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Mastering Chicago Manual of Style Capitalization Rules for Titles

chicago manual of style capitalization rules for titles provides a
comprehensive framework for presenting written works, ensuring clarity,
consistency, and professional polish. Whether you are crafting a book title,
an article heading, a chapter title, or even a subtitle, understanding these
guidelines is paramount. This article delves deep into the intricacies of the
Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) title capitalization, covering both the widely
accepted "title case" and the less common "sentence case" when applied to
titles. We will explore the core principles, common exceptions, and specific
scenarios, equipping you with the knowledge to confidently format any title
according to CMOS. Mastering these rules not only enhances readability but
also signals a commitment to meticulous editing.
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Understanding the Core Principles of CMOS Title



Capitalization

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two primary approaches to capitalizing
titles: "title case" and "sentence case." While sentence case is generally
reserved for specific applications like headings within a larger work or for
certain types of publications, title case is the default and most commonly
applied method for most formal titles, including those of books, articles,
and chapters. The fundamental aim of these rules is to create a visually
appealing and easily scannable presentation, guiding the reader’s eye and
highlighting the most significant components of the title.

At its heart, the distinction lies in what elements of a title are
capitalized. Title case emphasizes the core nouns, verbs, adjectives, and
adverbs, treating articles, prepositions, and conjunctions with more
restraint. Sentence case, conversely, capitalizes only the first word and any
proper nouns or words that would be capitalized in regular sentence text.
Understanding this fundamental difference is the first step towards mastering
Chicago's approach.

Title Case: The Dominant Style for Chicago
Manual Titles

Title case, as prescribed by the Chicago Manual of Style, is the most
prevalent method for capitalizing titles. This style aims to give prominence
to the substantial words within a title, making it visually impactful and
easier to parse. It’s the go-to for book titles, article headings, and other
significant appellations across various forms of published and academic work.

Substantive Words in Title Case

Under the Chicago Manual of Style's title case rules, all substantive words
in a title are capitalized. This category encompasses the essential building
blocks of meaning in a phrase. These are the words that carry the primary
semantic weight of the title, informing the reader about the subject matter
or the core concept being conveyed.

Nouns: Any word that names a person, place, thing, or idea.

Verbs: Words that express action or a state of being.

Adjectives: Words that describe or modify nouns.

Adverbs: Words that modify verbs, adjectives, or other adverbs.



Pronouns: Words that replace nouns.

Words of four letters or more, regardless of their grammatical function,
are also often capitalized, though this can be a point of stylistic
variation.

Minor Words in Title Case: Articles, Conjunctions,
and Prepositions

In contrast to substantive words, minor words—specifically articles,
conjunctions, and prepositions—are generally not capitalized in title case,
unless they appear at the very beginning or end of a title, or in specific
exceptional circumstances. These words serve primarily grammatical functions
and are considered less crucial for conveying the core meaning of the title.

Articles: 'a', 'an', 'the'.

Conjunctions: coordinating conjunctions like 'and', 'but', 'or', 'for',
'nor', 'so', 'yet', and subordinating conjunctions like 'although',
'because', 'if', 'while'.

Prepositions: words indicating a relationship between a noun or pronoun
and other words in the sentence, such as 'of', 'in', 'on', 'at', 'to',
'from', 'with', 'by', 'about', 'over', 'under', 'through'.

Exceptions to Title Case Rules

While the rules for capitalizing substantive and minor words in title case
are quite clear, the Chicago Manual of Style also acknowledges certain
exceptions that are crucial for maintaining grammatical correctness and
stylistic integrity. These exceptions often arise from specific linguistic
structures or the need to maintain clarity and avoid ambiguity within the
title itself.

Capitalizing Prepositions in Titles

The general rule is to lowercase prepositions. However, there are important
exceptions. Prepositions are capitalized when they function as part of a verb
phrase, are the first or last word of the title, or are used in a phrase



where they take on a more substantive role. The length of the preposition
also sometimes plays a role in stylistic choices, though CMOS primarily
focuses on grammatical function.

Capitalizing Conjunctions in Titles

Similar to prepositions, coordinating and subordinating conjunctions are
typically lowercased. Yet, they too can be capitalized under specific
conditions. The most common exception is when a conjunction appears as the
first or last word of the title. Additionally, some style guides, though not
strictly CMOS, might capitalize longer conjunctions as a stylistic choice,
but CMOS prioritizes grammatical function.

Capitalizing Articles in Titles

The articles 'a', 'an', and 'the' are almost always lowercased in title case,
unless they are the absolute first or last word of the title. This adheres to
the principle of downplaying grammatical connectors to emphasize the
substantive elements of the title. Their function is purely structural, and
thus they are generally not given capitalization emphasis.

Capitalizing Short Words in Titles

While the general rule is to capitalize all substantive words, a common
stylistic convention, often adopted by CMOS, is to capitalize words of four
letters or more, regardless of their grammatical category, provided they
aren't articles, prepositions, or conjunctions that would otherwise be
lowercased. However, for stricter adherence, it's best to stick to the
substantive word rule, unless a stylistic choice dictates otherwise and is
consistently applied.

The Role of Hyphenated Words in Title
Capitalization

Hyphenated words present a unique challenge in title capitalization. The
Chicago Manual of Style dictates that each component of a hyphenated word
should be treated according to the general rules of title capitalization.
This means that if each part would normally be capitalized, they both receive
capitalization. If one part is a minor word that would be lowercased, it
remains lowercased, even if it is followed by a capitalized word.



For instance, in a title like "The State-of-the-Art Solution," "The" is
capitalized as the first word. "State" and "Art" are substantive words and
thus capitalized. However, the preposition "of" and the article "the" within
the hyphenated phrase are minor words and remain lowercased. The exception is
when either part of the hyphenated word is the first or last word of the
title. In "Well-Being," both "Well" and "Being" would be capitalized if they
were substantive words and not the first or last word.

Capitalizing Titles of Major Works

When referring to major works such as books, journals, or films, the Chicago
Manual of Style's title case rules are applied rigorously. These works are
considered significant entities, and their titles are presented with a strong
emphasis on their key components. This ensures that the title stands out and
is easily identifiable, reflecting its importance within the context of a
bibliography or citation.

For example, a book title like "The Lord of the Rings" would have "The"
capitalized as the first word, "Lord," "of," and "Rings" are then evaluated.
"Lord" and "Rings" are nouns and thus capitalized. "of" is a preposition and
would typically be lowercased. Thus, the title would appear as "The Lord of
the Rings."

Capitalizing Titles of Minor Works

Minor works, which typically include articles, essays, chapters, poems, and
songs, also follow title case rules. However, the distinction between major
and minor works is crucial, as it can influence the presentation style,
particularly in bibliographies or lists of works. For the titles themselves,
the capitalization principles remain consistent with the title case
guidelines discussed earlier.

For example, an article title like "A Brief History of Time" would be
capitalized as "A Brief History of Time." Here, "A" is the first word and is
capitalized. "Brief," "History," and "Time" are substantive words and are
capitalized. The preposition "of" is lowercased.

Capitalizing Subtitles

Subtitles, which often appear after a colon or other punctuation following
the main title, are treated similarly to main titles regarding
capitalization. The Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends capitalizing



the first word of the subtitle and any substantive words thereafter,
following the same title case rules. The colon or punctuation that separates
the main title and the subtitle is not considered part of the subtitle for
capitalization purposes.

For instance, in the title "Pride and Prejudice: A Novel of Manners," "Pride"
and "Prejudice" are capitalized as the main title. The subtitle begins with
"A," which is capitalized as the first word. "Novel" and "Manners" are
substantive and capitalized, while "of" is a preposition and lowercased. The
full title with subtitle would be: "Pride and Prejudice: A Novel of Manners."

Sentence Case for Titles: When and Why It's
Used

While title case is the standard for most formal titles, the Chicago Manual
of Style also permits and, in certain contexts, recommends "sentence case."
Sentence case is simpler: only the first word of the title and any proper
nouns or words that would normally be capitalized in a sentence are
capitalized. This approach is often used for headings within a document,
titles of sections, or in specific publication types where a less formal or
more integrated textual appearance is desired.

For example, a heading that might appear as "The Importance of Style Guides"
in title case would be rendered as "The importance of style guides" in
sentence case, assuming "style guides" is not a proper noun or a term
requiring special capitalization. The choice between title case and sentence
case often depends on the context and the overall design and editorial style
of the publication.

Applying CMOS Capitalization to Specific
Elements

The application of Chicago's capitalization rules can vary slightly depending
on the specific type of work being titled. While the underlying principles
remain constant, context and convention sometimes lead to minor adjustments
in practice. Understanding these nuances ensures accuracy and adherence to
established editorial norms.

Titles of Books and Major Publications

For books, journals, magazines, and other major published works, title case



is almost universally applied. The emphasis is on creating a distinct and
recognizable title. The rules for capitalizing substantive words and treating
minor words are strictly followed. These titles are typically presented in a
prominent manner, and consistent capitalization is key to their professional
appearance.

Titles of Articles and Essays

Articles published in journals, magazines, or newspapers, as well as
standalone essays, also adhere to title case rules. The title is crucial for
informing the reader about the content and often serves as the primary
identifier of the piece. The same guidelines regarding substantive and minor
words apply, ensuring clarity and consistency with broader publication
standards.

Titles of Chapters and Sections

When referring to chapters within a book or sections within a larger
document, the treatment can lean towards title case or sentence case
depending on the publication's overall style. However, if title case is used,
the same rules for substantive and minor words apply. In many internal
document structures, sentence case might be preferred for a more integrated
look within the text.

Titles of Poems and Short Stories

The titles of poems and short stories, when cited or discussed, are typically
presented in title case. These creative works are often distinguished by
their unique titles, and capitalization helps to set them apart. The
principles of capitalizing substantive words and lowercasing minor words are
applied diligently.

Titles of Songs and Musical Compositions

Musical compositions and song titles generally follow title case conventions.
This includes capitalizing the first word and all substantive words. The
length and grammatical role of words like articles, prepositions, and
conjunctions determine their capitalization status, ensuring a consistent and
professional presentation of musical works.



Titles of Plays and Films

Titles of plays and films are also capitalized using title case. These are
considered major works, and their titles are rendered with prominence. The
capitalization rules are applied to ensure that the significant elements of
the title are highlighted, making them easily identifiable to the audience
and in critical discussions.

Titles of Artwork and Other Creative Works

When referring to paintings, sculptures, photographs, or other forms of
creative works, title case is the standard. The title serves as the unique
identifier for the artwork. The capitalization follows the same rules as for
other major works, ensuring that substantive words are emphasized and minor
words are treated appropriately.

Common Pitfalls and Best Practices in CMOS
Title Capitalization

Navigating the nuances of Chicago Manual of Style capitalization rules for
titles can sometimes lead to common errors. Understanding these pitfalls and
adopting best practices can significantly improve accuracy and consistency in
your writing. One of the most frequent mistakes is inconsistent application
of rules, especially with prepositions and conjunctions.

A key best practice is to always consult the latest edition of the Chicago
Manual of Style for definitive guidance. Developing a habit of double-
checking your capitalization against the manual's examples, particularly for
tricky words or compound titles, is invaluable. Familiarize yourself with the
categories of substantive and minor words and practice identifying them
consistently. When in doubt, err on the side of following the explicit rules
rather than making assumptions based on other style guides.

Another common pitfall is over-capitalizing. For instance, mistakenly
capitalizing a short preposition that is not the first or last word of the
title. Conversely, under-capitalizing, such as failing to capitalize the
first word of a subtitle, is also an issue. It is also important to remember
that the rules are designed for clarity and impact; therefore, consistency in
applying them across all titles within a document or publication is
paramount. For hyphenated words, ensure each component is treated
individually according to the rules. Finally, always consider the context of
the title—is it a main title, a subtitle, a heading, or something else? This
context can influence the application of certain nuances.



Key Takeaways for Accurate CMOS Title
Capitalization

Mastering the Chicago Manual of Style capitalization rules for titles boils
down to understanding a few core principles. The primary approach is title
case, which prioritizes capitalizing substantive words—nouns, verbs,
adjectives, adverbs, and pronouns—while generally leaving minor words like
articles, prepositions, and conjunctions in lowercase. The exceptions, such
as capitalizing these minor words when they appear at the beginning or end of
a title, are critical to remember. Hyphenated words require individual
assessment of each component.

Remember that sentence case exists for specific applications, primarily
headings within a text. For all other formal titles, stick to title case.
Consistently applying these rules across all types of works—books, articles,
chapters, poems, songs, and artwork—is essential for maintaining a
professional and polished presentation. Regular reference to the CMOS manual
and diligent practice will ensure accuracy and build confidence in your title
capitalization skills.

Q: What is the fundamental difference between title
case and sentence case in Chicago style for titles?
A: In Chicago Manual of Style, title case capitalizes all substantive words
(nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, pronouns) in a title, while generally
lowercasing minor words (articles, prepositions, conjunctions). Sentence
case, conversely, capitalizes only the first word of the title and any proper
nouns or words that would be capitalized in regular sentence text.

Q: When should I use title case versus sentence case
for headings in Chicago style?
A: Chicago style typically uses title case for the titles of major works like
books and articles. Sentence case is often preferred for headings within a
document or for subheadings, offering a more integrated look with the
surrounding text, though the final decision often rests on the specific
publication's editorial guidelines.

Q: Are there specific rules for capitalizing
prepositions in Chicago style titles?
A: Yes, generally, prepositions are lowercased in Chicago style titles unless
they are the first or last word of the title, or in rare cases where they are
used as part of a verb phrase or take on a more significant semantic role.



Q: How does Chicago style handle hyphenated words in
titles regarding capitalization?
A: Chicago Manual of Style dictates that each part of a hyphenated word
should be capitalized according to the general rules. If both parts are
substantive, both are capitalized. If one part is a minor word that would
normally be lowercased, it remains lowercased even if it's part of a
hyphenated term, unless it is the first or last word of the title.

Q: Do articles like 'a', 'an', and 'the' get
capitalized in Chicago style titles?
A: Articles are typically lowercased in Chicago style titles unless they
appear as the very first or very last word of the title.

Q: What about short words in titles according to
Chicago style?
A: While the general rule focuses on substantive words, a common convention,
often adopted by CMOS, is to capitalize all words of four letters or more,
unless they are articles, prepositions, or conjunctions that would otherwise
be lowercased. However, prioritizing the substantive vs. minor word
distinction is the primary directive.

Q: Should subtitles be capitalized differently than
main titles in Chicago style?
A: No, subtitles are generally capitalized using the same title case rules as
main titles. The first word of the subtitle and all substantive words within
it should be capitalized, with minor words (articles, prepositions,
conjunctions) typically lowercased unless they are the first or last word of
the subtitle.

Q: How do I determine if a word is "substantive" for
Chicago title capitalization?
A: Substantive words in Chicago style titles include nouns, verbs,
adjectives, adverbs, and pronouns. These are the words that carry the primary
meaning of the title. Minor words, which are generally not capitalized unless
at the beginning or end, include articles (a, an, the), short prepositions
(e.g., of, in, on, at, to), and coordinating conjunctions (and, but, or).



Q: Is there a way to easily remember Chicago's title
capitalization rules?
A: A helpful mnemonic is to focus on "what matters" in the title. Capitalize
the words that convey the core idea (substantive words) and lowercase the
"glue" words that hold sentences together (minor words), with specific
exceptions for the start and end of the title. Always double-check the
official Chicago Manual of Style for definitive guidance.
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