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Understanding Chicago Style Capitalization Rules for Writers

chicago style capitalization rules for writers are a cornerstone of clear and professional communication in
numerous academic and publishing fields. Navigating these guidelines can seem daunting, but a firm grasp of the
principles ensures consistency and adherence to established editorial standards. This comprehensive guide will
delve into the nuances of Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) capitalization, covering everything from general
principles to specific exceptions for titles, proper nouns, and more. Mastering these rules is essential for anyone
aiming to publish with precision and authority, ensuring their work meets the highest editorial benchmarks.
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Introduction to Chicago Style Capitalization

Understanding chicago style capitalization rules for writers is crucial for ensuring clarity, consistency, and
adherence to widely accepted editorial standards in publishing. The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers
detailed guidance on how to capitalize words, particularly in titles, proper nouns, and other specific contexts.
This article aims to demystify these rules, providing a comprehensive overview for writers at all levels. We
will explore the foundational principles, the intricacies of title capitalization, the proper treatment of nouns
and names, and address common points of confusion to empower you with the knowledge to apply Chicago style
capitalization accurately.

General Principles of Chicago Capitalization

The overarching principle in Chicago style capitalization is to lowercase words unless there is a specific
reason to capitalize them. This "sentence case" approach to titles and general text minimizes capitalization and
emphasizes clarity. Unlike some other style guides, Chicago generally favors a more restrained approach,
prioritizing readability and natural language flow. Adherence to these fundamental principles forms the bedrock
for mastering more specific rules.

The Default to Lowercase

Unless a word is a proper noun, the first word of a sentence, or falls under specific title capitalization rules,
it should be in lowercase. This simple yet powerful rule guides most of your capitalization decisions. It’s a
constant reminder to question every capitalization choice and ensure it’s justified by a specific stylistic
convention.

Proper Nouns as the Primary Exception

The most common reason for capitalization in Chicago style is the use of proper nouns. These are names of
specific people, places, organizations, and unique entities. Recognizing and correctly capitalizing proper nouns is
a fundamental skill for any writer using Chicago style.

Capitalizing Titles in Chicago Style



The Chicago Manual of Style presents two distinct approaches to capitalizing titles: title case and sentence
case. Understanding when to apply each is critical for academic papers, book titles, article headings, and more.
The choice often depends on the context and the specific publication’s preferences.

Title Case for Titles of Works

When capitalizing titles of books, articles, essays, poems, plays, and other creative works, Chicago style
primarily employs title case. This means capitalizing the first word, the last word, and all principal words in
between. However, there are specific rules for which words are considered "principal."

What Constitutes a Principal Word

In title case, the following words are generally capitalized:
Nouns
Pronouns
Verbs (including linking verbs like "is," "are," "was," "were")
Adjectives
Adverbs
The first and last words of the title, regardless of their part of speech

However, certain small words are typically not capitalized unless they are the first or last word of the
title. These include:
Articles (a, an, the)
Conjunctions (and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet)
Prepositions (of, in, on, at, to, by, with, from, through, about, etc.) – with exceptions for prepositions that
are part of a phrasal verb or function as an adverb or adjective.

Sentence Case for Other Titles and Headings

Sentence case is used for the titles of books, articles, and other works in bibliographies and reference lists. In
sentence case, only the first word of the title and any proper nouns within it are capitalized. This method
mirrors standard sentence capitalization and is often preferred for its simplicity in bibliographies. Headings
within a document may also use sentence case, depending on the publication.

Applying Sentence Case in Bibliographies

When listing sources, titles of books, articles, and other works appear in sentence case. For instance, a book
titled "The Great Gatsby" would be listed as "The great Gatsby" in a Chicago-style bibliography, with only
the "T" and "G" (if it were a proper noun within the title) capitalized.

Specifics of Proper Noun Capitalization

Proper nouns are names that refer to unique individuals, places, organizations, and things. Their capitalization
is a fundamental aspect of Chicago style, ensuring clarity and distinction.

Capitalizing Names of People and Personal Titles

The names of individuals are always capitalized. Personal titles used before a name or as a direct address are
also capitalized. For example, "President Lincoln" or "Dear Dr. Smith."

Titles Used Generically

When a title is used generically, it is typically lowercased. For instance, "the president" when referring to the
office in general, or "a doctor" when speaking about the profession.

Capitalizing Brand Names and Product Names

Brand names and specific product names are proper nouns and should always be capitalized. This includes terms
like "Coca-Cola," "iPhone," and "Microsoft Word."



Generic Product Terms

Terms referring to a product type rather than a specific brand are usually lowercased, such as "soda,"
"smartphone," or "word processor."

Capitalizing Government Bodies and Departments

The names of specific government bodies, departments, agencies, and their subdivisions are capitalized. For
example, "the Department of Justice," "the United States Senate," or "the Supreme Court."

Generic Government Terms

Generic references to governmental structures are lowercased. For example, "a government agency," "the
legislature," or "the court system."

Capitalizing Religious Terms and Figures

Names of deities, specific religious texts, denominations, and major religious holidays are capitalized. For
example, "God," "the Bible," "Christianity," and "Easter."

General Religious Concepts

General terms related to religion or spirituality are typically lowercased unless they are part of a specific
proper name. For example, "a god" (referring to a deity in a polytheistic system), "religious beliefs," or
"spiritual practice."

When to Capitalize Common Nouns

While the default is lowercase, common nouns can be capitalized in specific situations, primarily when they are
part of a proper name or when used in certain specialized contexts.

Common Nouns as Part of Proper Names

When a common noun forms an integral part of a proper name, it is capitalized. For example, in "the Rocky
Mountains," "Mountains" is capitalized because it's part of the specific mountain range's name. Similarly, "the
Mississippi River" capitalizes "River."

Capitalizing Common Nouns in Titles (Title Case)

As mentioned earlier, in title case, common nouns are capitalized if they are principal words in a title. For
example, in "The Lord of the Rings," "Lord" and "Rings" are capitalized.

Capitalizing Titles of Works (Books, Articles, etc.)

This is a frequently discussed area in Chicago style, with specific rules for different contexts. The distinction
between title case and sentence case is paramount here.

Titles of Books, Journals, and Larger Works

When referring to the title of a book, journal, magazine, or other larger work, Chicago style uses title case
within the text of a document or in headings. For example, "I am reading The Elements of Style."

Titles of Articles, Chapters, and Shorter Works

Titles of articles, chapters, essays, poems, and short stories are also capitalized using title case when they
appear in the text. For example, "Her essay, 'The Art of Persuasion,' was well-received."

Capitalization in Bibliographies and Reference Lists



Crucially, when these same titles appear in bibliographies or reference lists, they revert to sentence case. This is
a key distinction to remember for academic and research writing.

Capitalizing Academic Degrees and Fields of Study

The capitalization of academic degrees and fields of study can be a point of confusion. Chicago style has clear
guidelines for these terms.

Specific Degrees and Fields

Names of specific degrees (e.g., Bachelor of Arts, Doctor of Philosophy) and names of specific academic fields or
departments (e.g., Department of English, History 101) are capitalized.

Generic Fields and Degrees

When referring to degrees or fields of study in a general sense, they are typically lowercased. For example, "She
earned a bachelor's degree," or "He majored in history."

Capitalizing Geographical Terms and Place Names

Proper geographical names are always capitalized. This category includes continents, countries, states, cities,
streets, bodies of water, and mountains.

Specific Geographical Entities

Examples include "North America," "France," "California," "New York City," "Main Street," "the Pacific Ocean,"
and "Mount Everest."

Generic Geographical Terms

Generic terms that are not part of a specific name are lowercased. For example, "the continent," "a country,"
"the state," "the city," "a street," "the ocean," or "a mountain."

Specific Exceptions and Tricky Cases in Chicago Capitalization

While the rules provide a strong framework, certain words and phrases present unique challenges.

Words Following a Colon

Generally, the word following a colon is not capitalized unless it is a proper noun or the first word of a
complete sentence that follows the colon. For example, "The situation was dire: the supplies were gone."
However, if the colon introduces a list of complete sentences, each sentence begins with a capital.

Brand Names as Verbs or Adjectives

When a brand name is used generically as a verb or adjective, it is often lowercased, though this is context-
dependent and sometimes debated. For instance, "He Googled the information" is common, but in formal writing,
"He searched on Google" might be preferred.

Terms Related to Seasons

Seasons (spring, summer, autumn, winter) are almost always lowercased unless they begin a sentence or are
part of a proper name (e.g., "the Winter Olympics").

Resources for Further Clarification on Chicago Style Capitalization

For writers seeking to master Chicago style capitalization, the definitive source is The Chicago Manual of
Style itself. Online resources and style guides from reputable institutions can also provide valuable
supplementary information. Always refer to the latest edition of the manual for the most current guidelines.



FAQ: Chicago Style Capitalization Rules for Writers

Q: What is the most fundamental rule for Chicago style capitalization?
A: The most fundamental rule for Chicago style capitalization is to default to lowercase unless there is a
specific reason to capitalize a word. This principle applies to general text and many titles, emphasizing
readability and natural language.

Q: When should I use title case versus sentence case for titles in Chicago style?
A: Title case is typically used for the titles of books, articles, and other works when they appear within the
body of your text or in headings. Sentence case is used for these same titles when they appear in bibliographies
and reference lists, as well as for the titles of books, articles, and other works in bibliographies.

Q: Are prepositions capitalized in Chicago style title case?
A: No, prepositions are generally not capitalized in Chicago style title case unless they are the first or last
word of the title, or if they are longer prepositions (usually four letters or more) that function as part of a
phrasal verb or an adverb/adjective.

Q: How do I capitalize academic degrees and fields of study in Chicago style?
A: Specific academic degrees (e.g., Bachelor of Arts) and specific fields of study or course names (e.g.,
Department of Physics, History 201) are capitalized. However, when referring to degrees or fields of study in a
general sense (e.g., a bachelor's degree, she majored in physics), they are lowercased.

Q: What is the rule for capitalizing seasons in Chicago style?
A: Seasons (spring, summer, autumn, winter) are almost always lowercased in Chicago style. They are only
capitalized if they begin a sentence or are part of a proper name, such as "the Winter Olympics."

Q: Do I capitalize common nouns in Chicago style?
A: Common nouns are generally lowercased, but they are capitalized when they are part of a proper name (e.g.,
"Mississippi River") or when following the rules for title case in titles of works.

Q: How are government bodies and departments capitalized in Chicago style?
A: The names of specific government bodies, departments, agencies, and their subdivisions are capitalized (e.g., the
Department of State, the United States Congress). Generic references to government structures are typically
lowercased (e.g., a government agency, the legislature).

Q: What is the difference between capitalizing brand names and generic product terms?
A: Brand names and specific product names (e.g., Kleenex, iPhone) are proper nouns and are always capitalized.
Generic terms referring to a product type (e.g., facial tissue, smartphone) are usually lowercased.
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