
chicago manual of style for literary
aposiopesis
The chicago manual of style for literary aposiopesis is a nuanced topic, often requiring careful
consideration of stylistic choices and their impact on narrative flow and reader interpretation. This
article delves into how the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) addresses this rhetorical device, exploring
its definition, common conventions, and the specific guidance provided by CMOS for its effective use
in prose and dialogue. We will examine the punctuation typically employed to signify aposiopesis and
discuss how it contributes to suspense, emotional intensity, or the depiction of a speaker's faltering
thoughts. Understanding these principles is crucial for writers aiming for clarity, impact, and
adherence to established editorial standards.
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What is Aposiopesis?

Aposiopesis, derived from the Greek word meaning "a stopping short," is a rhetorical device
characterized by the deliberate breaking off of a sentence or thought mid-utterance. The speaker or
writer intentionally leaves a statement unfinished, implying that the remainder is too shocking, too
painful, too sacred, or too obvious to be expressed. It functions as a powerful tool to create dramatic
effect, conveying emotion, hesitation, or unvoiced implications without explicit articulation. This
abrupt halt often leaves the audience to fill in the blanks, engaging them more deeply in the narrative
or the character's psychological state.

The effectiveness of aposiopesis hinges on the context it is placed within. Without sufficient
background or established expectation, a sudden stop might merely appear as an incomplete
sentence or an error in writing. However, when skillfully deployed, it can amplify the unspoken,
suggesting depths of feeling or thought that are otherwise difficult to convey through direct language.
It is a device that relies heavily on implication and the reader's ability to infer meaning from the
pause and the preceding words.

Aposiopesis in Literary Contexts



In literature, aposiopesis serves a myriad of purposes, enriching characterization and advancing plot.
It can reveal a character's internal struggle, their fear, anger, or overwhelming emotion that prevents
them from continuing. For instance, a character confronted with a terrible truth might stop mid-
sentence, their voice catching, indicating the weight of their realization. This technique allows authors
to suggest mental states or complex situations without lengthy exposition.

Furthermore, aposiopesis can be used to create suspense or anticipation. By cutting off a threat or a
revelation, the author invites the reader to imagine the worst or to eagerly await the continuation. It’s
a form of dramatic withholding that can heighten tension. In dialogue, it can mimic natural speech
patterns where speakers are interrupted, lose their train of thought, or are overcome by emotion,
adding a layer of realism and authenticity to the characters' voices. The unfinished statement
becomes a window into their immediate psychological landscape.

Punctuation for Aposiopesis According to CMOS

The Chicago Manual of Style offers guidance on how to punctuate aposiopesis, recognizing that its
representation in writing is crucial for conveying the intended effect. The primary goal of punctuation
in this context is to clearly signal the abrupt cessation of speech or thought. While various
punctuation marks can be employed, CMOS generally favors specific marks to avoid ambiguity and
maintain consistency with broader editorial standards. The choice of punctuation can subtly alter the
feel of the aposiopesis, from a gentle faltering to a more forceful, shocked halt.

It is essential for writers to understand that the chosen punctuation is not merely a stylistic flourish
but a vital component in the rhetorical strategy of aposiopesis. Improper punctuation can lead to
misinterpretation or, worse, render the device ineffective. CMOS aims to provide clear rules that
support, rather than hinder, the author's creative intent, ensuring that the reader understands
precisely where and why the sentence has been cut short.

Ellipses in CMOS for Aposiopesis

The ellipsis, typically represented by three periods (...), is a common and often preferred method for
indicating aposiopesis in writing, as per Chicago Manual of Style guidelines. An ellipsis signifies an
omission or a trailing off, making it a natural fit for representing a sentence that is intentionally left
incomplete. CMOS recommends using an ellipsis when the trailing off is gentle, hesitant, or suggests a
thought that fades away rather than being abruptly cut off.

When using an ellipsis at the end of a sentence to denote aposiopesis, CMOS advises including a
period before the ellipsis if the sentence would otherwise end with a period. For example, "He was
about to confess, but then..." However, if the ellipsis replaces the end of a sentence that would not
normally end with a period (e.g., it trails off before a question mark or exclamation point), the ellipsis
stands alone at the end. It’s crucial to maintain consistent spacing around ellipses: generally, a space
before the first period, between periods, and after the last period (e.g., ... ). The exact application can
vary slightly depending on whether the ellipsis falls within or at the end of a quoted sentence.



Dashes in CMOS for Aposiopesis

In certain situations, an em dash (—) can also effectively represent aposiopesis, particularly when the
interruption is more sudden, forceful, or indicative of a sharp change in thought or emotion. CMOS
acknowledges the em dash as a viable option for signaling an abrupt break in speech. The em dash
can convey a sense of shock, interruption, or a deliberate refusal to continue, offering a more
emphatic halt than an ellipsis.

For instance, if a character is angrily interrupted or experiences a sudden, overwhelming realization
that stops their words in their tracks, an em dash might be more appropriate than an ellipsis. The
dash creates a starker break, implying a more definitive stopping point. It’s important to use em
dashes consistently and correctly, ensuring they are set off by spaces if they interrupt a sentence or
placed directly against the word if they end it, depending on specific stylistic choices and the broader
context of the manuscript. CMOS prefers unspaced em dashes when they function as punctuation
within a sentence, but for aposiopesis at the end of a clause or sentence, a spaced em dash is often
used for clarity.

The Nuances of Using Aposiopesis

The skillful application of aposiopesis requires an understanding of its subtle nuances and the
potential impact on the reader. It is not merely about stopping a sentence; it is about conveying a
specific emotional or intellectual state through that stopping. Authors must consider the character,
the situation, and the overall tone of the work when deciding to employ this device. A poorly executed
aposiopesis can confuse the reader or seem like a simple writing oversight.

Writers should also be mindful of the rhythm and pacing of their prose. Aposiopesis, by its nature,
disrupts flow. The surrounding text must either build anticipation for this disruption or provide a clear
reason for it. The effectiveness often lies in what is not said, making the implied content as significant
as the spoken words. This relies heavily on the reader's understanding of the characters and the
narrative world established by the author.

When to Employ Aposiopesis

There are specific scenarios where aposiopesis can significantly enhance a literary work. It is
particularly effective in moments of heightened emotional tension, such as fear, anger, grief, or
surprise. When a character is overwhelmed by what they are about to say or by what they are
witnessing, an unfinished sentence can powerfully convey their internal state. This is especially true
when the unspoken element is particularly disturbing or profound.

Another common use is to create suspense or to foreshadow danger. A character might be warning
another about an impending threat but stops short, leaving the listener (and reader) to imagine the
dire consequences. In comedic writing, aposiopesis can be used for humorous effect, perhaps
highlighting a character's stammering inability to articulate something embarrassing or absurd. The
key is to ensure that the reader can reasonably infer the intended meaning or that the ambiguity



serves a deliberate narrative purpose.

Moments of intense emotional distress (fear, anger, shock).

Building suspense or foreshadowing threats.

Indicating a character's hesitation or reluctance to speak.

Creating a sense of mystery or the unutterable.

Mimicking natural speech patterns of interruption or faltering thought.

Avoiding Misuse of Aposiopesis

While a powerful tool, aposiopesis can be easily misused, leading to reader confusion or a perceived
lack of writing skill. One common pitfall is overusing the device, which can make prose feel disjointed
and the characters seem perpetually unable to communicate clearly. Another mistake is employing it
without sufficient context, leaving the reader wondering what the author intended to imply. If the
unspoken element cannot be reasonably inferred, the aposiopesis fails.

Writers must also avoid using aposiopesis as a crutch to avoid developing complex ideas or
articulating difficult emotions. While it suggests the unsaid, it should not replace the necessary work
of character development and thematic exploration. The Chicago Manual of Style encourages clarity
and precision in writing, and while aposiopesis is a recognized rhetorical device, its application should
always serve the clarity and intent of the narrative, rather than detract from it.

Examples of Aposiopesis in Literature

Literary history is replete with examples of effective aposiopesis, showcasing its versatility across
genres and periods. Shakespeare, a master of dramatic language, frequently employed this device.
Consider Hamlet's famous line, "To be, or not to be—that is the question: / Whether ’tis nobler in the
mind to suffer / The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, / Or to take arms against a sea of
troubles, / And by opposing end them? To die—to sleep, / No more; and by a sleep to say we end..."
The abrupt stop after "To die" and before "to sleep" emphasizes the profound, perhaps overwhelming,
nature of contemplating mortality.

In more modern literature, aposiopesis can be seen in dialogue that trails off or in internal
monologues that are cut short by overwhelming emotion. A character might begin a confession with "I
never meant to..." and then stop, the unspoken implication being something damaging or regrettable.
The effectiveness of these examples lies in the anticipation they create and the emotional weight
they lend to the characters and situations.



CMOS and Authorial Intent

Ultimately, the Chicago Manual of Style provides guidelines to support, rather than dictate, authorial
intent regarding aposiopesis. While CMOS offers preferred punctuation and clear principles for its use,
the decision of whether and how to employ aposiopesis rests with the author. The manual's aim is to
ensure that when such a device is used, it is done so clearly and consistently, minimizing ambiguity
for editors and readers alike. By understanding the conventions outlined in CMOS, writers can deploy
aposiopesis with confidence, knowing they are adhering to widely accepted editorial practices.

The manual's emphasis on clarity and precision means that authors should consider their audience
and the specific demands of their genre. The goal is always to enhance the reader's experience and
understanding, and aposiopesis, when used judiciously and in accordance with established stylistic
norms, can be an incredibly potent instrument in achieving that objective. It allows for the suggestion
of profound truths or overwhelming emotions that might otherwise be difficult or even impossible to
express directly.

Q: What is the primary purpose of using aposiopesis in
writing?
A: The primary purpose of using aposiopesis in writing is to create a dramatic pause or interruption in
speech or thought, implying that what follows is too shocking, painful, sacred, or obvious to be
articulated. It enhances emotional impact, builds suspense, and reveals character hesitation or inner
turmoil.

Q: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, what
punctuation is most commonly used for aposiopesis?
A: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, the ellipsis (...) is the punctuation most commonly used
to indicate aposiopesis, especially when the trailing off is gentle or hesitant. An em dash (—) can also
be used for more abrupt or forceful interruptions.

Q: When should a writer choose an ellipsis over an em dash
for aposiopesis?
A: A writer should choose an ellipsis for aposiopesis when the interruption feels like a gentle fading
away of thought or speech, suggesting hesitation, contemplation, or a thought that simply dissipates.
An em dash is generally preferred for a more sudden, forceful, or shocked interruption.

Q: Can aposiopesis be used in non-fiction writing?
A: While most common in fiction and drama, aposiopesis can occasionally be used in non-fiction,
particularly in memoirs, personal essays, or speeches, to convey profound emotional impact or to
signify an unspeakable truth. However, its use in strictly academic or journalistic non-fiction is rare
and generally discouraged due to the emphasis on directness and clarity.



Q: How does aposiopesis differ from a simple unfinished
sentence?
A: Aposiopesis is a deliberate rhetorical choice to cut off a sentence for a specific effect, implying
unspoken meaning. A simple unfinished sentence might be a grammatical error or a sign of
disorganized thought without intentional rhetorical purpose.

Q: What are the risks of overusing aposiopesis?
A: Overusing aposiopesis can lead to a reader's confusion, making the text feel disjointed or
incomplete. It can also diminish the impact of the device if used too frequently, and may suggest that
the writer is unable to articulate their ideas clearly.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style address spacing around
ellipses when used for aposiopesis?
A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style provides guidance on spacing. Generally, ellipses are spaced
(space, period, space, period, space, period, space) when they indicate an omission or trailing off,
especially at the end of a sentence. However, specific rules for quoted material or when an ellipsis
replaces the end of a sentence can vary.

Q: How can aposiopesis contribute to character development?
A: Aposiopesis contributes to character development by revealing a character's internal state, such as
fear, indecision, anger, or emotional overwhelm, without the need for explicit narration. The
unfinished statement allows readers to infer aspects of their personality, motivations, and emotional
capacity.
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