
chicago manual of style for literary
personification
chicago manual of style for literary personification guides writers in
attributing human qualities to inanimate objects, abstract ideas, or animals,
enriching their prose with vivid imagery and deeper meaning. This
comprehensive exploration delves into how the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS)
implicitly and explicitly addresses the effective use of personification,
ensuring clarity, grammatical correctness, and stylistic excellence in
literary works. We will examine the underlying principles of CMOS that govern
figurative language, explore its application in various contexts, and discuss
common pitfalls to avoid when employing this powerful literary device.
Understanding these guidelines is crucial for any author aiming to craft
compelling narratives and persuasive arguments, whether for academic
publications or creative endeavors.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style and
Literary Personification

While the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) does not dedicate a specific chapter
solely to "literary personification," its comprehensive guidelines on
grammar, punctuation, usage, and stylistic choices profoundly influence how
writers should approach this rhetorical device. CMOS emphasizes clarity,
precision, and correctness, all of which are paramount when employing
figurative language. The manual’s authority stems from its detailed
explanations of how language functions and how to wield it effectively.
Therefore, understanding CMOS principles is essential for anyone wishing to
master the art of personification and integrate it seamlessly into their
writing.

The fundamental approach of CMOS is to ensure that figurative language,
including personification, enhances rather than obscures meaning. When an
author attributes human characteristics to non-human entities, it must be
done in a way that is readily understood by the reader and serves a clear
narrative or argumentative purpose. The manual’s sections on syntax,



semantics, and rhetorical devices provide the bedrock upon which effective
personification is built, even if the term itself isn't always explicitly
defined in the context of this specific literary technique.

Grammatical Foundations for Effective
Personification

The Chicago Manual of Style places a strong emphasis on subject-verb
agreement and correct pronoun usage, which are directly applicable when
personifying. When an inanimate object or abstract concept is given human
actions or characteristics, the grammatical structure must remain sound. For
instance, if a writer states, "The wind whispered secrets through the trees,"
the verb "whispered" is grammatically consistent with the singular noun
"wind," even though "whisper" is a human action. CMOS guides ensure that such
constructions are not only acceptable but also grammatically robust.

Pronoun agreement also plays a role. While less common with inanimate
objects, if an animal is being personified, appropriate pronouns must be
used. For example, if a story features a dog as a character with human-like
thoughts, CMOS would expect the correct gendered pronoun (he/she) or the
gender-neutral "they" if appropriate and consistent. The manual’s directives
on pronoun case and agreement are unwavering and form a critical part of
clear communication, even when dealing with imaginative literary devices.

Subject-Verb Agreement with Personification

The core of grammatical correctness when using personification lies in
maintaining proper subject-verb agreement. Even when an abstract noun or an
inanimate object is performing an action typically associated with humans,
the verb must agree in number with its subject. For example, "Justice blinds
her eyes" uses the singular verb "blinds" to agree with the singular abstract
noun "Justice." CMOS would not permit a plural verb in such a construction.
This adherence to grammatical rules ensures that the figurative language
doesn't inadvertently create confusion about the intended subject or action.

Consistent Verb Tense and Mood

When personification is employed, maintaining consistent verb tense and mood
is as important as in any other form of writing. If a narrative is in the
past tense, the personified actions should also be described using past tense
verbs. Similarly, if the narrative voice is indicative, the personified verbs
should remain indicative. CMOS stresses the importance of temporal and modal
consistency to prevent jarring shifts that can disrupt the reader's immersion



in the text. For instance, a sentence like "The old house groaned its
welcome" maintains a consistent past tense, adhering to standard grammatical
principles.

Stylistic Nuances and the Chicago Manual of
Style

Beyond strict grammar, CMOS offers extensive guidance on style, clarity, and
effective word choice, all of which are vital for crafting compelling
personification. The manual advocates for precision and conciseness, urging
writers to choose words that convey their intended meaning with maximum
impact. When using personification, this means selecting verbs and adjectives
that are evocative and appropriate for the entity being described, without
resorting to clichés or overly sentimental language.

The overall goal, as outlined in CMOS, is to elevate the prose, not to
complicate it. Personification should serve to illuminate, to create a
stronger connection between the reader and the subject matter, or to imbue an
otherwise mundane description with life and energy. This requires a
thoughtful approach to language, ensuring that the figurative elements
enhance the reader's understanding and appreciation of the text.

Choosing Vivid and Appropriate Personifying Verbs

The selection of verbs is paramount when attributing human actions to non-
human subjects. CMOS encourages the use of strong, precise verbs that paint a
clear picture for the reader. Instead of generic verbs, writers should opt
for those that carry specific connotations and sensory details. For example,
rather than saying "The sun looked down," a writer might choose "The sun
glared," "The sun beamed," or "The sun peered," each conveying a distinct
mood and intensity. The manual’s emphasis on diction guides writers toward
the most effective word choices.

Avoiding Cliché and Overuse

One of the most significant stylistic considerations, implicitly guided by
CMOS's principles of clarity and originality, is the avoidance of cliché.
Overused personifications, such as "the angry storm" or "the smiling sun,"
can diminish the impact of the literary device and make the writing feel
uninspired. CMOS promotes fresh language and original expression. Writers are
encouraged to explore novel ways to personify, finding unique human qualities
that resonate with the specific nature of the object or concept they are
describing. This requires careful consideration and a willingness to move



beyond commonplace descriptions.

Balancing Personification with Literal Description

Effective writing, as championed by the Chicago Manual of Style, often
involves a delicate balance. When using personification, it should
complement, rather than overwhelm, literal descriptions. The human qualities
attributed should enhance the reader's perception of the subject, providing a
new layer of understanding or emotional resonance, without distorting the
fundamental nature of the object or idea. For instance, describing "the
relentless march of time" is effective, but if the entire passage focuses
solely on time's human-like actions, it might detract from the factual or
narrative context.

Personification in Different Literary Genres

The application of literary personification can vary significantly across
different genres, and the principles of clear and effective writing advocated
by CMOS remain constant. In poetry, personification is often employed for its
evocative and symbolic power, contributing to imagery and emotional depth. In
fiction, it can be used to develop character, create atmosphere, or advance
the plot. In non-fiction, such as essays or historical accounts,
personification might be used more sparingly for emphasis or to make complex
concepts more accessible, always with an eye toward accuracy and persuasive
clarity.

Regardless of the genre, the underlying requirement for sound grammar and
impactful language, as outlined in the Chicago Manual of Style, is crucial.
The goal is always to enhance the reader's experience and comprehension,
ensuring that the chosen literary devices serve a clear purpose within the
overall work. This adaptability makes personification a versatile tool that
can be effectively wielded across a broad spectrum of writing endeavors.

Personification in Fiction

In fiction, personification can be a powerful tool for characterization and
world-building. Authors often give human emotions or motivations to settings,
objects, or even abstract concepts to deepen the reader's connection to the
narrative. For example, a haunted house might be described as "groaning in
agony" or a treacherous path "luring travelers to their doom." CMOS would
advise that such personifications be consistent within the narrative's
established tone and style, and that they contribute meaningfully to the
story's atmosphere or plot progression.



Personification in Poetry

Poetry frequently utilizes personification to imbue abstract ideas or natural
elements with life and feeling, enhancing imagery and emotional resonance. A
poem might describe "Love as a fickle friend" or "Hope as a shy visitor." The
concise nature of poetry often relies on potent figurative language to convey
complex emotions and ideas. CMOS, while primarily a style guide for prose,
implicitly supports the use of precise and evocative language in poetry,
emphasizing that the chosen personifications should be artful and contribute
to the poem’s overall aesthetic and thematic coherence.

Personification in Non-Fiction and Academic Writing

While less common in formal academic writing, personification can be employed
judiciously in non-fiction, particularly in persuasive essays or explanatory
pieces, to make complex subjects more relatable. For instance, an essay on
economics might describe "inflation as a runaway beast." However, CMOS
strongly emphasizes clarity and factual accuracy, so any use of
personification in non-fiction must be carefully considered to avoid
anthropomorphizing data or theories in a way that could be misleading. The
primary goal remains informative and direct communication, with figurative
language serving as a secondary enhancement rather than a primary mode of
expression.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid When Using
Personification

Despite its potential to enrich writing, personification is a literary device
that can easily be misused, leading to awkward phrasing, weakened arguments,
or unintended humor. The Chicago Manual of Style, through its emphasis on
clarity and precision, implicitly guides writers away from these common
errors. Understanding these pitfalls is as important as knowing how to
effectively employ the technique itself.

Writers must be mindful of not overextending the personification, ensuring it
serves a clear purpose, and maintaining grammatical correctness throughout.
By adhering to the core principles of good writing that CMOS champions,
authors can avoid the most common mistakes and harness the full power of
personification.

Over-Anthropomorphism



A common pitfall is attributing too many human characteristics to an
inanimate object or abstract concept, creating a cartoonish or overly
sentimental effect. This is known as over-anthropomorphism. For example,
describing a chair not only as "tired" but also as "sighing" and "wishing for
a nap" might be excessive. CMOS encourages restraint and relevance; the
personification should enhance understanding, not create a whimsical
character out of an object without narrative purpose. The aim is to imbue
with human qualities, not to turn objects into fully sentient beings unless
that is a specific, deliberate narrative choice.

Inconsistent or Conflicting Personification

Another error is inconsistency in personification. If a writer begins by
personifying the "stubborn door" that "refused to open," they should not
later describe it as "happily swinging inward." Such contradictions can
disorient the reader and undermine the credibility of the figurative
language. CMOS promotes logical flow and consistency in all aspects of
writing, including stylistic devices. Ensuring that the attributed human
qualities align with the established nature or symbolic meaning of the
subject is crucial for maintaining a coherent narrative or argument.

Lack of Clear Purpose

Personification should never be used gratuitously. Every literary device
should serve a specific function, whether it's to create a vivid image, evoke
an emotion, or emphasize a point. If the personification doesn't add value or
clarity, it can feel like a forced embellishment. The Chicago Manual of Style
implicitly advocates for purposeful language; every word and phrase should
contribute to the overall effectiveness of the text. Writers must ask
themselves why they are personifying a particular subject and what effect
they wish to achieve.

The Impact of Personification on Reader
Engagement

Literary personification, when skillfully employed, has a profound impact on
reader engagement. By giving human-like qualities to the non-human, writers
can create a more relatable and emotionally resonant experience for their
audience. This technique taps into our innate tendency to understand the
world through human terms and experiences, making abstract concepts or
inanimate objects more approachable and memorable. The Chicago Manual of
Style, by advocating for clarity and impactful language, supports the use of
devices that can achieve such reader connection.



When readers can empathize with or understand the "feelings" or "actions" of
a wind, a river, or an idea, their engagement with the text deepens. They are
more likely to form a mental image, feel an emotional connection, and retain
the information or narrative being presented. This heightened engagement is a
key goal for any author seeking to create a lasting impression with their
work.

Creating Emotional Resonance

Personification allows writers to imbue their subjects with emotions that
readers can understand and connect with. A "lonely road" or a "joyful melody"
evokes a response in the reader that a purely descriptive sentence might not
achieve. This emotional connection fosters empathy and draws the reader more
deeply into the world the author has created. The principles of effective
communication championed by CMOS are inherently about creating connections
and conveying meaning effectively, and personification is a powerful tool in
this regard.

Enhancing Imagery and Memorability

Attributing human actions and characteristics to inanimate objects or
abstract concepts makes them more vivid and memorable. The image of a
"stubborn door" resisting the urge to open is more striking than simply
stating that the door was difficult to open. These evocative images linger in
the reader's mind, making the text more impactful and the ideas it conveys
easier to recall. CMOS's emphasis on precise and imaginative language
directly supports the creation of such memorable imagery.

Advanced Techniques and Best Practices

Mastering literary personification goes beyond simply assigning human traits.
Advanced techniques involve subtle application, thematic integration, and
careful consideration of the narrative voice. The Chicago Manual of Style, in
its broad scope covering nuanced aspects of writing, implicitly encourages
writers to explore these sophisticated applications. Effective use of
personification should feel organic and integral to the text, rather than a
superficial addition.

By understanding these best practices, writers can elevate their use of
personification from a mere embellishment to a core element of their
storytelling or argumentation, ensuring it aligns with the high standards of
clarity and sophistication that CMOS champions.



Subtle and Implied Personification

The most sophisticated use of personification is often subtle and implied,
relying on carefully chosen verbs and adjectives that hint at human-like
qualities without explicitly stating them. For example, instead of saying
"the house felt sad," a writer might describe "the house, with its vacant
eyes staring out onto the overgrown lawn." This understated approach is often
more powerful and leaves more room for reader interpretation. CMOS’s emphasis
on precise language and evocative imagery supports this nuanced approach,
encouraging writers to let their words work subtly.

Integrating Personification with Theme

When personification is woven into the thematic core of a work, it achieves a
deeper level of impact. For instance, if a story explores themes of
rebellion, personifying nature as actively resisting human encroachment can
powerfully reinforce that theme. CMOS, in its guidance on coherent and
purposeful writing, would implicitly support this integration, as it ensures
that literary devices serve the overarching message and meaning of the text.
The personification should not exist in isolation but should resonate with
the work's central ideas.

Maintaining a Consistent Persona

When a writer decides to consistently personify a particular entity
throughout a text, it can effectively create a unique voice or perspective.
For example, a narrator might consistently refer to their internal struggles
as a "battle" with personified "doubt" and "fear." This creates a consistent
metaphorical framework that enhances the narrative's psychological depth. The
Chicago Manual of Style's emphasis on consistent tone and voice supports the
strategic and consistent application of such figurative language, ensuring it
contributes to the overall integrity of the writing.

FAQ

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style address the
use of personification in academic writing?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style does not have a specific rule for
personification in academic writing. However, its emphasis on clarity,
precision, and objectivity suggests that personification should be used
sparingly and only when it demonstrably enhances understanding without



sacrificing factual accuracy. Overuse or inappropriate use could be seen as a
stylistic weakness.

Q: Are there any specific examples of
personification that the Chicago Manual of Style
recommends or discourages?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style does not provide specific examples of
recommended or discouraged personification. Its guidance is more general,
focusing on principles of good writing such as clarity, conciseness, and
avoiding cliché. Therefore, writers are advised to use their judgment to
ensure personification is effective and not overused or trite.

Q: What are the grammatical rules that apply when
using personification according to CMOS principles?
A: According to CMOS principles, the primary grammatical rule that applies to
personification is subject-verb agreement. Even when an inanimate object or
abstract concept is given a human action, the verb must still agree in number
with its subject. For example, "The city sleeps" is grammatically correct.

Q: How can a writer ensure their personification is
original and not cliché, as implied by CMOS?
A: To ensure originality, writers should avoid commonly used personifications
like "the angry sea" or "the whispering wind." Instead, they should strive to
find unique human qualities or actions that are contextually relevant and
creatively applied to the non-human subject, drawing inspiration from the
specific characteristics of the object or concept.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style offer guidance
on whether personification is appropriate for
different tenses (past, present, future)?
A: While CMOS doesn't offer specific guidance on tenses for personification,
it strongly advocates for consistency in verb tense throughout a narrative.
Therefore, if a story is in the past tense, the personified actions should
also be described using past tense verbs, and so on.

Q: What is the impact of personification on the
reader, and how does CMOS implicitly support this?
A: Personification enhances reader engagement by making abstract concepts or



inanimate objects more relatable and emotionally resonant, creating vivid
imagery, and improving memorability. CMOS implicitly supports this by
emphasizing the importance of clear, impactful, and engaging language that
fosters connection with the reader.

Q: Can personification be used effectively in
technical or scientific writing according to the
spirit of CMOS?
A: In technical or scientific writing, personification should be used with
extreme caution, if at all. CMOS prioritizes clarity and accuracy in such
contexts. If personification is used, it should be minimal, clearly
metaphorical, and serve a significant purpose in simplifying a complex idea
without introducing ambiguity or misrepresentation.
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