
chicago style for titles capitalization
The Chicago Manual of Style is a widely respected authority on writing and citation, and
its guidance on title capitalization is a crucial aspect for many writers. Understanding the
nuances of Chicago style for titles capitalization is essential for academic papers, book
titles, article headlines, and many other forms of published work, ensuring consistency
and professionalism. This comprehensive guide will delve into the intricacies of Chicago's
approach, differentiating it from other style guides and providing clear examples to
illustrate its application. We will explore the core principles, exceptions, and specific
scenarios, empowering you to confidently format your titles according to this esteemed
style. Mastering these rules contributes significantly to the clarity and polish of your
written content, making it more accessible and professional for your intended audience.
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Understanding Chicago Style Title Capitalization

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers a distinct approach to title capitalization,
often referred to as "headline style" or "title case." Unlike sentence case, where only the
first word and proper nouns are capitalized, or the more aggressive "up style" seen in
some other guides, Chicago's method strikes a balance. It aims for readability and a
professional aesthetic while maintaining a degree of conservatism in capitalization. This
style is prevalent in academic publishing, book titles, and professional articles, making its
accurate application vital for anyone working within these fields. The goal is to create
titles that are both visually appealing and easy to scan.



This style guide is renowned for its thoroughness, covering a vast array of writing and
editorial considerations. When it comes to title capitalization, Chicago emphasizes clarity
and consistency, providing a framework that authors and editors can follow with
confidence. It’s important to note that Chicago offers two primary systems for
capitalization: "Chicago style" (which is the headline style discussed here) and "sentence
case." For titles, the former is generally preferred, though context can sometimes dictate
the latter.

The Core Rules of Chicago Style Title
Capitalization

At its heart, Chicago style title capitalization dictates that most significant words in a title
should be capitalized. This includes the first and last words of the title or subtitle,
regardless of their grammatical function. The primary principle is to capitalize all words
except for articles, short prepositions (four letters or fewer), and short conjunctions (four
letters or fewer), unless they are the first or last word of the title or subtitle. This rule
forms the bedrock upon which all other exceptions and specific cases are built.

Understanding these core rules is fundamental to mastering Chicago style. It’s not simply
about capitalizing everything that seems important; there’s a precise methodology to
follow. Many writers find it helpful to break down the process into smaller, manageable
steps, focusing on word types and their positions within the title. This systematic approach
minimizes errors and ensures adherence to the manual's directives.

Capitalizing Major Words in Chicago Style

Major words, in the context of Chicago style title capitalization, encompass all nouns,
pronouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs. These are the words that carry the primary
meaning and structure of the title. Therefore, they are always capitalized, with the only
caveat being their position as the first or last word, which is always capitalized anyway.
This ensures that the key components of the title are prominent and easily identifiable.

The decision to capitalize these major words is a stylistic choice that enhances the visual
impact and readability of a title. It draws the reader's eye to the most significant terms,
helping them to quickly grasp the subject matter of the work. For instance, in a title like
"The Impact of Climate Change on Global Economies," words like "Impact," "Climate,"
"Change," "Global," and "Economies" are capitalized because they are major words.

When to Capitalize Minor Words in Chicago Style

Minor words, as defined by Chicago style, are articles (a, an, the), short prepositions (e.g.,
in, on, at, to, for, with), and short conjunctions (e.g., and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet). These



words are generally not capitalized in Chicago style title capitalization. Their lowercase
status helps to visually separate the more significant words and prevent the title from
appearing overly crowded or cumbersome. However, there are crucial exceptions to this
rule.

The most significant exception is when these minor words appear as the first or last word
of a title or subtitle. In such instances, they are capitalized. For example, in "A Study of
Ancient Civilizations," "A" is capitalized because it is the first word. Similarly, in "The Rise
and Fall of Empires," both "The" and "of" are capitalized because they are the first and last
words, respectively.

Specific Word Categories and Chicago Style

The Chicago Manual of Style offers specific guidance for various word categories within
titles to ensure consistency. These categories include articles, prepositions, conjunctions,
pronouns, auxiliary verbs, proper nouns, and compound words. Each category has rules
that dictate whether capitalization is appropriate.

Capitalizing Articles in Chicago Style Titles

Articles (a, an, the) are considered minor words and are therefore generally not
capitalized in Chicago style titles. The only exception is when an article appears as the
first or last word of the title or subtitle. For instance, "An Unlikely Friendship" correctly
capitalizes "An" as the first word. Conversely, in "The Secrets of the Deep," "the" is
capitalized as the first word, but if it were to appear mid-title, like in "Legends of the
Past," it would remain lowercase.

Capitalizing Prepositions in Chicago Style Titles

Prepositions with four letters or fewer are typically not capitalized unless they are the first
or last word of the title or subtitle. Examples of short prepositions include "in," "on," "at,"
"to," "for," "of," "by," "with," and "from." Therefore, a title like "Journey to the Center of
the Earth" would capitalize "to," "the," "center," "of," and "earth." However, longer
prepositions, such as "through," "between," or "without," are generally capitalized
regardless of their position within the title, as they are considered major words.

Capitalizing Conjunctions in Chicago Style Titles

Similar to short prepositions, short coordinating conjunctions (and, but, or, nor, for, so,
yet) with four letters or fewer are usually not capitalized in Chicago style titles. They are
only capitalized if they are the first or last word of the title or subtitle. For example, "Love
and Other Drugs" correctly capitalizes "and" because it is a short conjunction. If a



conjunction were to appear at the very beginning or end of a title, it would be capitalized.

Capitalizing Pronouns in Chicago Style Titles

Pronouns are considered major words and are therefore always capitalized in Chicago
style titles, regardless of their length or function. This includes personal pronouns (I, you,
he, she, it, we, they), possessive pronouns (my, your, his, her, its, our, their),
demonstrative pronouns (this, that, these, those), interrogative pronouns (who, whom,
whose, which, what), and indefinite pronouns (all, any, each, few, many, one, several,
some). This rule ensures that pronouns, which often carry significant meaning in a title,
are given due prominence.

Capitalizing Auxiliary Verbs in Chicago Style Titles

Auxiliary verbs, such as "be" (is, am, are, was, were, being, been), "have" (has, had,
having), and "do" (does, did, doing), are considered verbs and are therefore capitalized in
Chicago style titles. This applies even if they are short. For example, in "To Be or Not to
Be," both "Be" and "Not" are capitalized as they function within the context of the phrase,
and "To" and "or" are handled according to preposition and conjunction rules.

Capitalizing Proper Nouns in Chicago Style Titles

Proper nouns, by definition, are always capitalized. This rule remains consistent in
Chicago style title capitalization. Proper nouns include names of people, places,
organizations, specific events, and the titles of specific works. For example, "The History
of Ancient Rome" capitalizes "Rome" because it is a proper noun. Similarly, in "A
Biography of Abraham Lincoln," both "Abraham" and "Lincoln" are capitalized.

Capitalizing Compound Words in Chicago Style Titles

Compound words in titles are capitalized based on the rules for each individual word
within the compound. If a compound word is formed by two major words, both are
capitalized. If it involves a minor word, the capitalization follows the general rules for that
minor word. For instance, in "Self-Discovery and Growth," both "Self" and "Discovery" are
capitalized, and "and" would be capitalized if it were the first or last word. For hyphenated
words, the general rule is to capitalize the first word and any subsequent parts that would
otherwise be capitalized. For example, "State-of-the-Art Technology" would capitalize
"State," "of," "the," "Art," and "Technology."



Exceptions to Chicago Style Title Capitalization
Rules

While the core rules provide a strong foundation, Chicago style also acknowledges several
important exceptions to ensure accuracy and stylistic appropriateness. These exceptions
often involve specific word types or contexts where capitalization might deviate from the
standard guidelines. Understanding these exceptions is key to avoiding common errors
and achieving a polished final product.

Titles of Books and Other Major Works

When titling books, plays, movies, albums, or any other significant creative work, Chicago
style generally follows the headline capitalization rules described above. This means
capitalizing the first and last words, and all other major words, while leaving articles,
short prepositions, and short conjunctions lowercase unless they appear at the beginning
or end. The subtitle is treated the same as the main title, with its first and last words and
all major words capitalized.

Titles of Articles, Chapters, and Shorter Works

For titles of shorter works, such as articles, essays, chapters within a book, poems, and
individual songs, the same headline capitalization rules apply. The distinction between
major and minor words, and the exceptions for the first and last words, are consistently
enforced. This ensures a uniform approach across different types of published content.

Capitalization in Subtitles

Subtitles in Chicago style are capitalized in precisely the same manner as main titles. This
means the first word of the subtitle, the last word of the subtitle, and all intervening major
words (nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs) are capitalized. Minor words (articles,
short prepositions, short conjunctions) are lowercase unless they fall at the beginning or
end of the subtitle. Often, subtitles are preceded by a colon, and the first word of the
subtitle is capitalized regardless of its grammatical type.

Handling Hyphenated Words in Chicago Style Titles

When dealing with hyphenated words in titles, Chicago style generally recommends
capitalizing both parts of the hyphenated word if both are considered significant.
However, if the hyphenated word consists of a prefix and a word, or two words where one
is clearly subordinate, the convention can be more nuanced. For example, "Anti-Federalist



Papers" would capitalize both "Anti" and "Federalist." If the hyphenated word contains a
minor word, that minor word is capitalized only if it would otherwise be capitalized
according to the general rules (e.g., if it is the first or last word of the title/subtitle). For
example, "Mid-September Festival" would capitalize "Mid" and "September" and
"Festival," but if it were "The Mid-September Festival," then "The" would also be
capitalized.

Capitalization for Online Content and Headlines

The principles of Chicago style title capitalization are often adapted for online content,
including blog post titles and website headlines, to maintain a professional and readable
appearance. While the core rules remain the same, the context of digital media might
sometimes influence minor stylistic choices. However, for formal online publications or
academic content, adhering strictly to Chicago style is recommended. The goal is to create
titles that are both searchable and engaging for readers.

Common Mistakes to Avoid in Chicago Style Title
Capitalization

Navigating the rules of Chicago style title capitalization can lead to several common
pitfalls for writers. One frequent error is inconsistently applying the rules for minor words,
either capitalizing them when they shouldn't be or vice versa. Another mistake is failing to
capitalize the first and last words of titles and subtitles, regardless of their grammatical
type. Over-capitalizing, or "title casing" every significant word without considering the
specific categories outlined by Chicago, is also a common issue.

Failing to properly capitalize compound words, especially hyphenated ones, is another
area where errors can occur. Additionally, confusion can arise when distinguishing
between major and minor prepositions and conjunctions, or when applying the rules to
subtitles. Finally, not consulting the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style can lead
to using outdated rules, as style guides are periodically updated to reflect evolving
linguistic and editorial practices.

Resources for Chicago Style Title Capitalization

For anyone serious about mastering Chicago style title capitalization, consulting the
official guide is paramount. The Chicago Manual of Style itself is the definitive source,
offering detailed explanations and examples. Many universities and academic institutions
provide style guides or workshops that cover Chicago style principles. Online resources,
such as official style guides from reputable publishing houses or academic writing centers,
can also be valuable. Regularly reviewing these resources will help ensure adherence to
current best practices and accurate application of the rules.



FAQ

Q: What is the primary rule for capitalizing words in a
Chicago style title?
A: The primary rule in Chicago style for titles is to capitalize the first and last words of the
title or subtitle, along with all major words. Major words include nouns, pronouns, verbs,
adjectives, and adverbs. Minor words, such as articles (a, an, the), short prepositions (four
letters or fewer), and short conjunctions (four letters or fewer), are generally not
capitalized unless they are the first or last word.

Q: Are prepositions always capitalized in Chicago style
titles?
A: No, prepositions are not always capitalized. Only prepositions with five letters or more
are capitalized regardless of their position. Short prepositions (four letters or fewer) are
only capitalized if they appear as the first or last word of the title or subtitle.

Q: How are compound words, especially hyphenated
ones, handled in Chicago style title capitalization?
A: For compound words, Chicago style generally capitalizes both parts if both are
significant words. For hyphenated words, both elements are typically capitalized if they
are considered major words or if the hyphenation creates a significant compound idea. For
instance, "Self-Discovery" would capitalize both words. If a minor word is part of a
hyphenated compound (e.g., mid-September), it is capitalized according to its standard
rules.

Q: Does Chicago style have different rules for book titles
versus article titles?
A: No, Chicago style applies the same headline capitalization rules to titles of books, major
works, and titles of shorter works like articles, chapters, and essays. The distinction is in
the scope of the work, not in the capitalization rules for their titles.

Q: What is the rule for capitalizing "and," "but," or "or"
in a Chicago style title?
A: "And," "but," and "or" are short conjunctions (four letters or fewer) and are generally
not capitalized in Chicago style titles unless they are the first or last word of the title or
subtitle.



Q: How do I capitalize a subtitle in Chicago style?
A: Subtitles in Chicago style are capitalized using the exact same rules as the main title.
The first word of the subtitle, the last word of the subtitle, and all intervening major words
are capitalized, while minor words are lowercase unless they are the first or last word of
the subtitle. A colon typically separates the main title from the subtitle.

Q: Should I capitalize the word "the" if it appears in the
middle of a title?
A: No, the word "the" is an article and is considered a minor word. It should not be
capitalized if it appears in the middle of a Chicago style title, unless it is part of a proper
noun or a specific stylistic choice that deviates from the standard rules (which is rare for
articles).

Q: What are considered "major" words in Chicago style
title capitalization?
A: Major words in Chicago style title capitalization include all nouns, pronouns, verbs,
adjectives, and adverbs. These are the words that carry the main semantic content of the
title.

Q: Does The Chicago Manual of Style have a specific
section on title capitalization?
A: Yes, The Chicago Manual of Style has dedicated sections and numerous examples
detailing its rules for title capitalization, often referred to as "headline style" or "title
case." It is always best to consult the latest edition of the manual for the most accurate
and up-to-date guidance.
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