chicago style for language variation

The Chicago Manual of Style is a cornerstone for writers and editors, providing comprehensive
guidance on a vast array of editorial and stylistic issues. When it comes to understanding and
applying the nuances of language, particularly concerning variation, the Chicago style offers a robust
framework. This guide delves into how Chicago style addresses diverse linguistic phenomena, from
regional dialects and historical language to the evolving landscape of modern communication. We will
explore its principles for handling different registers, the integration of non-standard English, and the
importance of consistency when encountering language variation in published works. Understanding
these principles is crucial for maintaining clarity, credibility, and accuracy in any written document.
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Understanding Chicago Style's Approach to Language
Variation

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) approaches language variation with a pragmatic and flexible, yet
principled, stance. It recognizes that language is not monolithic but a dynamic entity constantly
shaped by geography, social context, historical shifts, and individual expression. The core philosophy
is to prioritize clarity, reader comprehension, and the author's intent, while maintaining a standard of
professional polish. CMOS does not dictate a single "correct" way of speaking or writing for all
contexts. Instead, it provides guidelines to help editors and writers make informed decisions about
how to represent linguistic differences effectively. This often involves balancing the need to
accurately portray a character's voice or a historical period with the broader requirement of making
the text accessible to a general audience.

A key aspect of Chicago style's handling of language variation is its emphasis on context. The purpose
of the text, the intended audience, and the author's specific goals all play significant roles in
determining how best to present linguistic deviations. For instance, a novel aiming for gritty realism
might employ more extensive dialect than a scholarly article or a business report. CMOS
acknowledges that strict adherence to prescriptive grammar rules can sometimes obscure meaning or
misrepresent the reality of language use. Therefore, it offers guidance on when and how to depart
from conventional norms without sacrificing editorial integrity.



Handling Dialects and Regionalisms

Dialects and regionalisms present a significant challenge in written communication, as they often
involve pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammatical structures that differ from standard English.
Chicago style advises caution and careful consideration when incorporating these variations. The
primary goal is to evoke a sense of place or character without rendering the text unintelligible or
distracting the reader. CMOS suggests that subtle indications are often more effective than full
phonetic transcription, which can be cumbersome and alienating.

When representing regional speech, authors and editors should consider the following:

Using vocabulary specific to a region.

Employing grammatical structures characteristic of a dialect, provided they do not impede
comprehension.

Hinting at pronunciation through occasional, well-chosen spelling variations (e.g., "git" for "get"
if consistently applied and serving a clear purpose).

Relying on context and setting to establish geographical origin.

CMOS strongly recommends consistency. Once a particular dialectical feature is introduced, it should
be applied uniformly throughout the work to maintain believability. Overuse of phonetic spellings can
lead to caricature and make the text difficult to read. Therefore, the manual advocates for a judicious
approach, using such techniques sparingly and purposefully.

Incorporating Historical and Archaic Language

The use of historical or archaic language in creative works or historical analyses requires a delicate
touch. Chicago style guides writers to ensure that such language serves a specific narrative or
expository purpose and does not become an obstacle to understanding. For instance, in historical
fiction, incorporating period-appropriate vocabulary or sentence structures can lend authenticity.
However, the extent to which this is done should be dictated by the overall readability and the
author's intent to immerse the reader in a particular era.

CMOS suggests that when employing archaic terms, it is often beneficial to provide context or a
subtle explanation, either directly within the text or through footnotes or endnotes if the work is
scholarly. The goal is to enrich the reader's experience, not to test their knowledge of obscure

linguistic history. Similarly, if archaic grammatical structures are used, they should be employed



strategically to convey a sense of the past without overwhelming the contemporary reader. The
manual emphasizes that authenticity should not come at the expense of clarity.

Managing Informal Language and Slang

Informal language and slang are dynamic elements of language variation, often reflecting social
trends and specific subcultures. Chicago style advises that the inclusion of slang and informalities
should be driven by the author's purpose and the context of the narrative. In fiction, slang can be
instrumental in developing authentic character voices, establishing setting, and conveying social
group affiliations. However, the indiscriminate use of contemporary slang can quickly date a work and
may alienate readers unfamiliar with the terminology.

CMOS offers guidance on using slang judiciously:

Ensure the slang is appropriate for the characters and the setting.

Consider the intended audience's potential familiarity with the slang.

Use slang sparingly to avoid it becoming a distraction.

If the slang is particularly obscure or ephemeral, consider providing a subtle contextual clue.

Maintain consistency in its usage.

The manual also distinguishes between slang that is widely understood and that which is highly
specific to a niche group. For scholarly or more formal writing, the use of slang is generally
discouraged unless it is the subject of analysis. The overall principle remains that language choices
should enhance, not hinder, the communication of the text's message.

Addressing Non-Standard English and Grammar

Non-standard English, including grammatical variations and deviations from prescriptive norms, is a
complex area. Chicago style acknowledges that many perfectly functional and communicative forms
of English exist outside the standard academic register. The manual does not inherently condemn
non-standard grammar but advises authors and editors to use it intentionally and with a clear
purpose. For instance, in dialogue, representing a character's non-standard grammatical patterns can
be crucial for verisimilitude.



CMOS provides several key recommendations for handling non-standard English:

Intentionality: Any deviation from standard grammar should be a conscious choice by the
author to achieve a specific effect, such as characterization or authenticity.

Consistency: If a non-standard grammatical feature is used, it should be applied consistently
within the text to avoid appearing as an error.

Clarity: The non-standard usage must not render the text incomprehensible to the intended
audience. Sometimes, minor concessions to standard grammar are necessary for broader
accessibility.

Context: The appropriateness of non-standard grammar depends heavily on the genre,
audience, and purpose of the work.

For academic or formal writing, adherence to standard grammar is typically expected. However, in
creative writing, the deliberate use of non-standard forms can be a powerful tool for character
development and social commentary. The emphasis is on purposeful representation rather than
accidental error.

Ensuring Consistency in Language Variation

One of the most critical tenets of Chicago style regarding language variation is the paramount
importance of consistency. Regardless of whether an author is employing regional dialects, historical
terms, slang, or non-standard grammatical structures, the application of these variations must be
uniform throughout the text. Inconsistency can lead to confusion, undermine the author's credibility,
and distract the reader from the content. If a particular pronunciation is hinted at with a spelling
change, that change should be applied every time that word appears in that context.

Consistency ensures that the stylistic choices made by the author are perceived as deliberate and
effective, rather than as oversights or errors. This applies not only to individual words or grammatical
constructions but also to the overall approach to representing language variation. For example, if a
narrator's voice is characterized by a certain level of formality, that formality should be maintained
consistently. Similarly, if characters speak in distinct dialects, those dialects should be clearly
delineated and consistently represented. The goal is to create a cohesive and believable linguistic
landscape within the work.



Chicago Style and the Evolution of Language

The Chicago Manual of Style, while grounded in established editorial principles, is not static. It evolves
to reflect the changing nature of language itself. As new words emerge, grammatical conventions
shift, and communication technologies advance, CMOS updates its guidance to remain relevant. This
adaptability is crucial for addressing contemporary language variation. For instance, the rise of digital
communication has introduced new forms of informality, abbreviations, and even novel punctuation
conventions.

CMOS aims to provide a framework that allows writers and editors to navigate these changes
thoughtfully. It encourages an awareness of current usage while maintaining a commitment to clarity
and precision. The manual does not seek to stifle linguistic innovation but rather to guide its
integration into written work in a way that is effective and appropriate for the context. This forward-
looking approach ensures that Chicago style remains a valuable resource for writers dealing with the
ever-changing landscape of language.

Q: How does Chicago style handle phonetic spellings for
dialect?

A: Chicago style generally advises caution with phonetic spellings for dialect. It suggests that
overreliance on such spellings can make text difficult to read and may lead to caricature. Instead, it
often recommends using vocabulary, occasional non-standard grammar, or contextual clues to evoke
regional speech, reserving phonetic spelling for specific, well-justified instances where it serves a
clear purpose and is applied consistently.

Q: When is it appropriate to use slang in a work according to
Chicago style?

A: Chicago style suggests that slang is appropriate when it serves a specific authorial purpose, such
as developing authentic character voices, establishing a particular setting, or conveying affiliations
with social groups. However, it must be used judiciously, considering the intended audience's
familiarity with the slang and ensuring it does not become a distraction or date the work prematurely.

Q: Does Chicago style allow for non-standard grammar in
dialogue?

A: Yes, Chicago style permits the use of non-standard grammar in dialogue when it is a deliberate
choice by the author to create realistic characterization or reflect a specific speech pattern. The key is
that the usage must be intentional, consistent, and not impede comprehension for the intended
audience.



Q: What is the primary principle for handling any form of
language variation in Chicago style?

A: The primary principle for handling any form of language variation in Chicago style is consistency.
Regardless of whether it involves dialect, slang, or historical language, the chosen variations must be
applied uniformly throughout the text to maintain clarity, credibility, and a cohesive reading
experience.

Q: How does Chicago style approach archaic language?

A: Chicago style suggests that archaic language should be used with purpose in creative works or
historical analyses to lend authenticity. However, it should be employed judiciously, with
consideration for reader comprehension. Contextual clues or explanatory notes may be beneficial if
the archaic terms are obscure.

Q: Is there a prescribed list of acceptable dialects for
representation in Chicago style?

A: No, Chicago style does not provide a prescribed list of acceptable dialects. Instead, it offers
principles and guidelines for how to approach the representation of any dialect or language variation,
emphasizing clarity, intentionality, and consistency for the specific context of the work.
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