chicago manual of style capitalization
rules for subtitles

The Chicago Manual of Style capitalization rules for subtitles can seem
intricate, but understanding them is crucial for academic papers, book
titles, journal articles, and any formal writing where clarity and
consistency are paramount. This comprehensive guide will demystify these
rules, offering a detailed breakdown of what to capitalize and what to leave
lowercase. We'll explore the distinctions between title case and sentence
case, discuss the treatment of prepositions, articles, and conjunctions, and
address specific scenarios like the capitalization of proper nouns and
hyphenated terms within subtitles. Mastering these nuances ensures your work
adheres to the highest standards of scholarly and professional presentation.
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Understanding Title Case vs. Sentence Case in
Subtitles

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers guidance on capitalization for
titles and subtitles, primarily focusing on two main approaches: title case
and sentence case. While sentence case is typically used for the main body of
text, title case is the dominant style for headings, titles of books,
articles, and, crucially, subtitles. Understanding when and why to apply
title case is the first step in mastering subtitle capitalization according
to CMOS.

Title case, as defined by CMOS, generally involves capitalizing the first
word, the last word, and all principal words in a title or subtitle. The term
"principal words" is key here, as it excludes certain categories of words
that would otherwise be capitalized in a sentence. This deliberate selection
aims for a balanced and aesthetically pleasing presentation, ensuring that
subtitles stand out while maintaining readability. The distinction between
title case and sentence case is vital; sentence case capitalizes only the
first word and any proper nouns or other words that would normally be
capitalized within a sentence. However, for subtitles, the focus shifts to
title case.



The Role of Articles, Prepositions, and
Conjunctions

One of the most common areas of confusion regarding Chicago Manual of Style
capitalization rules for subtitles lies in the treatment of articles,
prepositions, and conjunctions. CMOS employs a consistent principle: these
small words, unless they are the first or last word of the subtitle, are
generally rendered in lowercase. This rule applies regardless of their length
or perceived importance.

Articles in Subtitles

Articles, such as "a," "an," and "the," are consistently lowercased in
subtitles according to CMOS when they are not the first or last word. For
instance, in a subtitle like "The Impact of the Internet on Society," "the"

would be capitalized because it's the first word, but if "the" appeared
elsewhere, it would be lowercase. This rule ensures that the focus remains on
the more substantive words in the subtitle.

Prepositions in Subtitles

Prepositions, a category of words that show the relationship between a noun
or pronoun and other words in the sentence (e.g., "in," "on," "at," "to,"
“for," "with," "by"), are also generally lowercased unless they begin or end
the subtitle. For example, a subtitle might read "A Study in Contrasts,"
where "in" is lowercased. However, a subtitle like "Into the Unknown" would
capitalize "Into" because it is the first word.

Conjunctions in Subtitles

Coordinating conjunctions (for, and, nor, but, or, yet, so) and subordinating
conjunctions (such as "although," "because," "since," "while") follow the
same pattern. They are lowercased when they appear within the subtitle but
capitalized if they are the initial or final word. An example would be "Power
and Influence," where "and" is lowercased, as opposed to a subtitle beginning
with a conjunction like "Or, The Alternative Path."

Capitalizing Proper Nouns in Subtitles

Proper nouns are a category of words that are almost always capitalized,



regardless of their position or function within a title or subtitle,
according to Chicago Manual of Style capitalization rules for subtitles. This
includes names of people, places, organizations, specific events, and brand
names. The underlying principle is that proper nouns refer to unique entities
and therefore deserve distinct capitalization.

Specific Individuals and Places

When a subtitle includes the name of a person, city, country, or any other
unique geographical location, that name must be capitalized. For instance, a
subtitle like "The Legacy of Abraham Lincoln" would capitalize "Abraham" and
"Lincoln." Similarly, "A Journey Through the Amazon Rainforest" would
capitalize "Amazon" and "Rainforest."

Organizations and Institutions

The names of companies, universities, government bodies, and other formal
organizations are treated as proper nouns and are capitalized accordingly
within subtitles. An example could be "The Role of Google in Digital
Marketing" where "Google" is capitalized. Likewise, "Research Findings from
Harvard University" would capitalize "Harvard" and "University."

Handling Hyphenated Words and Compound
Modifiers

Hyphenated words and compound modifiers in subtitles require careful
attention under the Chicago Manual of Style capitalization rules for
subtitles. CMOS generally treats each part of a hyphenated word as if it were
a separate word for capitalization purposes, with the standard rules applying
to each component.

Compound Modifiers

When a hyphenated word acts as a single unit to modify another word, the
capitalization often depends on whether it functions as a compound adjective
or another part of speech. However, the general rule is to capitalize both
parts if they are considered principal words. For example, in a subtitle like
"A Well-Known Phenomenon," both "Well" and "Known" would be capitalized
because they are principal words, and the hyphenated term functions as a
unit. If the hyphenated term were at the beginning or end, it would also be
capitalized.



Other Hyphenated Terms

For hyphenated numbers (e.g., "Twenty-One") or other hyphenated terms that
are not compound modifiers, the standard capitalization rules apply to each
part. If both parts are principal words, both are capitalized. If one part is
a preposition, article, or conjunction, it would be lowercased unless it's
the first or last word. For instance, "A Thirty-Year Retrospective" would
capitalize "Thirty" and "Year," while "Self-Service Options" would capitalize
both "Self" and "Service."

Specific Exceptions and Edge Cases in Subtitle
Capitalization

While the rules for articles, prepositions, conjunctions, and proper nouns
are fairly consistent, there are a few specific exceptions and edge cases
within the Chicago Manual of Style capitalization rules for subtitles that
writers should be aware of. These nuances ensure precision and adherence to
established style conventions.

Subtitles Beginning with Lowercase Words

Although the general rule is to capitalize the first word of a subtitle,
there are rare instances where a subtitle might intentionally begin with a
lowercase word for stylistic effect, especially in creative works or certain
academic disciplines where such conventions are established. However, for
most formal writing, adhering to capitalizing the first word is the standard
practice.

Foreign Language Titles and Subtitles

When dealing with foreign language titles and subtitles, the capitalization
rules of that specific language should generally be followed. However, if a
translated title or subtitle is being used, the CMOS rules apply to the
English translation. Clarity and consistency within the context of the
publication are key.

Capitalizing Short Prepositions and Conjunctions

CMOS specifically lists short prepositions and conjunctions that should
generally be lowercased. This list includes common words like "a," "an,"



Ilthe’ll Iland’II Ilbut’ll Ilor’ll Ilfor’ll Ilnor’ OI.]’II Ilat’II Ilto’ll Ilof’ll Ilin’
"with," "by," "from," and "up." While these are the most frequent, the
principle extends to all words in these categories.

Practical Application and Examples

Applying the Chicago Manual of Style capitalization rules for subtitles
effectively requires practice. Examining examples demonstrates how these
guidelines translate into real-world usage. Let's consider a few hypothetical
titles and their subtitles to illustrate these principles.

Consider a book titled "The Art of Persuasion." Its subtitle might be
"Strategies for Effective Communication in the Modern Age." Here's the
breakdown:

“"Strategies": First word, capitalized.

e "for": Preposition, lowercased.

e "Effective": Principal word, capitalized.

e "Communication": Principal word, capitalized.
e "in": Preposition, lowercased.

e "the": Article, lowercased.

e "Modern": Principal word, capitalized.

e "Age": Last word, capitalized.

Another example, for a journal article: "Quantum Entanglement: A Journey into
the Spooky World of Subatomic Particles.”

e "A": Article, capitalized as the first word of the subtitle.
e "Journey": Principal word, capitalized.

e "into": Preposition, lowercased.

e "the": Article, lowercased.

e "Spooky": Principal word, capitalized.

e "World": Principal word, capitalized.

e "of": Preposition, lowercased.



e "Subatomic": Compound modifier (acting as adjective), capitalized.

e "Particles": Last word, capitalized.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

Despite clear guidelines, several common pitfalls can lead to errors when
applying the Chicago Manual of Style capitalization rules for subtitles.
Being aware of these mistakes can help writers ensure accuracy and
professionalism in their work.

One frequent error is inconsistent application of the rules for prepositions,
articles, and conjunctions. Writers sometimes over-capitalize these short
words simply because they are part of a significant phrase, forgetting the
specific instruction to lowercase them unless they are the first or last
word. Another pitfall is misidentifying principal words. While most
substantive nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs are capitalized, the
definition of "principal" can sometimes be misinterpreted, leading to
incorrect capitalization of seemingly minor words.

Additionally, writers may struggle with hyphenated words. They might
lowercase one part of a compound adjective or incorrectly capitalize a word
that should be a preposition within a hyphenated term. Finally, a less common
but still present issue is failing to recognize when a word functions as a
proper noun versus a common noun within the context of the subtitle. Careful
attention to detail and a thorough understanding of CMOS principles are
essential to avoid these common errors and ensure impeccably capitalized
subtitles.

Q: What is the primary difference between title case
and sentence case for Chicago Manual of Style
subtitles?

A: Title case, as used for subtitles, capitalizes the first and last words
and all principal words (nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, pronouns) in the
subtitle, while generally lowercasing articles, prepositions, and
conjunctions. Sentence case, used for the main body of text, capitalizes only
the first word of a sentence and any proper nouns or words that would
normally be capitalized within a sentence.

Q: Are there specific word length requirements for



capitalizing prepositions in Chicago style
subtitles?

A: No, the Chicago Manual of Style does not base capitalization of
prepositions in subtitles on their length. Instead, it dictates that
prepositions (like "in," "on," "at," "to," "for") are generally lowercased
unless they are the first or last word of the subtitle.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style handle the
capitalization of the word "the" in subtitles?

A: The word "the" is treated as an article. According to Chicago Manual of
Style capitalization rules for subtitles, "the" is capitalized only if it is
the first or the last word of the subtitle. Otherwise, it is lowercased.

Q: What are considered "principal words" when
applying Chicago Manual of Style capitalization
rules for subtitles?

A: Principal words in Chicago style subtitles include nouns, verbs,
adjectives, adverbs, pronouns, and sometimes adverbs formed from adjectives.
Words that are generally not capitalized unless they are the first or last
word are articles, short prepositions, and short conjunctions.

Q: Should hyphenated words in subtitles always have
both parts capitalized under Chicago style?

A: Generally, if both parts of a hyphenated word are considered principal
words (e.g., nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs), they are both capitalized.
For example, "State-of-the-Art." However, if one part is an article,
preposition, or conjunction (e.g., "Self-Service"), the standard rules apply
to each part individually, with the article/preposition/conjunction
lowercased unless it's the first or last word.

Q: How are proper nouns capitalized in subtitles
according to the Chicago Manual of Style?

A: Proper nouns are always capitalized in subtitles, regardless of their
position within the subtitle, according to the Chicago Manual of Style
capitalization rules for subtitles. This includes names of people, places,
organizations, specific historical events, and brands.



Q: What is the guideline for capitalizing
conjunctions like "and" or "but" in Chicago style
subtitles?

A: Conjunctions such as "and," "but," "or," "for," "nor," "yet," and "so" are
generally lowercased in Chicago Manual of Style subtitles unless they are the
first or the last word of the subtitle.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style have exceptions
for capitalizing certain short prepositions?

A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style has a list of short prepositions
(typically those with three letters or fewer, such as "a," "an," "the," "on,"
Ilat’ll Ilto’ll Ilof'll Ilin’ll Ilby'll Il-for’ll Ilfrom’ll Ilupll) that are generally
lowercased unless they begin or end the subtitle.

Q: How should numbers written out in words be
capitalized in Chicago style subtitles?

A: Numbers written out as words follow the same rules as other principal
words. If a spelled-out number is the first or last word of the subtitle, it
is capitalized. If it is in the middle and is a principal word (e.g.,
"Twenty" in "Twenty-One"), it is capitalized. Hyphenated numbers are treated
similarly to other hyphenated words.
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