adhering to the principles of
standard typographic conventions and avoiding unnecessary chicago style capitalization questions.

The "Chicago Style" Itself

The term "Chicago style" is a proper noun and is always capitalized. When referring to the manual
itself, it is "The Chicago Manual of Style." This is a straightforward application of proper noun
capitalization but can sometimes be overlooked in the broader discussion of various chicago style
capitalization questions.

Modern Usage and Evolving Standards

It is important to note that language and editorial standards evolve. While "The Chicago Manual of
Style" is a definitive resource, particularly its latest editions, there can be subtle shifts in guidance
or interpretations. When faced with a particularly thorny issue not clearly addressed, consulting the
most recent edition of the manual or seeking guidance from experienced editors is always the best
course of action to resolve persistent chicago style capitalization questions.

FAQ

Q: When should I capitalize the first word of a subtitle in
Chicago style?

A: In Chicago style title case, the first word of a subtitle is capitalized, just as the first word of a
main title is. This applies even if the subtitle begins with an article, short preposition, or short
conjunction.

Q: Are brand names always capitalized in Chicago style?

A: Yes, brand names are considered proper nouns and are always capitalized in Chicago style.
Examples include "Microsoft," "Apple," and "Google."



Q: How do I capitalize job titles when they are part of an
award or honor?

A: When a job title is part of a specific award or honor, it is generally capitalized, for example,
"Nobel Prize winner." However, if it is used descriptively, it remains lowercase.

Q: What is the rule for capitalizing "Internet" in Chicago
style?

A: Historically, "Internet" was capitalized as a proper noun. However, in more recent editions of the
Chicago Manual of Style, it is often treated as a common noun and capitalized only when referring to
the specific global network and not in a generic sense. Always check the latest edition for definitive
guidance.

Q: When capitalizing a title, what defines a "short"
preposition?

A: In Chicago style title case, "short" prepositions generally refer to those with four letters or fewer,
such as "of," "in," "on," "at," "for," "to," "from," "by," and "with." Prepositions longer than four letters
are usually capitalized.

Q: Should I capitalize terms related to a specific historical
event in Chicago style?

A: Yes, terms referring to specific, named historical events are capitalized, such as "World War IL,"
"the French Revolution," or "the Civil Rights Movement."

Q: How do I handle capitalization in book titles that include
other book titles?

A: When a book title contains another title within it, the inner title follows the same capitalization
rules as the main title. For example, a title like "A Study of 'Moby Dick' would capitalize "Moby
Dick" according to title case.

Q: Is there a difference in capitalization for website titles
versus article titles in Chicago style?

A: The capitalization rules for website titles and article titles are generally the same as for other
creative works when using title case: capitalize the first and last words and all principal words,
leaving articles, short prepositions, and short conjunctions lowercase unless they are the first or last
word.



Q: What about capitalizing words in headings that are part of
a sentence fragment?

A: If a heading is a sentence fragment and is meant to be styled in sentence case, only the first word
and proper nouns would be capitalized, similar to the start of a regular sentence. If it is styled in
title case, the standard title case rules would apply.
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