
chicago style capitalization rules for
english language
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers a comprehensive guide to English
language mechanics, with its capitalization rules being a cornerstone for
clarity and consistency. Understanding chicago style capitalization rules for
english language is crucial for writers, editors, and academics aiming for
professional publication. This guide will delve into the nuances of
capitalizing titles, proper nouns, and various specific instances, ensuring
your written work adheres to these established standards. We will explore the
general principles, the specific application to titles of works, and the
often-confusing areas such as proper adjectives and institutional names,
providing a detailed roadmap for mastering Chicago style capitalization.
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Understanding the Core Principles of Chicago
Style Capitalization

The fundamental philosophy behind Chicago style capitalization is to
capitalize only what is necessary, prioritizing clarity and readability.
Unlike some other style guides that advocate for more extensive
capitalization, Chicago leans towards a more minimalist approach. This means
that words are generally lowercase unless there is a specific reason,
dictated by grammatical convention or a specific rule within the Chicago
Manual of Style, to capitalize them. This principle extends to common nouns,
general terms, and even titles unless they fall under specific categories
that require capitalization.

The goal is to avoid visual clutter and ensure that capitalized words stand
out for their true significance, typically as proper nouns or as the
beginning of a sentence or title. When in doubt, the Chicago Manual of Style
generally advises leaning towards lowercase. However, this doesn't mean a
complete absence of capitalization; rather, it signifies a deliberate and
reasoned application of capitalization rules. Writers must understand the
distinctions between common and proper nouns, as this is a primary driver for
capitalization decisions.



Distinguishing Between Common and Proper Nouns

A key element in mastering chicago style capitalization rules for english
language is the ability to differentiate between common nouns and proper
nouns. Common nouns refer to general categories of people, places, things, or
ideas (e.g., city, river, president, book). These are typically not
capitalized unless they begin a sentence. Proper nouns, on the other hand,
name specific individuals, places, organizations, or unique entities (e.g.,
Chicago, Mississippi River, President Lincoln, The Great Gatsby). These
specific names are always capitalized.

The distinction can sometimes be subtle. For instance, "the president" is a
common noun referring to the office, while "President Biden" is a proper noun
referring to the specific individual holding that office. Similarly, "the
university" is a common noun, but "University of Chicago" is a proper noun.
Careful attention to whether a noun refers to a general concept or a
specific, unique entity is paramount.

The Principle of "Down Style"

Chicago style is often described as adhering to a "down style," which means
it favors lowercase letters for words that are not essential to identify a
specific entity or for emphasis. This contrasts with "up style," where more
words would be capitalized. For example, in down style, terms like "internet"
(though increasingly capitalized by some), "website," and common job titles
are typically lowercase when used generally. This approach aims to make text
easier to read and less distracting, reserving capitalization for true proper
nouns and specific circumstances defined by the style guide.

Capitalizing Titles of Works: The Chicago Style
Approach

One of the most detailed areas of chicago style capitalization rules for
english language pertains to the capitalization of titles of books, articles,
essays, poems, songs, films, and other creative works. Chicago style employs
a "title case" approach for these, which involves capitalizing the first
word, the last word, and all principal words in between. This means that
articles, prepositions, and conjunctions are generally not capitalized unless
they are the first or last word of the title.

The principal words that are capitalized include nouns, pronouns, verbs,
adjectives, adverbs, and subordinate conjunctions. Minor words like "a,"
"an," "the," "and," "but," "or," "for," "nor," "on," "at," "to," "from,"
"by," "with," "in," "of," and "as" are generally lowercase. Understanding



these distinctions is crucial for accurately titling any creative work within
Chicago style guidelines.

Capitalizing Principal Words in Titles

The core of title case in Chicago style lies in identifying and capitalizing
the "principal" words. These are the words that carry the main semantic
weight of the title. Nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs are
consistently capitalized. For example, in the title "The Lord of the Rings,"
"Lord," "of," and "Rings" are principal words. "The" is capitalized because
it is the first word, and "of" is lowercase because it is a preposition.

Adverbs ending in -ly, such as "quickly" or "happily," are also considered
principal words and are capitalized. Similarly, if a preposition is used as
an adverbial particle (e.g., "look up" in the sense of finding information),
it may be capitalized. This principle of capitalizing significant words
ensures that the title is easily understood and visually prominent.

Lowercase Minor Words in Titles

Conversely, minor words in titles are almost always rendered in lowercase in
Chicago style, unless they appear at the beginning or end of the title. These
minor words typically include articles (a, an, the), short prepositions (in,
on, at, of, to, for, from, with, by, etc.), and coordinating conjunctions
(and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet). For instance, in the title "A Tale of Two
Cities," only "A," "Tale," and "Cities" are capitalized. "of" and "Two" are
correctly identified and capitalized as principal words, while "a" and "of"
are minor.

The strategic use of lowercase for these minor words prevents a title from
becoming overly cluttered and emphasizes the substantive words. This
deliberate choice enhances the aesthetic appeal and immediate comprehension
of the title. It is essential to consult a comprehensive Chicago style guide
for an exhaustive list of prepositions and conjunctions that fall into this
minor word category.

Specific Rules for Hyphenated Words and Subtitles

Hyphenated words in titles follow specific rules. Both parts of a hyphenated
word are generally capitalized if they are principal words. For example,
"Self-Discovery" would be capitalized as such. If the first part is a prefix
and the second part is not a proper noun, only the second part is capitalized
(e.g., "Pre-Raphaelite"). Subtitles are treated as separate titles and are



capitalized according to the same principles. The colon that separates a main
title from a subtitle is followed by a space, and the first word of the
subtitle is capitalized.

For example, a book titled "The Art of Writing: A Comprehensive Guide" would
have "The," "Art," "Writing," and "A," "Comprehensive," and "Guide"
capitalized. The colon followed by a space and then the capitalized first
word of the subtitle is a key stylistic marker.

Proper Nouns and Their Capitalization in
Chicago Style

Proper nouns are the backbone of capitalization rules in any style guide, and
Chicago style is no exception. These are words that name unique entities, and
their capitalization serves to distinguish them from general terms. Mastering
the nuances of proper noun capitalization is fundamental to correct Chicago
style usage.

Names of People, Places, and Organizations

This is perhaps the most straightforward category. Names of specific
individuals (e.g., Jane Austen, Nelson Mandela), geographical locations
(e.g., Paris, Mount Everest, Atlantic Ocean), and organizations (e.g., United
Nations, Google, American Red Cross) are always capitalized. This applies to
countries, continents, cities, states, provinces, rivers, lakes, oceans,
mountains, streets, and specific buildings.

When dealing with compound proper nouns, each significant word is
capitalized. For instance, "New York City" and "Statue of Liberty" are
correctly capitalized. The term "proper noun" itself is key; if a noun names
a unique entity, it's generally capitalized.

Proper Adjectives Derived from Proper Nouns

Proper adjectives are adjectives that are derived from proper nouns.
According to chicago style capitalization rules for english language, these
should also be capitalized. Examples include "American" (from America),
"Shakespearean" (from Shakespeare), "Victorian" (from Victoria), and "French"
(from France). This rule helps to identify the origin or association of the
adjective, maintaining clarity and specificity.

However, some exceptions exist. If a proper adjective has become so common



that it has lost its direct association with the original proper noun and is
now considered a generic term, it may be lowercased. For example, words like
"italic," "roman," "manuscript," and "china" (when referring to the material,
not the country) are typically not capitalized. It's crucial to consult a
style guide for a definitive list of such exceptions.

Brand Names and Trademarks

Brand names and trademarks are proper nouns and are therefore capitalized.
This includes names of companies, products, and services, such as "iPhone,"
"Microsoft," "Coca-Cola," and "Kleenex." It is important to use the trademark
holder's preferred capitalization when known, although Chicago style
generally dictates capitalization as a proper noun.

Even when referring to the general category of a product, if the brand name
is used, it should be capitalized. For instance, "He asked for a Kleenex" is
correct, even if the speaker meant any facial tissue. This adherence to
trademark capitalization ensures accuracy and avoids potential issues.

Specific Cases and Exceptions in Chicago Style
Capitalization

Beyond the general rules, chicago style capitalization rules for english
language address a multitude of specific scenarios that often cause confusion
for writers. Understanding these exceptions and specific applications is
vital for achieving a polished and correct manuscript.

Capitalizing Titles of Official Documents and Laws

Formal titles of official documents, acts, and laws are generally
capitalized. This includes names like the "Declaration of Independence,"
"Constitution of the United States," or "Civil Rights Act of 1964." When
referring to legislation in a general sense, however, lowercase is used
(e.g., "the civil rights bill"). The key is whether the name refers to the
specific, official title of the document.

This convention ensures that formal governmental and legal documents are
clearly identified. For instance, "The Constitution" refers to the specific
document, while "a constitution" refers to any system of fundamental
principles.



Capitalizing Names of Historical Periods and Events

Named historical periods and significant historical events are capitalized.
This includes eras like the "Renaissance," "Middle Ages," "Industrial
Revolution," and specific events such as "World War II," "the French
Revolution," or "the Civil War." This capitalization highlights their
importance as distinct, recognized periods or occurrences in history.

However, general terms referring to historical times are not capitalized,
such as "ancient times," "the nineteenth century," or "postwar period." The
distinction lies in whether the term functions as a specific, named era or
event.

Capitalizing Religious Terms and Deities

Terms referring to God, deities, and specific religious figures are
capitalized. This includes "God," "Lord," "Allah," and the names of prophets
and other divine figures within various religions. Similarly, sacred texts
and specific religious holidays are capitalized, such as the "Bible,"
"Quran," "Christmas," and "Hanukkah."

This capitalization reflects the reverence and specificity associated with
religious and spiritual terminology. When these terms are used in a non-
religious or metaphorical context, capitalization may not be necessary. For
example, one might refer to "a god of thunder" in a mythological context
without capitalizing "god."

Capitalizing Institutional Names and Official
Titles

The precise capitalization of institutional names and official titles is a
recurring point of inquiry when adhering to chicago style capitalization
rules for english language. Clarity and consistency are paramount in these
instances, particularly in academic and professional writing.

Names of Departments and Divisions

When referring to specific, official names of departments or divisions within
an organization, they are capitalized. For example, "Department of English,"
"Marketing Division," or "Human Resources Office." However, when referring to
these in a general sense, lowercase is used: "the English department," "the



marketing division."

The key here is whether the term is part of the official, named designation
of that unit. If it functions as a descriptive term for a generic function,
it remains lowercase.

Official Titles of Individuals

Official titles of individuals are capitalized when they precede the person's
name, such as "President Joe Biden," "Professor Jane Smith," or "Dr. Michael
Lee." When the title appears after the name or is used independently, it is
generally lowercase, unless it is being used as a formal designation of
office in a specific context (e.g., "the President will address the nation").

This convention distinguishes between a formal, appended title and a
descriptive or referential use of the title. The position of the title in the
sentence is a critical determinant.

Names of Organizations and Companies

As previously mentioned, the full, official names of organizations,
corporations, institutions, and companies are always capitalized. This
includes names like "The University of Chicago," "Microsoft Corporation,"
"The Smithsonian Institution," and "International Business Machines (IBM)."
This ensures that the unique identity of each entity is clearly presented.

When abbreviations or shortened forms are used, they follow the same
capitalization as the full name. For instance, "IBM" is capitalized, as is
the full name "International Business Machines."

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them in
Chicago Style Capitalization

Navigating the intricacies of chicago style capitalization rules for english
language can present challenges. Awareness of common errors and understanding
the underlying principles can significantly improve accuracy and fluency in
applying these rules.

Over-Capitalization of Common Nouns



One of the most frequent mistakes is the over-capitalization of common nouns
that are not proper nouns or do not fall under specific Chicago style
exceptions. Writers sometimes mistakenly capitalize words like "Internet,"
"website," "company," or "government" when they are used generally. Adhering
to the "down style" principle, where lowercase is preferred unless a specific
rule dictates otherwise, is essential to avoid this.

Always ask yourself: does this word name a specific, unique entity, or is it
a general term? If it's a general term, it should likely be lowercase.

Inconsistent Application of Title Case

Inconsistent application of title case for works is another common issue.
This often stems from misinterpreting which words are considered "principal"
and which are "minor." Writers may mistakenly capitalize prepositions or
conjunctions that should be lowercase, or vice versa. Diligent review of the
specific rules for articles, prepositions, and conjunctions in titles is
necessary.

Referring to a style guide or a reliable online resource for title
capitalization examples can be highly beneficial in maintaining consistency.

Misinterpreting Proper Adjectives

Confusing proper adjectives with common adjectives, or failing to recognize
when a word functions as a proper adjective, can lead to errors. For example,
a writer might lowercase "European" when referring to something "of Europe,"
or capitalize a word that has become a common adjective. Understanding the
derivation of the adjective from a proper noun is key.

When in doubt, check if the adjective names a specific place, person, or
group. If it does, it is likely a proper adjective and should be capitalized.

FAQ

Q: When should I capitalize "internet" in Chicago
style?
A: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, the term "internet" is generally
treated as a common noun and should be lowercase unless it begins a sentence.
While some sources have begun capitalizing it, Chicago style's "down style"
approach favors lowercase for this term when used generally.



Q: How do I capitalize a title with a hyphenated
word in Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style, both parts of a hyphenated word in a title are
capitalized if they are principal words. For example, "State-of-the-Art"
would be capitalized as such. If the first part is a prefix that cannot stand
alone and the second part is not a proper noun, only the second part is
capitalized (e.g., "Pre-Raphaelite").

Q: What is the difference between "down style" and
"up style" in Chicago capitalization?
A: "Down style," favored by Chicago style, means capitalizing only what is
necessary, leaning towards lowercase for most words. "Up style" involves
capitalizing more words, often for emphasis or tradition. Chicago's approach
prioritizes readability and clarity by reserving capitalization for proper
nouns and specific grammatical reasons.

Q: How do I capitalize official job titles in
Chicago style?
A: Official job titles are capitalized when they directly precede a person's
name, such as "President Lincoln." When the title is used alone or follows
the name, it is generally lowercase (e.g., "Abraham Lincoln, the president").
However, titles used in a formal, specific designation (e.g., "the President
of the United States will deliver a speech") can be capitalized.

Q: Are there exceptions to capitalizing proper
adjectives derived from proper nouns in Chicago
style?
A: Yes, there are exceptions. Some proper adjectives have become so common
that they are considered generic terms and are therefore lowercased. Examples
include "italic," "roman," "manuscript," and "china" (when referring to the
material, not the country). It is always best to consult the Chicago Manual
of Style for a definitive list.

Q: How are names of seasons capitalized in Chicago
style?
A: In Chicago style, the names of seasons (spring, summer, autumn/fall,
winter) are generally not capitalized unless they are part of a formal name
of a specific event or period (e.g., "the Winter Olympics") or begin a
sentence.



Q: When should I capitalize "university" or
"college" in Chicago style?
A: You should capitalize "university" or "college" when it is part of the
official name of an institution (e.g., "University of California," "Harvard
University"). When used generically ("a local college," "attend university"),
it should be lowercase.

Q: How do I capitalize specific religious terms?
A: Specific religious terms referring to deities, prophets, sacred texts, and
major religious holidays are capitalized. This includes "God," "Allah,"
"Bible," "Quran," "Christmas," and "Hanukkah." When these terms are used
metaphorically or in a non-religious context, capitalization may not be
necessary.

Q: What are the rules for capitalizing names of
celestial bodies in Chicago style?
A: Names of planets, stars, constellations, and named galaxies are
capitalized (e.g., "Earth," "Mars," "Sirius," "Ursa Major," "Milky Way").
However, general terms like "sun," "moon," and "stars" are usually lowercase
unless they are part of a specific proper name or begin a sentence.

Q: How should I handle the capitalization of online
platforms and social media in Chicago style?
A: Generally, proper nouns for specific platforms and companies are
capitalized (e.g., "Facebook," "Twitter," "Google," "Amazon"). Terms like
"website," "social media," or "online platform" are treated as common nouns
and are lowercase unless they start a sentence. The specific brand names are
capitalized as they are proper nouns.
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