
 

Elementary principles of composition 
 (William J. Strunk, The Elements of Style) 

 
Here are some of the rules – given by William J.Strunk in his book The 
Elements of Style – that can be helpful to improve your writing skills: 
 
1) Omit needless words: 
 

Vigorous writing is concise. A sentence should contain no unnecessary words, a paragraph no 
unnecessary sentences, for the same reason that a drawing should have no unnecessary lines 
and a machine no unnecessary parts. This requires not that the writer make all his sentences 
short, or that he avoids all detail and treat his subjects only in outline, but that every word tell. 
 
Many expressions in common use violate this principle: 
 

the question as to whether whether (the question whether) 
there is no doubt but that no doubt (doubtless) 
used for fuel purposes used for fuel 
he is a man who he 
in a hasty manner hastily 
this is a subject which this subject 
His story is a strange one. His story is strange.  

In especial the expression the fact that should be revised out of every sentence in which it 
occurs. 

owing to the fact that since (because) 
in spite of the fact that though (although) 
call your attention to the fact that remind you (notify you) 
I was unaware of the fact that I was unaware that (did not know) 
the fact that he had not succeeded his failure 
the fact that I had arrived my arrival 

 

2) Use the active voice: 
 

The active voice is usually more direct and vigorous than the passive: 
 
I shall always remember my first visit to Boston. 

This is much better than 
 
My first visit to Boston will always be remembered by me. 
 
The latter sentence is less direct, less bold, and less concise. If the writer tries to make it more 
concise by omitting “by me” (My first visit to Boston will always be remembered) 



it becomes indefinite: is it the writer, or some person undisclosed, or the world at large, that 
will always remember this visit? 
This rule does not, of course, mean that the writer should entirely discard the passive voice, 
which is frequently convenient and sometimes necessary. 
 
The dramatists of the Restoration are little esteemed to-day. 
Modern readers have little esteem for the dramatists of the Restoration. 

 
The first would be the right form in a paragraph on the dramatists of the Restoration; the 
second, in a paragraph on the tastes of modern readers. The need of making a particular word 
the subject of the sentence will often, as in these examples, determine which voice is to be 
used. 
The habitual use of the active voice, however, makes for forcible writing. This is true not only 
in narrative principally concerned with action, but in writing of any kind. Many a tame 
sentence of description or exposition can be made lively and emphatic by substituting a 
transitive in the active voice for some such perfunctory expression as there is, or could be 
heard. 
 

There were a great number of 
dead leaves lying on the ground. 

Dead leaves covered the ground. 

The sound of the falls could still 
be heard. 

The sound of the falls still 
reached our ears. 

The reason that he left college 
was that his health became 
impaired. 

Failing health compelled him to 
leave college. 

It was not long before he was 
very sorry that he had said what 
he had. 

He soon repented his words. 

 

3) Put statements in positive form. 
 

Make definite assertions. Avoid tame, colorless, hesitating, non-committal language. Use the 
word not as a means of denial or in antithesis, never as a means of evasion. 
 

He was not very often on time. He usually came late. 
He did not think that studying 
Latin was much use. 

He thought the study of Latin 
useless. 

The Taming of the Shrew is 
rather weak in spots. 
Shakespeare does not portray 
Katharine as a very admirable 
character, nor does Bianca 
remain long in memory as an 
important character in 
Shakespeare's works. 
 
 
 

The women in The Taming of 
the Shrew are unattractive. 
Katharine is disagreeable, 
Bianca insignificant. 



 
 
  

The last example, before correction, is indefinite as well as negative. The corrected version, 
consequently, is simply a guess at the writer's intention. 
All three examples show the weakness inherent in the word not. Consciously or 
unconsciously, the reader is dissatisfied with being told only what is not; he wishes to be told 
what is. Hence, as a rule, it is better to express a negative in positive form. 
 

not honest dishonest 
not important trifling 
did not remember forgot 
did not pay any attention to ignored 
did not have much confidence in distrusted 

  
The antithesis of negative and positive is strong: 
 
Not charity, but simple justice. 
Not that I loved Caesar less, but Rome the more. 
 

4) Express co-ordinate ideas in similar form. 
 

This principle, that of parallel construction, requires that expressions of similar content and 
function should be outwardly similar. The likeness of form enables the reader to recognize 
more readily the likeness of content and function. Familiar instances from the Bible are the 
Ten Commandments, the Beatitudes, and the petitions of the Lord's Prayer. 
The unskillful writer often violates this principle, from a mistaken belief that he should 
constantly vary the form of his expressions. It is true that in repeating a statement in order to 
emphasize it he may have need to vary its form. But apart from this, he should follow the 
principle of parallel construction. 
 

Formerly, science was taught by 
the textbook method, while now 
the laboratory method is 
employed.  

Formerly, science was taught by 
the textbook method; now it is 
taught by the laboratory method. 

The left-hand version gives the impression that the writer is undecided or timid; he seems 
unable or afraid to choose one form of expression and hold to it. The right-hand version 
shows that the writer has at least made his choice and abided by it. 
By this principle, an article or a preposition applying to all the members of a series must 
either be used only before the first term or else be repeated before each term. 
 

The French, the Italians, 
Spanish, and Portuguese 

The French, the Italians, the 
Spanish, and the Portuguese 

In spring, summer, or in winter In spring, summer, or winter (In 
spring, in summer, or in winter)  



Correlative expressions (both, and; not, but; not only, but also; either, or; first, second, 
third; and the like) should be followed by the same grammatical construction. Many 
violations of this rule can be corrected by rearranging the sentence. 
 

It was both a long ceremony and 
very tedious. 

The ceremony was both long 
and tedious. 

A time not for words, but action A time not for words, but for 
action 

Either you must grant his 
request or incur his ill will. 

You must either grant his 
request or incur his ill will. 

My objections are, first, the 
injustice of the measure; second, 
that it is unconstitutional.  

My objections are, first, that the 
measure is unjust; second, that it 
is unconstitutional.  

It may be asked, what if a writer needs to express a very large number of similar ideas, say 
twenty? Must he write twenty consecutive sentences of the same pattern? On closer 
examination he will probably find that the difficulty is imaginary, that his twenty ideas can be 
classified in groups, and that he need apply the principle only within each group. Otherwise, 
he had best avoid the difficulty by putting his statements in the form of a table. 
  

5) Keep related words together. 
 

The position of the words in a sentence is the principal means of showing their relationship. 
The writer must therefore, so far as possible, bring together the words, and groups of words, 
that are related in thought, and keep apart those which are not so related. 
The subject of a sentence and the principal verb should not, as a rule, be separated by a phrase 
or clause that can be transferred to the beginning. 
 
He noticed a large stain in the rug that was right in the center.  
He noticed a large stain right in the center of the rug.  
 
You can call your mother in London and tell her all about George's taking you out to dinner for just 
two dollars.  
For just two dollars you can call your mother in London and tell her all about George's taking you out 
to dinner. 
 
New York's first commercial human-sperm bank opened Friday with semen samples from eighteen 
men frozen in a stainless steel tank.  
New York's first commercial human-sperm bank opened Friday when semen samples were taken from 
eighteen men. The samples were then frozen and stored in a stainless steel tank.  
 
In the the first example, the reader has no way of knowing whether the stain was in the center 
of the rug or the rug was in the center of the room. In the second example, the reader may 
well wonder which cost two dollars—the phone call or the dinner. In the third example, the 
reader's heart goes out to those eighteen poor fellows frozen in a steel tank. 
 
The subject of a sentence and the principal verb should not, as a rule, be separated by a phrase 
or clause that can be transferred to the beginning.  
 
Toni Morrison, in Beloved, writes about characters who have escaped from slavery but are haunted by 
its heritage.  



In Beloved, Toni Morrison writes about characters who have escaped from slavery but are haunted by 
its heritage.  
 
A dog, if you fail to discipline him, becomes a household pest.  
Unless disciplined, a dog becomes a household pest.  
 
Interposing a phrase or a clause, as shown by the above examples, interrupts the flow of the 
main clause. This interruption, however, is not usually bothersome when the flow is checked 
only by a relative clause or by an expression in apposition. Sometimes, in periodic sentences, 
the interruption is a deliberate device for creating suspense. 
 
 

6) Place the emphatic words of a sentence at the end. 
 
The proper place for the word, or group of words, which the writer desires to make most 
prominent is usually the end of the sentence. 
 
 

Humanity has hardly advanced 
in fortitude since that time, 
though it has advanced in many 
other ways. 

Humanity, since that time, has 
advanced in many other ways, 
but it has hardly advanced in 
fortitude. 

This steel is principally used for 
making razors, because of its 
hardness. 

Because of its hardness, this 
steel is principally used in 
making razors.  

 

The other prominent position in the sentence is the beginning. Any element in the sentence 
other than the subject becomes emphatic when placed first.  

Deceit or treachery she could never forgive.  

Vast and rude, fretted by the action of nearly three thousand years, the fragments of this architecture 
may often seem, at first sight, like works of nature. 

 

7) Use definite, specific, concrete language. 

Prefer the specific to the general, the definite to the vague, the concrete to the abstract.  

A period of unfavorable weather set in.             It rained every day for a week.  

He showed satisfaction as he took po- 
ssession of his well-earned reward.                   He grinned as he pocketed the coin.  

If those who have studied the art of writing are in accord on any one point, it is this: the surest 
way to arouse and hold the reader's attention is by being specific, definite, and concrete. The 
greatest writers— Homer, Dante, Shakespeare— are effective largely because they deal in 
particulars and report the details that matter. Their words call up pictures. 

In his Philosophy of Style, Herbert Spencer gives two sentences to illustrate how the vague 
and general can be turned into the vivid and particular: 



 In proportion as the manners, customs, and amusements of a nation are cruel and barbarous, the 
regulations of its penal code will be severe.  

In proportion as men delight in battles, bullfights, and combats of gladiators, will they punish by 
hanging, burning, and the rack.  

To show what happens when strong writing is deprived of its vigor, George Orwell once took 
a passage from the Bible and drained it of its blood. The first passage is Orwell's translation; 
the second is the verse from Ecclesiastes (King James Version).  

Objective consideration of contemporary phenomena compels the conclusion that success or failure in 
competitive activities exhibits no tendency to be commensurate with innate capacity, but that a 
considerable element of the unpredictable must inevitably be taken into account.  

I returned, and saw under the sun, that the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, neither 
yet bread to the wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, nor yet favor to men of skill; but time 
and chance happeneth to them all. 


