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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style for

Literary Hyperbole

chicago manual of style for literary hyperbole is a topic of significant interest for writers, editors, and

academics seeking clarity on the nuances of figurative language within formal academic and publishing

contexts. While hyperbole, the intentional exaggeration for emphasis or effect, is a common tool in

creative writing, its application and acceptable presentation within scholarly and professional works

demand careful consideration. This article delves into how the venerable Chicago Manual of Style

(CMOS) approaches the use of hyperbole, offering guidance on its permissible boundaries, potential

pitfalls, and how to ensure its effective and appropriate deployment. We will explore the principles

governing exaggerated language, the distinction between effective hyperbole and mere imprecision,

and practical advice for authors navigating these stylistic waters according to CMOS guidelines.
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Understanding Hyperbole in Literary and Formal Contexts

Hyperbole, derived from the Greek word for "overcasting," is a figure of speech that involves deliberate

exaggeration for rhetorical effect. Its purpose is to evoke strong emotions, emphasize a point, or create

a sense of dramatic impact. In literature, hyperbole is a cornerstone of creative expression, seen in

everything from epic poetry to contemporary fiction. Think of phrases like "I'm so hungry I could eat a

horse" or describing a problem as "a million miles away." These are clear examples of hyperbole,

intended to convey a feeling of intense hunger or extreme distance, not literal truth. The effectiveness

of such language lies in its ability to resonate with the reader's imagination and understanding of

common human experiences.

However, the realm of formal writing, which includes academic papers, professional reports, and many

forms of non-fiction prose, operates under different stylistic imperatives. While vivid language is still

valued, the emphasis shifts towards precision, clarity, and factual accuracy. In these contexts,

hyperbole can easily be misinterpreted as a lack of rigor or an attempt to mislead. Therefore,

understanding when and how hyperbole can be employed without compromising the integrity of the

text is crucial for any writer aiming for professional publication or academic acceptance.

The Chicago Manual of Style's Stance on Exaggeration

The Chicago Manual of Style, a comprehensive guide to manuscript preparation and style in the

United States, does not explicitly dedicate a chapter or extensive section solely to "literary hyperbole"

in the way one might find a dedicated discussion on punctuation or citation. Instead, its guidance is

woven throughout its broader principles concerning clarity, precision, and accuracy. CMOS prioritizes

clear communication and the avoidance of ambiguity. While it does not forbid figurative language, it

implicitly advises caution when such language might obscure meaning or be perceived as factually

inaccurate.



The underlying philosophy of CMOS suggests that in most formal writing, especially academic and

technical contexts, any language that can be construed as an exaggeration should be avoided or, at

the very least, carefully qualified. The goal is for the reader to trust the author's assertions. If an author

employs language that is demonstrably an overstatement, it can erode that trust. Therefore, while a

novelist might use hyperbole to paint a dramatic picture, a historian or scientist using the same

language risks undermining their credibility. The Manual’s emphasis on factual reporting and logical

argumentation guides authors to choose language that is direct and verifiable.

CMOS's recommendations for clear prose, accurate citations, and objective reporting indirectly steer

writers away from excessive or unsubstantiated claims that hyperbole often entails. For instance, when

discussing statistics or research findings, CMOS would advocate for precise figures and careful

interpretation, rather than broad, sweeping statements that might be considered hyperbolic. The

emphasis is on conveying information faithfully, and any linguistic flourish that deviates from this could

be seen as a hindrance rather than a help.

Distinguishing Acceptable Hyperbole from Unacceptable

Exaggeration

The line between acceptable hyperbole and unacceptable exaggeration in formal writing can be subtle

but is critically important. Acceptable hyperbole, in the rare instances it might appear in a more formal

context, usually serves a specific, clearly defined rhetorical purpose that is understood by the intended

audience. It might be used to highlight a universally recognized, almost cliché, experience to make a

point more relatable. For example, stating that a project deadline was "impossible" might be

understood as hyperbole to convey extreme difficulty, rather than a literal impossibility, especially if the

context provides further explanation.

Conversely, unacceptable exaggeration is characterized by its potential to mislead, its lack of clear

rhetorical purpose, or its departure from factual accuracy without sufficient justification. If a writer

claims their research "revolutionized the field" when it was merely a modest contribution, that is an

unacceptable exaggeration. Similarly, using phrases like "everyone agrees" or "the worst thing ever"

without substantiation falls into the category of problematic overstatement. CMOS would generally

advise against such broad claims in any context where factual grounding is expected.



The key distinction often lies in the author's intent and the reader's interpretation. In creative writing,

the intent is often to evoke emotion or imagery, and the reader understands this is not literal. In formal

writing, the intent is typically to inform and persuade through evidence and logic. If hyperbole distracts

from this primary goal or undermines the author's credibility, it is usually deemed unacceptable. It is

the writer's responsibility to ensure that their language, even when employing figurative elements,

serves to clarify rather than obscure their message.

Practical Application of CMOS Principles for Hyperbole

When applying the principles of the Chicago Manual of Style to the use of hyperbole, authors should

adopt a conservative approach. The most straightforward advice is to err on the side of caution and

opt for precise language whenever possible. If a statement can be made more accurately and

effectively without exaggeration, that is the preferred route according to CMOS.

For instances where figurative language is being considered, authors should ask themselves several

critical questions:

Does the hyperbole serve a clear rhetorical purpose that enhances understanding?

Is the exaggeration so extreme that it risks being perceived as factual inaccuracy?

Is the intended audience likely to understand the language as hyperbole, or will it cause

confusion or distrust?

Can the point be made more effectively and accurately using literal language?

Does the use of hyperbole align with the overall tone and genre of the work?

If the answer to any of these questions suggests a potential problem, it is generally best to rephrase

the statement. For example, instead of saying "this article is a thousand pages long" to describe a

lengthy piece, one might state "this article is exceptionally detailed and comprehensive." The latter



conveys the intended meaning of extensiveness without resorting to literal, and likely inaccurate,

exaggeration.

In academic writing, the use of hyperbole is particularly discouraged. Scholarly discourse values

objectivity and evidence-based reasoning. Employing exaggerated language can be seen as a sign of

weak argumentation or a reliance on emotional appeals over logical support. Therefore, writers

preparing manuscripts for academic journals, dissertations, or scholarly books should be extremely

vigilant in their word choices, ensuring every statement is defensible and accurate.

Case Studies and Examples

Consider two hypothetical scenarios to illustrate the application of CMOS principles regarding

hyperbole. Scenario one involves a literary analysis essay discussing a character's profound sadness.

The author might write, "The protagonist was so heartbroken, the sky itself wept with him." This is

clearly literary hyperbole, intended to evoke a powerful emotional image in the context of literary

criticism. Here, the exaggeration is understood as a device to describe the character's emotional state

and its perceived impact on the world around them. A reader of literary criticism would recognize this

as an interpretation of figurative language within the text being analyzed, not a factual claim about the

weather.

Scenario two involves a business report detailing market trends. An author might be tempted to write,

"Our competitor's sales have plummeted to zero!" This statement, while conveying a sense of drastic

decline, is likely an exaggeration. CMOS would advise a more precise formulation, such as "Our

competitor's sales have experienced a significant decline, dropping by X percent in the last fiscal

quarter," or "Our competitor's market share has drastically diminished." These phrasings are more

accurate, verifiable, and align with the professional standards of reporting that the Chicago Manual of

Style promotes. The former might be acceptable in a very informal internal memo, but for a published

report or a proposal, the latter is far more appropriate and adheres to CMOS principles of clarity and

accuracy.

Another example could be a historical account. A historian describing the impact of a famine might be

tempted to say, "Starvation was so extreme, people were eating rocks." While this evokes horror, it is

likely hyperbole. A CMOS-compliant approach would involve more factual reporting: "The famine led to



widespread starvation, forcing individuals to consume whatever scarce resources they could find,

including [specific examples if documented], and resulting in unprecedented mortality rates." The focus

shifts from evocative exaggeration to documented reality, which is the hallmark of responsible historical

writing.

Navigating the Gray Areas of Figurative Language

While the Chicago Manual of Style generally favors precision, it does not advocate for a sterile or

unengaging writing style. Figurative language, including well-chosen metaphors and similes, can enrich

prose and enhance understanding. The key is to ensure these elements serve a purpose and do not

detract from the core message. Hyperbole, when used judiciously, can sometimes serve this purpose

by adding emphasis or vividness. However, its inherent tendency towards exaggeration makes it a

figure of speech that requires the most careful consideration in formal contexts.

Authors must cultivate a discerning eye for their own language, constantly evaluating whether a word

or phrase is contributing to clarity or creating ambiguity. If a particular expression feels like an

overstatement, it likely is, and a more direct and accurate alternative should be sought. This practice

not only aligns with the guidance of the Chicago Manual of Style but also strengthens the overall

quality and credibility of the writing. The pursuit of clear, accurate, and impactful communication is the

ultimate goal, and understanding the role of figures of speech like hyperbole is integral to achieving it.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary principle the Chicago Manual of Style



emphasizes regarding hyperbole in formal writing?

A: The primary principle the Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes regarding hyperbole in formal writing

is the importance of clarity, precision, and factual accuracy. While not explicitly forbidding hyperbole,

CMOS implicitly advises caution, suggesting that any language that could be misconstrued as an

exaggeration or inaccuracy should generally be avoided or carefully qualified to maintain the credibility

of the author and the integrity of the text.

Q: Can hyperbole ever be acceptable in academic writing according to

CMOS?

A: According to CMOS principles, hyperbole is generally discouraged in academic writing because

scholarly discourse prioritizes objectivity, evidence, and precise reporting. While a very subtle,

universally understood exaggeration might exist in rare instances for rhetorical effect without

undermining credibility, it is highly risky and not recommended. The emphasis remains on factual

accuracy and logical argumentation.

Q: How does CMOS differentiate between acceptable literary hyperbole

and unacceptable exaggeration in a professional context?

A: CMOS would likely differentiate by considering the intent and audience. In a literary context,

hyperbole is understood as a stylistic device for artistic effect, and readers anticipate figurative

language. In a professional context, the intent is typically to convey information accurately, and

exaggeration, even if intended rhetorically, can be perceived as misleading or lacking rigor, thus

undermining the author's authority and the report's reliability.

Q: What advice does CMOS offer for writers who want to use vivid



language without resorting to hyperbole?

A: CMOS implicitly advises writers to use vivid language through precise word choice, strong verbs,

and concrete imagery rather than overt exaggeration. Instead of overstating, writers are encouraged to

select words that accurately and powerfully convey their intended meaning, relying on descriptive detail

and well-crafted sentences to create impact and engage the reader.

Q: If I'm writing a creative non-fiction piece, how should I approach

hyperbole based on CMOS guidelines?

A: For creative non-fiction, you can be more flexible, but CMOS still suggests maintaining a degree of

integrity. The key is that the "creative" aspect should not overshadow the "non-fiction" aspect to the

point of misrepresentation. If you use hyperbole, ensure it enhances the narrative or emotional impact

without distorting factual events or creating a false impression that compromises the reader's trust in

the underlying truth of the account.

Q: What are the potential consequences of using hyperbole

inappropriately according to CMOS standards?

A: The potential consequences of using hyperbole inappropriately according to CMOS standards

include a loss of credibility for the author, misinterpretation of information by the reader, and a general

weakening of the argument or narrative. In academic or professional settings, it can lead to the

rejection of a manuscript or a negative assessment of the work's reliability.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style provide specific examples of

acceptable hyperbole in formal writing?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style does not typically provide explicit examples of "acceptable hyperbole"

in formal writing because its focus is on establishing principles of clarity and accuracy. Its guidance is



derived from these core principles, which generally steer writers away from language that relies on

exaggeration for effect in professional and academic contexts.

Q: How can an author ensure their use of figurative language aligns

with the Chicago Manual of Style's emphasis on precision?

A: To ensure figurative language aligns with CMOS, authors should ask if the figure of speech clarifies

or obscures their meaning, if it is easily understood by the intended audience, and if it accurately

reflects the situation or concept being described without distortion. The goal is for figurative language

to enhance understanding, not to mislead or impress through overstatement.
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