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The Elements Of Style By Strunk
And White

Introduction: The Timeless Guide to Clear Writing

In the vast landscape of the English language, few books have achieved the legendary status
of  The Elements of Style by William Strunk and EB White.  This  slim, unassuming
volume—often referred to simply as "Strunk and White"—has been a cornerstone of writing
instruction for  generations.  First  written by William Strunk Jr.  for  his  students at  Cornell
University and later revised and expanded by his former student, the celebrated essayist E.B.
White, this guide has shaped the way millions of people approach the craft of writing. Its
principles, ranging from the famous "Omit needless words" to the nuances of comma usage,
are as relevant today as they were a century ago. This article explores the enduring legacy of
this remarkable book, its core principles, and why it remains an essential tool for writers,



students, and professionals alike.

The Historical Context of a Literary Icon

To truly appreciate The Elements of Style by William Strunk and EB White, one must
understand its origins. William Strunk Jr., a professor of English at Cornell University, privately
published a small, self-referenced booklet in 1918. This original text was intended solely for
the use of his students. It was a direct, no-nonsense compendium of rules, principles, and
common mistakes, designed to elevate the quality of student writing. Strunk’s philosophy was
rooted in clarity, brevity, and a deep respect for the language.

Decades later, in 1957, one of Strunk’s former students, E.B. White, was commissioned by
The Macmillan Company to revise the book for a broader, national audience. White was
already a literary giant, renowned for his work at The New Yorker and for beloved children's
classics like Charlotte’s Web and Stuart Little. White brought his own graceful, witty prose to
the revision, adding a new chapter on style, expanding the book, and infusing it  with a
warmth that the original often lacked. The result was the 1959 edition of The Elements of
Style by William Strunk and EB White, which became an instant classic and a fixture on
bookstore shelves across America.
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The Core Philosophy: Omit Needless Words

At the heart of The Elements of Style by William Strunk and EB White lies a single,
powerful directive: "Omit needless words." This is perhaps the most famous piece of writing
advice in the English language. Strunk and White argued that a sentence should contain no
unnecessary words, just as a machine should have no unnecessary parts. This principle is not
about stripping writing of its personality or flair; rather, it  is about removing the clutter that
obscures meaning and weakens impact.

Consider the difference between "In my opinion, I think that the plan is a good one" and "The
plan  is  good."  The  second  version  is  more  direct,  more  confident,  and  easier  to  read.  The
authors hammered this point home with relentless logic, showing how wordy phrases like "the
question as to whether" can be replaced with "whether," and "he is a man who" can be simply
"he." This commitment to conciseness forces writers to choose their words with care, making
every word count.



The Five Elementary Rules of Usage

The Elements of Style by William Strunk and EB White is structured around a set of
clear,  prescriptive  rules.  The  first  section  covers  elementary  rules  of  usage,  which  are
fundamental for grammatical correctness. These rules are non-negotiable for anyone who
wants to write with authority.

Rule 1: Form the possessive singular of nouns by adding 's

This rule is deceptively simple. The book insists on "Charles's friend" rather than "Charles'
friend," a distinction that often trips up writers. The rule provides a consistent and logical
framework for indicating possession, avoiding the ambiguity that can arise from inconsistent
usage.

Rule 2: In a series of three or more terms with a single conjunction, use
a comma after each term except the last

Here we find the famous "Oxford comma." Strunk and White were staunch advocates for its
use, arguing that it prevents misreading. For example, "I love my parents, God, and my dog"
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is clear, while "I love my parents, God and my dog" could be misinterpreted. This rule has
been a source of endless debate among writers, but the authors were clear in their preference
for clarity over stylistic minimalism.

Rule 3: Enclose parenthetic expressions between commas

This  rule  teaches  writers  how  to  handle  interruptions  in  a  sentence.  Whether  it's  a
nonrestrictive  clause  or  an  aside,  proper  comma usage  signals  to  the  reader  that  the
information is supplementary, not essential to the core meaning of the sentence.

Rule 4: Place a comma before a conjunction introducing an
independent clause

This is a standard rule for compound sentences. For instance, "The sky was clear, and the
stars were bright." The comma before "and" prevents the sentence from running together and
clarifies the relationship between the two independent clauses.



Rule 5: Do not join independent clauses with a comma

This rule warns against the dreaded comma splice. Instead of "I arrived late, the meeting had
already started," the correct usage would be "I arrived late; the meeting had already started"
or "I arrived late, and the meeting had already started." This rule is crucial for maintaining
sentence boundaries and avoiding run-on sentences.

The Eleven Elementary Principles of Composition

Beyond  grammar,  The  Elements  of  Style  by  William  Strunk  and  EB  White  offers
profound guidance on composition—the art of structuring sentences and paragraphs to create
a coherent, engaging whole.

Choose a suitable design and hold to it

This principle encourages writers to have a clear plan before they begin. Whether it's a
narrative, an argument, or a description, the structure should be appropriate for the content.
This foresight prevents wandering and ensures that every part of the piece contributes to the
whole.
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Make the paragraph the unit of composition

The book stresses that each paragraph should be a distinct unit of thought. A new paragraph
signals a new idea, a shift in time, or a change in perspective. This principle helps readers
follow the writer's train of thought without confusion.

Use the active voice

This  is  one  of  the  most  influential  rules  in  the  book.  The  active  voice  makes  sentences
stronger, more direct, and more concise. "The cat chased the mouse" is far more forceful than
"The mouse was chased by the cat." While the authors acknowledged that the passive voice
has its place, they urged writers to prefer the active voice whenever possible.

Put statements in positive form

Writers are advised to state what is, rather than what is not. Instead of "He did not think that
the plan was feasible," the positive form would be "He thought the plan was unfeasible." This
principle adds authority and clarity to writing.



Omit needless words

As previously discussed, this is the central commandment of the book. It appears not just as a
rule but as a philosophy that permeates every aspect of the guide.

Avoid a succession of loose sentences

This  principle  cautions  against  the  monotonous  rhythm  of  simple  subject-verb-object
sentences.  Strunk and White encouraged writers  to  vary their  sentence structure,  using
subordination and coordination to create a more sophisticated and flowing style.

Express coordinate ideas in similar form

Keep related words together

In summaries, keep to one tense

Place the emphatic words of a sentence at the end

These additional principles further refine the writer's toolkit, covering parallelism, word order,
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and the strategic placement of emphasis. Together, they form a comprehensive system for
crafting clear, powerful prose.

The Chapter on Style: An Approach to Style

The  final  chapter  of  The Elements  of  Style  by William Strunk and EB White,  which  is
entirely the work of E.B. White, is the most beloved and lyrical part of the book. Titled "An
Approach to Style," it moves beyond mere rules to discuss the intangible qualities that make
writing distinctive and memorable. White's advice is both practical and inspiring.

He writes about the importance of revising and rewriting. He cautions against pretentious,
fancy words, urging writers to "write in a way that comes naturally." He emphasizes the need
for consistency in tone and voice. But perhaps most importantly, White reminds writers that
style is not something that can be learned from a book. "Style," he writes, "is not a garnish,
but a way of expressing oneself." The true secret of style, he argues, lies in having something
to say and saying it as clearly as possible.

This chapter also contains White's famous list of "Suggestions," including "Place yourself in
the background," "Do not overstate," and "Be clear." These are not commands but gentle



reminders from a master craftsman. They humanize the book, transforming it from a dry
manual into a conversation between a wise mentor and an eager student.

The Enduring Relevance in the Digital Age

In an era of text messages, tweets, and rapid-fire emails,  one might wonder if  a guide from
1918 still has value. The answer is a resounding yes. In fact, the principles of The Elements
of Style by William Strunk and EB White have become even more critical in the age of
digital communication. When attention spans are short and information is abundant, clarity
and brevity are paramount.

Website copywriters, bloggers, and marketers routinely turn to Strunk and White to tighten
their prose. The rule "Omit needless words" is a direct predecessor to modern SEO advice
about concise meta descriptions and punchy headlines. The emphasis on active voice makes
for  more  engaging  social  media  posts.  The  call  for  precise  language  helps  avoid
misunderstandings in business correspondence. In a world drowning in information, the book's
insistence on simplicity is a powerful antidote to confusion.

Furthermore,  the book serves as a valuable counterweight to the informal,  often sloppy
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writing that proliferates online. While the internet has democratized publishing, it has also
lowered the bar for quality. Returning to the fundamentals of grammar and style helps writers
stand out, build credibility, and communicate with authority.

Criticisms and Controversies

No influential book is without its critics, and The Elements of Style by William Strunk and
EB White has faced its share of scrutiny over the years. Some linguists and modern writing
teachers  argue  that  the  book  is  too  prescriptive,  that  its  rules  are  inflexible  and  do  not
account for the natural evolution of language. Others point out that some of its rules, such as
the prohibition against splitting infinitives, are arbitrary and outdated.

Indeed,  linguistic  scholarship  has  shown  that  many  of  the  "rules"  Strunk  and  White
championed were not based on any inherent logic but on 18th-century preferences for Latin
grammar. For example, the rule against ending a sentence with a preposition is now widely
ignored by the best writers. E.B. White himself famously said, "The rule against ending a
sentence with a preposition is something up with which I will  not put," poking fun at its
absurdity.



Despite these valid criticisms, the core principles of the book remain sound. The value of The
Elements of Style by William Strunk and EB White lies not in its infallibility but in its
insistence on intention and clarity. Even its harshest critics acknowledge that the book forces
writers to think carefully about every word they use.

Practical Tips for Using the Book Today

If you want to get the most out of The Elements of Style by William Strunk and EB
White, consider these practical approaches:

Use it as a reference, not a novel. This is not a book to be read cover to cover in
one sitting, although it is short enough to do so. Instead, keep it on your desk and
consult it when you are unsure about a comma or a sentence structure.
Memorize the key principles. Commit "Omit needless words" and "Use the active
voice" to memory. These two rules alone will dramatically improve your writing.
Apply the rules to your own work. After writing a draft, go back through your text
with the book's principles in mind. Look for wordy phrases, passive constructions, and
misplaced modifiers.
Don't be a slave to the rules. Remember that style is personal. The book is a guide,
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not a straitjacket. Use its advice to inform your choices, but trust your ear and your
voice.
Pair it with modern resources. Combine Strunk and White with contemporary style
guides like The Chicago Manual of Style or the AP Stylebook for a well-rounded
approach.

Conclusion:


