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Chicago Style Capitalization Rules for Manuscripts and Publications: A
Comprehensive Guide

chicago style capitalization rules for manuscripts and publications are a
cornerstone of clear and professional academic and professional writing,
ensuring consistency and readability across diverse types of content. This
comprehensive guide delves deep into the intricacies of Chicago Manual of
Style (CMOS) capitalization, offering clear explanations for titles,
headings, proper nouns, and the often-confusing world of foreign terms.
Understanding these principles is crucial for anyone aiming to produce
polished manuscripts, academic papers, books, and other publications that
adhere to industry-standard formatting. We will explore the nuances of
capitalizing major and minor words in titles, the specific rules for headings
within a publication, and the systematic approach to identifying and
capitalizing proper nouns. Furthermore, this article will demystify the
application of Chicago style capitalization to foreign languages and
specialized terminology, providing you with the confidence to apply these
rules effectively.
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Understanding the Core Principles of Chicago
Style Capitalization

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers a systematic approach to
capitalization that prioritizes clarity and consistency. At its heart, the
style distinguishes between words that are capitalized for their inherent
significance (proper nouns) and those capitalized for stylistic emphasis,
particularly in titles and headings. Unlike some other styles that favor
maximal capitalization, Chicago generally leans toward minimal capitalization
unless a word's function or identity necessitates it. This principle of
"sentence case" for titles and headings, contrasted with "title case" for
specific elements, is a fundamental concept to grasp.

The core objective of Chicago style capitalization is to avoid ambiguity and



to guide the reader's attention effectively. By adhering to specific rules,
writers ensure that titles are easily distinguishable, proper names are
accurately represented, and the overall presentation of the material is
professional and uniform. This guide will break down these principles into
practical, actionable advice.

Capitalization in Titles and Headings

The approach to capitalization in titles and headings is one of the most
distinctive features of the Chicago Manual of Style, differing significantly
from other common style guides. Chicago offers two primary methods: "sentence
case" and "title case," with sentence case being the default for most titles
and headings within the text itself.

Sentence Case Capitalization

Sentence case is the preferred method for most titles and headings when they
appear within the body of a text, such as chapter titles, section headings,
and subheadings. In sentence case, only the first word of the title or
heading and any proper nouns or words that are always capitalized (like
acronyms) are capitalized. All other words, including articles, prepositions,
and conjunctions, are typically lowercase. This method creates a cleaner,
more understated look that blends seamlessly with the surrounding text.

For example, a chapter title in sentence case would appear as "The evolution
of modern transportation," not "The Evolution of Modern Transportation."
Similarly, a section heading might be "Understanding the research
methodology," rather than "Understanding the Research Methodology." This
approach is consistent with the general Chicago philosophy of minimal
capitalization.

Title Case Capitalization

Title case, on the other hand, involves capitalizing major words in a title
or heading. While Chicago style generally favors sentence case for internal
headings, title case is often employed for the main title of a work (like a
book or article title) and for specific elements like the titles of journals
or major publications when they are referred to in the text. In title case,
virtually all words are capitalized, with the exceptions usually being
articles (a, an, the), short prepositions (of, in, on, at, to), and
coordinating conjunctions (and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet) unless they are
the first or last word of the title or are part of a compound preposition.



An example of title case would be "A Comprehensive Guide to Chicago Style
Capitalization." When referring to a journal, it would be "The Journal of
Academic Writing." It is important to note that even within title case, there
can be variations and specific publisher preferences, but this is the general
rule.

When to Use Each Case

The decision of whether to use sentence case or title case often depends on
the context and the specific element being titled. For internal headings,
such as those found within a book or article to break up content, sentence
case is almost always the appropriate choice. This helps maintain a
consistent visual flow and prevents the text from appearing overly
fragmented.

However, when you are referencing the primary title of a published work, such
as a book, journal, or even an entire document that is being discussed, title
case is generally used. This distinction is critical for distinguishing
between the work itself and its internal components. Always refer to the
specific requirements of your publisher or institution, as they may have
nuanced preferences.

Capitalizing Proper Nouns in Chicago Style

Proper nouns form a significant category in Chicago style capitalization,
referring to specific names of people, places, organizations, and unique
entities. The general rule is to capitalize all proper nouns, but there are
nuances to consider, especially with derivative adjectives and common nouns
that become part of a specific name.

People, Places, and Organizations

This category is straightforward: capitalize the specific names of
individuals, geographical locations, and established organizations. This
includes names like "Abraham Lincoln," "New York City," "The United Nations,"
and "Google." Even common nouns within a proper name are capitalized when
they are part of that specific identifier.

For instance, when referring to a specific park, "Central Park" is
capitalized. However, if you were discussing "a park in the city," "park"
would be lowercase because it is a general noun. The key is whether the noun
is part of a unique, identifying name.



Brands, Products, and Titles of Works

Specific brand names and product names are capitalized, such as "iPhone,"
"Coca-Cola," and "Microsoft Word." Similarly, the titles of books, movies,
songs, and other creative works are capitalized using title case (as
discussed earlier) when they are the primary title of the work being
referenced. This helps distinguish them from general discussions of such
items.

For example, you would write "I enjoyed reading The Great Gatsby," not "I
enjoyed reading the great gatsby." The italics are also a common convention
for titles of longer works in Chicago style.

Historical Periods and Events

Specific historical periods and named events are also capitalized. This
includes eras like the "Renaissance," the "Victorian Era," and "World War
IT." Proper nouns are used to denote unique occurrences or defined periods
that have a specific historical designation.

However, general terms that describe periods but are not specific names are
not capitalized. For example, "the early twentieth century" would be
lowercase, as it is a descriptive phrase rather than a formal historical
designation.

Derivative Adjectives

Adjectives derived from proper nouns are generally capitalized. This includes
words like "American" (from America), "Shakespearean" (from Shakespeare), and
"French" (from France). These are often referred to as proper adjectives.

However, there are exceptions. Some adjectives derived from proper nouns have
become so common or have lost their direct connection to the original proper
noun that they are no longer capitalized. Examples include "china" (from
China, referring to the porcelain), "scotch" (referring to tape), and
"arabic" (referring to the gum).

Special Cases and Advanced Chicago Style
Capitalization

Beyond the fundamental rules, Chicago style capitalization presents several



special cases and advanced considerations that writers must navigate for
complete accuracy.

Religions and Deities

Names of religions, deities, and specific religious texts are capitalized.
This includes terms like "Christianity," "Buddhism," "God," "Allah," and "the
Bible." When referring to specific denominations or sects, those are also
capitalized, such as "Protestantism" or "Catholicism."

However, words like "god" when used in a general, non-specific sense (e.g.,
"a belief in many gods") are typically not capitalized. The distinction lies
in whether the term refers to a specific deity or a general concept.

Government and Legal Terms

Names of specific government bodies, departments, and legal acts are
capitalized. For instance, "the U.S. Congress," "the Department of Justice,"
and "the Civil Rights Act of 1964" all follow this rule. This ensures that
these specific entities are clearly identified.

Conversely, general terms related to government or law are not capitalized
unless they are part of a specific title. For example, "the congress" might
refer to any legislative body, while "the Congress" refers to the specific
legislative body of the United States.

Academic Disciplines and Course Titles

Generally, academic disciplines are not capitalized unless they are part of a
formal course title. So, "history," "mathematics," and "sociology" are
lowercase when referring to the general fields of study.

However, when these disciplines appear as part of a specific course title,
they are capitalized. For example, "Introduction to World History" or
"Advanced Calculus II." This distinction is important for academic and
educational contexts.

Acronyms and Initialisms

Acronyms and initialisms, which are abbreviations formed from the initial
letters of other words, are typically capitalized. This includes well-known



examples like "NASA," "FBI," and "NATO." When an acronym is first introduced
in a text, it is often accompanied by the full phrase it represents in
parentheses, though subsequent mentions use only the acronym.

The Chicago Manual of Style often advises spelling out acronyms the first
time they are used, especially if they are not widely known. The
capitalization remains consistent with the full term.

Capitalizing Foreign Words and Phrases

The application of Chicago style capitalization to foreign words and phrases
requires careful consideration, as conventions can vary. The general
principle is to follow the capitalization rules of the original language
unless there is a compelling reason to anglicize or adhere to English
conventions.

Foreign Titles and Headings

When foreign language titles or headings appear within an English text,
Chicago style generally recommends capitalizing them according to the rules
of the original language. However, if the foreign title is very long or
complex, or if there are specific publisher guidelines, it might be more
practical to apply English title case rules for consistency and readability.

For instance, a French title like "La Recherche du Temps Perdu" would retain
its French capitalization. However, if the context demands it, an editor
might opt for "The Search for Lost Time" if it's being translated or referred
to thematically. It is always best to consult the specific style guide or
editor for clarification.

Foreign Proper Nouns

Foreign proper nouns, such as names of people, places, and organizations in
other languages, are capitalized according to their native conventions. For
example, "Franz Kafka" (German) and "Marie Curie" (Polish/French) are
capitalized as they would be in their respective languages. Similarly, place
names like "Beijing" (Mandarin Chinese) are capitalized according to their
standard transliterations.

When encountering less common foreign names or terms, it is advisable to
research their standard capitalization. In cases of ambiguity, consistency
and clarity are paramount.



Common Foreign Words Used in English

Some foreign words have become so integrated into English that they are often
treated as English words in terms of capitalization. However, the general
rule in Chicago style is to lowercase them unless they are part of a proper
noun or a formal title. For example, "déja vu" is typically written in
lowercase. Similarly, "bona fide" and "ad hoc" are usually not capitalized.

If a foreign word is consistently capitalized in its original language and
its use in English retains a specific, formal meaning, there might be an
argument for capitalization. However, without such a strong justification,
the tendency is toward lowercase for integrated foreign terms.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid in Chicago Style
Capitalization

Navigating Chicago style capitalization can present challenges, and several
common pitfalls often lead to errors. Being aware of these can significantly
improve the accuracy and professionalism of your manuscripts.

Overcapitalization in Titles and Headings

One of the most frequent mistakes is applying "title case" where "sentence
case" 1s required, particularly in internal headings and subheadings. Writers
sometimes mistakenly capitalize every significant word as if it were the main
title of a book or article. Always remember that for most headings within
your work, only the first word and proper nouns should be capitalized.

Inconsistent Capitalization of Proper Nouns

Another common error is inconsistent capitalization of proper nouns,
especially when dealing with derivative adjectives or terms that have both
common and proper noun uses. For instance, forgetting to capitalize
"American" when it refers to the nationality or consistently miscapitalizing
brand names can undermine the credibility of your writing.

Pay close attention to the distinction between general terms and specific
names. If a word functions as part of a unique identifier, it generally
requires capitalization.



Misinterpreting Rules for Foreign Terms

Capitalizing foreign words incorrectly is another area where writers often
falter. This can involve applying English capitalization rules to foreign
titles or vice versa, or incorrectly deciding whether a foreign word has
become common enough in English to warrant lowercase treatment. When in
doubt, consult authoritative dictionaries or style guides specific to the
language in question.

Adhering to the principles of clarity and consistency, and if possible,
following the capitalization conventions of the original language, will serve
you well.

Ignoring Contextual Nuances

Finally, a broad pitfall is failing to consider the context in which a word
appears. Many words can be either common or proper nouns, or their
capitalization can change based on whether they are part of a title, a
heading, or the general text. For example, "university" is a common noun, but
"Harvard University" is a proper noun. This contextual understanding is
crucial for correct application of Chicago style capitalization rules.

Q: When should I use sentence case versus title case
in Chicago style for headings?

A: In Chicago style, sentence case is generally used for headings and
subheadings within the body of a manuscript or publication. This means only
the first word and proper nouns are capitalized. Title case, where most major
words are capitalized, is typically reserved for the main title of the work
itself, and sometimes for the titles of journals or other major publications
when referenced in the text.

Q: Are there exceptions to capitalizing all proper
nouns in Chicago style?

A: While the general rule is to capitalize all proper nouns, there are
nuances. Derivative adjectives from proper nouns are usually capitalized

(e.g., "American"), but some have become so common that they are no longer
capitalized (e.g., "china" for porcelain). Also, common nouns within a proper
name are capitalized (e.g., "Central Park"), but are lowercase when used

generally ("a park").



Q: How do I capitalize academic disciplines and
course titles in Chicago style?

A: Generally, academic disciplines are written in lowercase when referring to
the field of study itself (e.g., "history," "physics"). However, when these
disciplines are part of a formal course title, they are capitalized (e.qg.,
"Introduction to World History," "Quantum Mechanics").

Q: What is the rule for capitalizing foreign words
and phrases in Chicago style?

A: Chicago style generally advises capitalizing foreign words and phrases
according to the capitalization rules of their original language. For foreign
titles or headings, you would follow the native convention unless context or
publisher preference dictates otherwise. Common foreign words that have
become integrated into English are usually kept in lowercase unless they are
part of a proper noun or specific title.

Q: How should I handle acronyms and initialisms in
Chicago style?

A: Acronyms and initialisms are typically capitalized in Chicago style (e.g.,
“"NASA," "FBI"). It is good practice to spell out the full name the first time
the acronym is used, followed by the acronym in parentheses, especially if
it's not universally known. Subsequent mentions use only the acronym.

Q: Are there specific rules for capitalizing
religious terms in Chicago style?

A: Yes, names of religions, deities, and specific holy books are capitalized
in Chicago style (e.g., "Christianity," "God," "the Quran"). However, the
word "god" is lowercase when used in a general, non-specific sense referring
to multiple deities or a general concept of divinity.

Q: What are some common mistakes to avoid when
applying Chicago style capitalization?

A: Common mistakes include overcapitalizing internal headings (using title
case instead of sentence case), inconsistently capitalizing proper nouns and
derivative adjectives, misapplying capitalization rules to foreign terms, and
failing to recognize when a word functions as a proper noun versus a common
noun based on context.
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