chicago style for subjectivity in linguistics writing

Navigating Subjectivity in Linguistic Analysis: A Chicago Style Guide

chicago style for subjectivity in linguistics writing presents a nuanced approach to acknowledging and
managing the inherent subjective elements present in linguistic inquiry. While linguistics strives for
empirical rigor, the interpretation of data, the selection of theoretical frameworks, and even the framing
of research questions can inevitably involve subjective judgment. This article delves into how the
Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides guidance for authors to clearly articulate their analytical
positions, present evidence transparently, and distinguish between objective observation and
subjective interpretation. We will explore the practical implications for researchers, focusing on citation
practices, the presentation of findings, and the importance of maintaining scholarly integrity when
discussing the subjective dimensions of language. Understanding these principles is crucial for

producing credible and impactful linguistic scholarship.
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Understanding Subjectivity in Linguistics

The field of linguistics, while dedicated to the systematic study of language, is not immune to



subjectivity. This arises from several sources, including the inherent complexity of language itself, the
theoretical lenses through which researchers view linguistic phenomena, and the interpretive nature of
qualitative data. For instance, when analyzing discourse, a linguist might perceive subtle nuances in
tone, implication, or social meaning that are not immediately apparent from the surface structure of the
text or utterance. These perceptions, while informed by training and experience, are still a product of

the individual analyst’s cognitive processes and theoretical biases.

Furthermore, the very act of selecting what data to analyze, which grammatical constructions to focus
on, and which theoretical models to employ can reflect a researcher’s particular interests and
perspectives. This is not necessarily a flaw, as it drives diverse lines of inquiry, but it necessitates a
conscious awareness of the subjective choices being made. The goal is not to eliminate subjectivity
entirely, which would be an impossible and perhaps undesirable endeavor, but to make it explicit and
accountable within the research process. This transparency allows readers to critically assess the

author’s claims and understand the foundation upon which their analysis rests.

Theoretical Frameworks and Subjective Choice

Linguistic research is often conducted within specific theoretical frameworks, such as generative
grammar, functional grammar, cognitive linguistics, or sociolinguistics. Each framework offers a distinct
set of assumptions about language and a unique set of analytical tools. The choice of framework can
significantly influence how linguistic data is interpreted. For example, a generative linguist might focus
on underlying syntactic structures and grammaticality judgments, while a functionalist might emphasize
the communicative functions of language and contextual variations. The selection of a particular
theoretical lens is often driven by the researcher’s pre-existing beliefs about the most fruitful way to

understand language, which inherently involves a degree of subjective preference.

This choice is not arbitrary, but it is also not dictated solely by objective empirical evidence in all
cases. Researchers may be drawn to a particular theory because it aligns with their intuitions about

language or because it offers elegant explanations for phenomena they find particularly compelling.



Acknowledging this subjective element in framework selection is important for academic discourse. It
allows for a more robust discussion of the strengths and limitations of different theoretical approaches

and fosters a deeper understanding of how these choices shape research outcomes.

The Interpretation of Qualitative Data

Much linguistic data, particularly in areas like discourse analysis, pragmatics, and qualitative
sociolinguistics, is qualitative in nature. This data, often consisting of interviews, conversations, or
written texts, requires interpretation. While linguists employ systematic methods for analyzing such
data, there remains an interpretive layer. For instance, identifying a particular speech act, classifying a
discourse strategy, or attributing a specific social meaning to an utterance involves drawing inferences
that go beyond mere transcription. These inferences are informed by the linguist’s understanding of
social norms, cultural contexts, and linguistic conventions, all of which can be subject to individual

interpretation.

The challenge lies in presenting these interpretations in a way that is both convincing and transparent.
This involves providing sufficient context, offering clear explanations for the interpretive steps taken,
and often corroborating interpretations with multiple pieces of evidence. While the ultimate
interpretation may hold subjective elements, the process of arriving at that interpretation should be as

rigorous and defensible as possible, allowing other scholars to evaluate the validity of the claims.

Chicago Style: Principles for Handling Subjectivity

The Chicago Manual of Style, while not a linguistics-specific guide, offers foundational principles that
are highly relevant to managing subjectivity in academic writing across disciplines. Its emphasis on
clarity, precision, and transparency serves as a valuable framework for linguistic researchers. The core
tenets involve clearly stating one's position, supporting claims with evidence, and acknowledging

potential alternative interpretations. When discussing subjective aspects of language, it is paramount



that authors employ language that reflects the degree of certainty or interpretation involved.

CMOS advocates for a voice that is authoritative yet humble, confident in its analysis but open to
scholarly debate. This means avoiding overly assertive language when claims are based on
interpretation rather than incontrovertible fact. The style guide encourages authors to be explicit about
their methodological choices and the theoretical underpinnings of their research, which inherently

sheds light on the subjective elements that may have influenced these decisions.

Clarity in Stating Analytical Stance

A cornerstone of handling subjectivity in Chicago style is the clear articulation of the author's analytical
stance. This involves making it evident what position the author is taking regarding a particular
linguistic phenomenon and the reasoning behind that position. Instead of presenting interpretations as
absolute truths, authors are encouraged to frame them as reasoned arguments supported by evidence.
This can involve using phrases that indicate the nature of the claim, such as "It appears that..." or
"This suggests..." rather than declarative statements that might overstate the certainty of an interpretive

conclusion.

The introduction of a paper is a critical juncture for establishing this analytical stance. By outlining the
research question, the theoretical perspective, and the anticipated approach to data analysis, authors
can preemptively signal the subjective elements that will be at play. This sets the stage for readers
and allows them to approach the subsequent analysis with an understanding of the author’s

interpretive framework.

Transparency in Methodological Choices

Transparency in methodological choices is closely linked to managing subjectivity. When an author

clearly explains how data was collected, coded, and analyzed, they provide readers with the tools to



evaluate the obijectivity of the process and to understand the potential influence of subjective
decisions. For linguistic researchers, this might involve detailing how corpora were selected, how
interview protocols were designed, or how specific linguistic features were identified and categorized.

The rationale behind these choices, even if partially subjective, should be explained.

For instance, if a researcher chooses to exclude certain types of utterances from their analysis, the
reasoning for this exclusion should be presented. This might be based on a theoretical principle, a
practical limitation, or an interpretive decision about what constitutes relevant data. Explaining these
decisions, even if they involve subjective judgment, enhances the credibility of the research and allows

for constructive criticism from the scholarly community.

Citing Subjective Interpretations

Proper citation is a critical mechanism for grounding subjective interpretations in academic discourse
and acknowledging the work of others. In linguistic research, this means not only citing foundational
theories and empirical studies but also crediting scholars whose analyses might have influenced a
particular interpretation. When drawing on existing literature to support a subjective claim, Chicago

style provides a robust framework for attribution.

The choice between footnotes/endnotes and the author-date system (though less common in
humanities fields where CMOS is prevalent) depends on the specific publication venue and its
requirements. Regardless of the system used, the goal is to provide clear, unambiguous references
that allow readers to locate the source material and assess the author's engagement with prior
scholarship. This is particularly important when an interpretation aligns with or diverges from

established viewpoints.



Footnotes and Endnotes for Nuance

Chicago style’s prevalent use of footnotes and endnotes offers an excellent avenue for conveying
nuanced interpretations without disrupting the flow of the main text. These can be used to provide
supplementary information that supports a subjective claim, to offer a brief discussion of alternative
interpretations, or to cite specific passages from other scholars that resonate with the author’s own
analytical insights. This allows for a more detailed engagement with the literature that underpins an

interpretation, thereby strengthening its scholarly basis.

For example, a footnote might be used to elaborate on why a particular discourse marker is being
interpreted in a specific way, referencing a theoretical discussion in another publication. It can also be
used to acknowledge a potential ambiguity in the data that the author has chosen to interpret in a
particular manner, thereby demonstrating awareness of the subjective nature of the interpretive

process. This judicious use of notes enhances both the depth and the transparency of the argument.

Attributing Interpretive Frameworks

When an author’s interpretation is heavily influenced by a specific theoretical framework or the work of
particular scholars within that framework, it is essential to attribute these influences clearly. This
involves not just citing the primary texts of the theory but also acknowledging how other researchers
have applied or extended these ideas. This is especially important if the author is adopting an

interpretive stance that is not universally agreed upon within the field.

For instance, if a linguist is analyzing politeness strategies through the lens of Brown and Levinson's
theory, they would not only cite Brown and Levinson but potentially also more recent scholarship that
refines or critiques this theory. By citing these sources, the author implicitly acknowledges the existing
scholarly discourse and positions their own subjective interpretation within that broader conversation.

This demonstrates scholarly engagement and situates their analysis within a recognized tradition of

inquiry.



Presenting Subjective Data and Analysis

The manner in which linguistic data and the subsequent analysis are presented significantly impacts
how subjectivity is perceived by readers. Chicago style emphasizes clarity, logical organization, and
the effective use of visual aids when appropriate. When dealing with data that requires subjective
interpretation, it is crucial to present both the raw (or semi-processed) data and the interpreted

analysis in a way that allows readers to follow the author's reasoning.

This often involves providing illustrative examples, quotes, or excerpts that are directly linked to the
analytical claims being made. The selection of these examples, while informed by the overall research
question, can also be influenced by subjective judgment. Therefore, the presentation should aim to
make this selection process as transparent as possible, ensuring that the examples chosen are

representative and that the interpretation offered is well-supported by the evidence presented.

lllustrative Examples and Case Studies

The use of concrete examples is paramount in linguistic research, especially when discussing
subjective phenomena. Chicago style encourages the use of well-chosen examples that clearly
demonstrate the point being made. For subjective analyses, this means selecting examples that are
not only illustrative but also rich enough to support the nuanced interpretation offered. When
presenting conversational snippets, sentences, or textual passages, it is important to provide sufficient
context for the reader to understand the communicative situation and the linguistic features under

discussion.

Case studies can be particularly effective for delving into complex subjective interpretations. A detailed
examination of a single instance of language use, or a small set of related instances, allows for an in-
depth exploration of the factors contributing to a particular meaning or effect. When presenting such

case studies, the author should meticulously detail the data, their analytical steps, and the resulting



interpretation, thereby making the subjective aspects of the analysis open to scrutiny.

Visual Representations and Their Interpretation

While less common in traditional humanities-focused linguistics, visual representations such as tables,
charts, or diagrams can be employed to present data. If these visuals are used to summarize findings
that are based on subjective interpretations, their presentation and accompanying explanation become
critical. Chicago style advises that all such elements should be clearly labeled, self-explanatory, and

directly referenced in the text.

When a table summarizes the frequency of a particular discourse strategy, and the categorization of
that strategy involved subjective judgment, the text accompanying the table must explain the coding
scheme and the rationale behind it. Similarly, if a chart illustrates patterns of language use derived
from qualitative analysis, the author needs to clearly articulate how these patterns were identified and
what subjective inferences were drawn from them. The visual element should support and clarify the

argument, not obscure the interpretive process.

Distinguishing Observation from Interpretation

A key challenge in managing subjectivity is clearly delineating between direct observations and the
subsequent interpretations of those observations. Linguistics often involves observing linguistic forms,
patterns, and behaviors. However, the meaning or significance attributed to these observations is
where interpretation, and thus subjectivity, comes into play. Chicago style implicitly supports a clear

separation of these two aspects to maintain scholarly integrity.

This distinction is vital for building a strong argument. Observations provide the empirical foundation,
while interpretations offer the theoretical or analytical insights. Without this separation, readers may

struggle to assess the validity of the claims, as it becomes unclear where objective evidence ends and



subjective conjecture begins. This requires careful phrasing and a structured presentation of findings.

Grounding Claims in Observable Data

The bedrock of any linguistic analysis, subjective or otherwise, is observable data. Chicago style, in its
emphasis on clear evidence, necessitates that all interpretations are grounded in specific linguistic
phenomena that can be observed. This means that when an author makes a claim about the meaning
or function of a particular utterance, they must be able to point to the specific words, grammatical
structures, prosodic features, or contextual elements that constitute the observable data supporting

that claim.

For instance, if a linguist interprets a particular hesitation as indicating uncertainty, the observable data
is the hesitation itself, perhaps marked phonetically or described in terms of its duration. The
interpretation of uncertainty is the subjective layer applied to this observation. The writing should make
this link explicit: “The speaker paused for 2.5 seconds before answering (observable data), which, in
this context, suggests a degree of uncertainty regarding their knowledge (interpretation).” This explicit

linkage is crucial for transparency.

Articulating Interpretive Leaps

When moving from observation to interpretation, authors often make “interpretive leaps.” These are
inferential steps that connect the observable data to a broader meaning or significance. Chicago style
encourages authors to make these leaps explicit and to provide the reasoning that justifies them.
Rather than assuming readers will make the same connections, the author should guide them through

the interpretive process.

This can involve using transitional phrases that signal an inferential step, such as "From this

observation, we can infer..." or "This pattern suggests that..." The author should also consider what



theoretical concepts or prior research inform this inferential process. By explaining the rationale behind
the interpretive leap, the author allows readers to critically evaluate the strength of the connection

between the data and the proposed interpretation, thus managing the inherent subjectivity.

The Role of Voice and Stance

The author's voice and scholarly stance play a significant role in how subjectivity is perceived in
linguistic writing. Chicago style advocates for a professional, authoritative, yet accessible voice. While
maintaining objectivity is a goal, the author's perspective is inevitably present. The key is to ensure this

perspective enhances, rather than detracts from, the credibility of the research.

This involves being confident in one's analysis while remaining open to dialogue and criticism. The
author's stance should signal a commitment to rigorous inquiry and a respect for the complexities of
language. When discussing subjective elements, the author’s voice should convey a careful
consideration of the evidence and the limitations of interpretation, fostering trust and intellectual

engagement with the reader.

Establishing Authoritative Yet Humble Tone

An authoritative tone in academic writing conveys confidence in one's research and analysis. However,
when dealing with subjective elements, this authority should be balanced with a degree of intellectual
humility. This means presenting interpretations as well-supported arguments rather than absolute

pronouncements. Chicago style implicitly supports a tone that is assured but not dogmatic.

For instance, instead of stating "This phenomenon is unequivocally X," an author might write, "This
phenomenon appears to function as X, based on the provided evidence and prevailing theoretical
frameworks." Such phrasing acknowledges the possibility of alternative perspectives or future

discoveries. This balance allows the author to present their interpretations persuasively while



respecting the ongoing nature of scholarly inquiry and the inherent complexities of linguistic

phenomena.

Acknowledging Limitations and Alternative Perspectives

A crucial aspect of managing subjectivity is the author's willingness to acknowledge the limitations of
their study and to consider alternative perspectives. Even the most rigorous analysis may have
constraints, such as the size or representativeness of the data sample, or the specific theoretical
framework employed. Chicago style implicitly encourages authors to be forthright about these

limitations.

Furthermore, briefly discussing plausible alternative interpretations, even if ultimately arguing against
them, demonstrates a comprehensive engagement with the topic. This shows readers that the author
has considered different ways of viewing the data and has made reasoned choices. Such transparency
not only enhances the credibility of the author's primary interpretation but also contributes to a more
nuanced understanding of the linguistic phenomenon under investigation. This proactive

acknowledgment of subjectivity and its potential implications is a hallmark of strong scholarly practice.

Common Pitfalls and Best Practices

Navigating subjectivity in linguistic writing presents several potential pitfalls. These often stem from an
insufficient distinction between observation and interpretation, an overreliance on personal intuition
without empirical support, or a lack of transparency regarding analytical choices. Adhering to principles

that promote clarity and rigor, as guided by Chicago style, can help researchers avoid these issues.

By focusing on clear argumentation, robust evidence, and explicit reasoning, linguists can present their
analyses with confidence. Best practices involve a continuous self-awareness of the interpretive

process, a commitment to transparency, and a readiness to engage with the scholarly community. This



approach ensures that subjective insights contribute meaningfully to the field without compromising its

scientific integrity.

Overgeneralization from Subjective Interpretations

One significant pitfall is overgeneralizing findings based on subjective interpretations, especially when
derived from limited or specific data sets. A linguist might interpret a particular linguistic choice in a
single conversation as indicative of a broader social or cognitive phenomenon. However, without
sufficient evidence and careful qualification, such interpretations can lead to unsubstantiated claims

and potentially flawed conclusions.

Best practice, in line with Chicago style's emphasis on precision, is to clearly delineate the scope of
the interpretation. If an interpretation is based on a small corpus or a specific context, the author
should explicitly state this limitation. Phrases like "In this particular instance..." or "Within this specific
social context..." are crucial. Furthermore, suggesting that the interpretation is a hypothesis to be

tested further, rather than a definitive conclusion, is a sign of responsible scholarship.

Lack of Explicit Justification for Interpretive Choices

Another common pitfall is the failure to provide explicit justification for interpretive choices. Authors
may assume that their reasoning is self-evident, especially if they are working within a familiar
theoretical framework. However, readers may not share the same background or theoretical
assumptions. This lack of explicit justification can make the analysis appear arbitrary or unsupported,

undermining its credibility.

The best practice is to meticulously explain the rationale behind every significant interpretive step. This
involves detailing the evidence considered, the theoretical principles applied, and the logical

connections made. By clearly articulating the justification for interpretive choices, authors empower



readers to follow their analytical journey and to critically assess the validity of their conclusions. This
transparency is fundamental to robust academic discourse and aligns with Chicago style's commitment

to clear and reasoned argumentation.

FAQ Section

Q: How does Chicago style advise authors to handle potential bias

when discussing subjective linguistic phenomena?

A: Chicago style doesn't offer specific directives on linguistic bias, but its overarching principles of
clarity, transparency, and meticulous citation encourage authors to be aware of and acknowledge
potential biases. This involves clearly stating theoretical frameworks, methodological choices, and the
rationale behind interpretations. By making these elements explicit, authors allow readers to assess

the influence of any potential bias on the analysis.

Q: When analyzing discourse, how can | use Chicago style to
distinguish between what a speaker said and what | interpret them to

mean?

A: Chicago style's emphasis on clear evidence and precise language is key. Present direct quotes or
transcriptions of what was said as the observable data. Then, clearly articulate your interpretation,
using phrases that signal inference, such as "This utterance suggests..." or "The speaker's choice of
words here implies...". Provide context and justification for your interpretation, distinguishing it from the

literal utterance.



Q: What is the role of footnotes in Chicago style for presenting

subjective linguistic analyses?

A: Footnotes in Chicago style are invaluable for elaborating on subjective interpretations without
disrupting the main text's flow. They can be used to provide additional context for an interpretation, to
cite scholarly works that support a particular reading, or to briefly discuss alternative interpretations.

This allows for a richer, more nuanced presentation of subjective analytical insights.

Q: How should | cite a theoretical concept that heavily influences my

subjective interpretation of linguistic data in Chicago style?

A: In Chicago style, you would cite the foundational work(s) that introduced the theoretical concept
using either footnotes/endnotes or the author-date system, depending on the publication context. If you
are applying or adapting the concept in a novel way, it's also good practice to cite scholars who have

further developed or applied it, demonstrating your engagement with the relevant scholarly discourse.

Q: Is it acceptable in Chicago style linguistics writing to state
personal intuitions about language use if they are central to an

argument?

A: While personal intuition can be a starting point for linguistic inquiry, Chicago style emphasizes
grounding claims in observable evidence and scholarly reasoning. Instead of presenting intuition as
fact, it's best to frame it as a hypothesis or a starting point for investigation. Then, provide empirical

evidence and analytical justification to support the intuition, making the interpretive leap explicit.

Q: How can | ensure my subjective analysis of linguistic data is



perceived as rigorous rather than speculative when following Chicago
style guidelines?

A: Rigor is achieved through transparency and thorough justification. Clearly outline your methodology,
present your data meticulously, and provide explicit reasoning for each interpretive step. Acknowledge
limitations and consider alternative perspectives. By showing readers how you arrived at your

interpretation and why you favor it over others, you demonstrate rigor even within subjective analysis.

Q: What are common words or phrases to use in Chicago style for
linguistics to indicate subjective interpretation without weakening the

argument?

A: Use phrases that signal reasoned inference rather than absolute certainty. Examples include: "This
suggests...", "It appears that...", "This analysis indicates...", "The evidence points towards...", "This can
be understood as...", "This implies...". These phrases convey interpretation while maintaining a

professional and evidence-based tone.

Q: If my linguistic analysis involves a degree of subjective judgment in
coding qualitative data, how should | address this in my writing

following Chicago style?

A: Address this by providing a detailed description of your coding scheme and the criteria used for
categorization. Explain the rationale behind your coding decisions, especially where subjective
judgment was involved. You can also discuss inter-coder reliability if multiple coders were involved, or
explain how you ensured consistency in your own coding process. This transparency is key to

managing subjective elements in data analysis.
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