
chicago style humanities idiom usage
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a renowned authority on manuscript preparation,
offering comprehensive guidelines that extend to the nuanced art of idiom usage within
academic and professional writing, particularly in the humanities. Understanding and
correctly employing idioms is crucial for clarity, precision, and engaging prose. This
article delves deep into the intricacies of chicago style humanities idiom usage, exploring
how to identify, interpret, and apply these figurative expressions effectively. We will
examine the common pitfalls, the importance of context, and best practices for ensuring
your writing adheres to the rigorous standards expected in scholarly work. Furthermore,
we will touch upon the evolution of idioms and their place in contemporary humanistic
discourse, providing a robust framework for writers navigating this often-complex
linguistic territory.
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Understanding Idioms in the Humanities

Idioms are phrases or expressions whose meaning cannot be deduced from the literal
meaning of their individual words. In the humanities, where interpretation, nuance, and
layered meaning are paramount, the skillful use of idioms can enrich prose and connect
with readers on a deeper level. They act as linguistic shortcuts, conveying complex ideas
or emotions succinctly. For instance, instead of explaining a prolonged period of difficulty,
a writer might simply state a subject "went through the wringer." This brevity and
evocative power are precisely why idioms are so prevalent in literary analysis, historical
accounts, and philosophical discussions.

However, their very nature—being non-literal—also presents significant challenges.
Misunderstanding an idiom or using it incorrectly can lead to confusion, undermine the
writer's credibility, and even misrepresent the intended meaning. This is especially true in
academic writing where precision is highly valued. The humanities, in particular, often
grapple with abstract concepts and require language that is both precise and engaging.
Idioms, when used judiciously, can bridge this gap, making complex theories or historical
events more accessible and relatable without sacrificing intellectual rigor.



The Chicago Manual of Style's Stance on Idioms

While The Chicago Manual of Style does not provide an exhaustive list of approved idioms,
it offers overarching principles that guide their appropriate usage. CMOS emphasizes
clarity, consistency, and correctness. For idioms, this translates to ensuring that the
expression is widely understood and used correctly in its intended context. The manual
encourages writers to avoid jargon or obscure expressions that might alienate readers.
When in doubt, it is always better to opt for plainer language or to explain the idiomatic
meaning if it is crucial to the argument.

CMOS also addresses the evolution of language, acknowledging that idioms can change
over time. What might have been a common idiom decades ago may now be considered
dated or even nonsensical. Therefore, writers are advised to be aware of contemporary
usage. The manual's guidance on maintaining a consistent voice and tone also extends to
idiom selection. An idiom that feels out of place or jarring within the overall style of a
piece can detract from its professionalism and impact. Essentially, CMOS advocates for
using idioms intentionally and effectively, rather than haphazardly.

Identifying and Interpreting Figurative Language

The first step to effectively using idioms is to recognize them. Figurative language,
including idioms, metaphors, similes, and personification, deviates from literal meaning to
create a more vivid or impactful expression. In the context of humanities research,
identifying idioms often involves looking for phrases that, when analyzed word by word,
don't make logical sense. For example, the phrase "barking up the wrong tree" clearly
doesn't refer to a canine's arboreal habits; it signifies pursuing a mistaken course of
action.

Interpreting idioms requires an understanding of their conventional meaning within a
language community. This often comes from exposure to the language through reading,
listening, and speaking. For academic writers, this means being well-read in their field
and in general literature. Resources like dictionaries of idioms or specialized glossaries
can also be invaluable for clarifying the precise meaning of an expression and
understanding its typical usage. When encountering an unfamiliar idiom in a text, it's
important to research its meaning before attempting to use it in your own writing.

Common Idiomatic Pitfalls in Academic Writing

One of the most frequent errors in academic writing involving idioms is using them
incorrectly. This can manifest in several ways: misunderstanding the meaning, using the
wrong word within the idiom, or employing an idiom in a context where it does not fit. For
instance, saying someone "hit the nail on the head" when they actually made a minor
mistake would be incorrect. Another pitfall is the overuse of idioms, which can make
writing sound informal or even cliché, detracting from the seriousness of the subject



matter.

Furthermore, writers may be tempted to "invent" idioms or alter existing ones in an
attempt to be original. While creativity is valued, this approach often leads to confusion
and can be perceived as a lack of familiarity with standard English. For example, changing
"spill the beans" to "leak the peas" would likely confuse readers. The temptation to use
overly colloquial or slang idioms is also a common trap, particularly for non-native English
speakers or those working in fields that have their own specialized jargon. Maintaining a
level of formality appropriate for academic discourse is key.

Contextualizing Idiom Usage

The effectiveness of any idiom hinges on its context. In humanities scholarship, this means
ensuring that the idiom's meaning aligns with the scholarly point being made. An idiom
should illuminate rather than obscure the subject matter. For instance, discussing the
challenges of historical interpretation, an idiom like "opening a can of worms" might be
appropriate to describe the complexities that arise when exploring certain controversial
topics. However, using a lighthearted idiom to discuss a somber historical event could be
perceived as insensitive or disrespectful.

The audience for the writing also plays a critical role in deciding whether to use an idiom.
For a general audience, more common and widely understood idioms might be suitable.
For a specialized academic audience, there might be room for more nuanced or field-
specific figurative language, though clarity should always remain the priority. The overall
tone and purpose of the writing are also significant factors. A dissertation chapter
analyzing romantic poetry might benefit from more poetic and figurative language than a
grant proposal seeking funding for archival research.

Best Practices for Chicago Style Humanities
Idiom Usage

To ensure effective and appropriate idiom usage in line with Chicago style principles,
several best practices should be followed. Firstly, thorough familiarity with the idiom's
established meaning and common usage is essential. When in doubt, consult a reputable
dictionary or idiom resource. Secondly, prioritize clarity above all else. If an idiom might
confuse even a small portion of your intended audience, it is often best to rephrase or
provide a brief explanation.

Here are some key recommendations:

Use idioms sparingly and intentionally. Each idiom should serve a clear purpose in
enhancing your writing.

Opt for well-established and widely understood idioms. Avoid obscure or overly



regional expressions unless they are essential to your argument and explained.

Ensure the idiom fits the tone and formality of your writing. Colloquialisms or slang
are generally inappropriate for academic prose.

Be mindful of the potential for misinterpretation. If an idiom has multiple meanings,
consider if it might lead to ambiguity.

When discussing historical or cultural contexts, ensure your use of idioms is
historically and culturally appropriate.

Read widely within your field and beyond to build a strong understanding of how
idioms are used effectively in scholarly contexts.

If you are not a native English speaker, be particularly cautious with idioms.
Consider using simpler, more direct language until you are confident in your
understanding and application.

Idioms and Modern Scholarship

In contemporary humanities scholarship, idioms continue to play a vital role in conveying
complex ideas and engaging readers. Fields like literary criticism, cultural studies, and
linguistics frequently employ idioms to dissect cultural phenomena, analyze discourse, and
explore the subtleties of human communication. For instance, a cultural critic might
examine the prevalence of idioms related to technology to understand societal attitudes
towards innovation. Similarly, a literary scholar might analyze how a particular author
uses idioms to characterize a persona or to create a specific mood.

The integration of idioms into modern scholarship also reflects the dynamic nature of
language itself. As new concepts emerge and societal understandings evolve, so too do the
idioms we use. Scholars often engage with these evolving linguistic landscapes, analyzing
how idioms reflect and shape cultural narratives. The careful and informed use of idioms
can therefore contribute significantly to the richness and depth of scholarly analysis,
making abstract concepts more tangible and relatable for both academics and a broader
readership.

The Evolution of Idiomatic Expression

Idiomatic expressions are not static; they evolve over time, with some falling into disuse,
new ones emerging, and the meanings of existing idioms sometimes shifting. This
evolution is a natural consequence of language change, influenced by cultural trends,
technological advancements, and shifts in societal values. For example, idioms that were
common in the 19th century might sound archaic today. Conversely, the digital age has
given rise to new idiomatic expressions, often related to technology and online



communication.

Scholars in the humanities, particularly linguists and cultural historians, often study this
evolution as a means of understanding broader societal changes. The way people speak
and the idioms they employ can offer insights into their beliefs, priorities, and historical
contexts. For writers adhering to Chicago style, recognizing this evolution means staying
abreast of current usage. An idiom that was once standard might now be considered
outdated, and conversely, a newly emerging idiom might be gaining currency and could be
appropriate in contemporary discussions, provided it is clear and well-understood by the
target audience.

Refining Your Idiomatic Proficiency

Becoming proficient in the use of idioms within the framework of Chicago style for
humanities writing is an ongoing process. It requires consistent effort in expanding one's
linguistic repertoire and honing one's judgment. Active reading of scholarly works, well-
edited popular literature, and reputable news sources is crucial for observing how idioms
are employed in various contexts. Paying attention to dictionaries and style guides,
particularly those that focus on idiomatic usage, can also significantly improve
understanding and application.

Engaging in writing and seeking feedback from peers or mentors can further accelerate
this development. Others may spot instances where an idiom is used incorrectly or where
a clearer alternative exists. Ultimately, the goal is not to eliminate idioms but to use them
strategically and with confidence, enhancing the clarity, impact, and sophistication of your
written work. By understanding the principles of chicago style humanities idiom usage,
writers can elevate their prose and communicate their ideas with greater precision and
artistry.

Q: What is the primary goal of using idioms in
humanities writing according to Chicago style?
A: The primary goal is to enhance clarity, precision, and engagement without sacrificing
academic formality or risking misinterpretation. Idioms should enrich prose and convey
complex ideas succinctly, provided they are widely understood and used correctly within
their specific context.

Q: Are there specific idioms that The Chicago Manual of
Style recommends or discourages?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style does not provide an explicit list of recommended or
discouraged idioms. Instead, it emphasizes general principles of clarity, correctness, and
appropriate usage for all language, including idioms. Writers are encouraged to use
idioms that are widely understood and fitting for the context.



Q: How can I ensure I'm using an idiom correctly in my
humanities research paper?
A: To ensure correct usage, thoroughly research the idiom's conventional meaning and
typical applications. Consult reputable dictionaries of idioms or linguistic resources. Pay
close attention to how established scholars in your field use similar expressions. When in
doubt, opt for clearer, more literal phrasing.

Q: Is it acceptable to use newly emerging or evolving
idioms in academic writing under Chicago style?
A: While Chicago style acknowledges language evolution, the use of very new or evolving
idioms in academic writing should be approached with extreme caution. They may not be
widely understood by the intended audience, potentially leading to confusion. It is
generally safer to stick to established idioms unless the new idiom is essential to your
argument and its meaning is clearly conveyed.

Q: What should I do if I encounter an unfamiliar idiom
when reading humanities scholarship?
A: If you encounter an unfamiliar idiom, it's best to look it up in a reliable dictionary or a
specialized idiom dictionary. Understanding its precise meaning and common usage will
not only help you interpret the text correctly but also inform your own writing practices.

Q: Can the overuse of idioms undermine a humanities
paper's credibility?
A: Yes, the overuse of idioms can definitely undermine a humanities paper's credibility.
Excessive use can make the writing sound informal, cliché, or even superficial, detracting
from the seriousness of the scholarly content and the writer's expertise.

Q: How do idioms relate to the concept of "voice" in
academic writing?
A: Idioms contribute to a writer's voice by adding flavor and personality, but they must be
managed carefully to align with the formal and authoritative voice expected in humanities
scholarship. An appropriate idiom can strengthen the voice; an inappropriate or misused
one can weaken it.

Q: Should I explain an idiom if I use it in my humanities
paper?
A: You should consider explaining an idiom if there is a significant risk of
misunderstanding, especially if the idiom is less common, potentially ambiguous, or if your



audience might not be familiar with it. Clarity is paramount in academic writing.
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