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Preface
Most people won’t realize that writing is a craft.

You have to take your apprenticeship in it like anything else.

—Katherine Anne Porter

In preparing this thirteenth edition of Style, my third, I have endeavored to 
refresh the book while remaining true to the qualities and features that have 
made it a classic of its kind. The book has demonstrated an enduring useful-

ness, but it is more than just a practical guide. Joseph M. Williams wrote with an 
urgency motivated by his conviction that clear writing not just a technical accom-
plishment but a social necessity and ethical good. “Writing has consequences,” 
Joe wrote in a 1979 article anticipating his book: “Whatever does not bear on 
those consequences is irrelevant to our task—to help our students become what 
they want to be.” In my own work with his text, I have tried to keep this high 
ideal in mind.

The most obvious changes are those prompted by the creation of a new inter-
active online version of the book and by the print edition’s shift to a color format. 
I also allowed myself somewhat more authorial latitude than I did in the eleventh 
and twelfth editions. In those editions, my standard was to make only changes 
I believed Joe would have embraced. In this edition, I also introduced changes that 
I hope I could have persuaded Joe to accept.

What’s New in the Thirteenth Edition
Here, specifically, is what’s changed:

• I have retitled several of the lessons so that they better indicate their content.

• I cut the lesson on understanding style that opened previous editions. The 
bulk of this lesson was devoted to a short history of unclear writing in English,  
which, although informative, was not directly relevant to the purposes of 
most readers. The book now begins with a short introduction that incorpo-
rates some of the content from that deleted lesson and moves directly to the 
important lesson on correctness.

• To take advantage of the new color format, I updated the coding of sentences 
and also the diagrams illustrating the principles of style.

• I revised and updated examples and exercises throughout the book, seeking to 
expand the range of topics and subjects they address.
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vi Preface

• I once again revised and expanded the section on gender-inclusive lan-
guage in Lesson 1. This treatment was substantially revised for the twelfth 
edition, but our society’s discourse on gender has progressed so much in 
even the past few years that another revision was needed. The book now 
also takes up the issue of gender-inclusive language from an ethical per-
spective in Lesson 11.

• I made a number of changes to the book’s treatment of the ethics of style. 
Most obviously, I split what had been a single lesson into two: Lesson 11 
now considers the ethics of clarity through a series of short examples, and 
Lesson 12 contains Williams’s extended analysis inviting readers to ponder 
matters of style that transcend considerations of clarity. Most significantly, 
I added a new ethical principle to the book. Previous editions argued for 
what Williams called the First Rule of an ethical style: write to others as 
you would have others write to you. But this rule, in personalizing all writ-
ing, only awkwardly covers situations in which writers’ interests might 
not entirely align with those of their readers. To accommodate those situ-
ations, I renamed Williams’s First Rule of style the “golden rule” of style 
and introduced a second “silver rule”: do not write to others as you would 
not have others write to you. If Williams’s golden rule is a principle of 
empathy, its corollary silver rule is a principle of fairness. Not all situa-
tions allow writers to subordinate their interests to those of their readers, 
but we can still expect writers not to be deceptive, misleading, or unnec-
essarily obtuse. I also revised the treatment of the examples in Lesson 11  
to invite more questions and discussion. Finally, in Lesson 12, I retired Wil-
liams’s analysis of the Declaration of Independence, which had been in the 
book since the tenth edition, and replaced it with a version of his analysis of 
Abraham Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address, a speech that in today’s frac-
tious political climate has a renewed relevance and resonance.

• I of course endeavored throughout to improve and refine the book’s expla-
nations of its concepts and principles and to eliminate errors where I found 
them.

• Finally, since the book’s authorship has become more collective, I have 
somewhat wistfully decided to retire what Gregory G. Colomb, who edited 
the tenth edition, called Joe’s “ubiquitous I’s.” This change is not inconse-
quential, for in choosing to use I, Williams was embracing the struggles 
of ordinary writers as his own. But with this edition, it just seemed too 
artificial for me to put my words directly into his mouth. Still, despite the 
dropping of the first-person singular, the book continues to be animated by 
this basic solidarity with its readers.
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What’s The Same
For all these changes, the book continues to address the same questions it always has:

• What is it in a sentence that makes readers judge it as they do?

• How do we analyze our own prose to anticipate readers’ judgments?

• How do we revise a sentence so that readers will think better of it?

The book’s central point remains, in other words, what it always has been: that 
good style is a matter of making informed choices in the service of one’s readers.

REVELTM

Revel is an interactive learning environment that deeply engages students and 
prepares them for class. Media and assessment integrated directly within the au-
thors’ narrative lets students read, explore interactive content, and practice in one 
continuous learning path. Thanks to the dynamic reading experience in Revel, 
students come to class prepared to discuss, apply, and learn from instructors and 
from each other.

Learn more about Revel
www.pearson.com/revel

Supplements
Make more time for your students with instructor resources that offer effective 
learning assessments and classroom engagement. Pearson’s partnership with edu-
cators does not end with the delivery of course materials; Pearson is there with 
you on the first day of class and beyond. A dedicated team of local Pearson rep-
resentatives will work with you to not only choose course materials but also inte-
grate them into your class and assess their effectiveness. Our goal is your goal—to 
improve instruction with each semester.

Pearson is pleased to offer the following resource to qualified adopt-
ers of Style. This supplement is available to instantly download from Revel or 
on the Instructor Resource Center (IRC); please visit the IRC at www.pearson 
.com/us to register for access.

• Instructor’s Resource Manual Create a comprehensive roadmap for teach-
ing classroom, online, or hybrid courses. Designed for new and experi-
enced instructors, the Instructor’s Resource Manual includes learning 
objectives, lecture and discussion suggestions, activities for in or out of 
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class, research activities, participation activities, and suggested readings, 
series, and films as well as a Revel features section. Available within Revel 
and on the IRC.
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In Memoriam
Joseph M. Williams, 1933–2008

il miglior fabbro [the best craftsman]
(by Gregory G. Colomb)

On February 22, 2008, the world lost a great scholar and teacher, and I lost 
a dear friend. For almost thirty years, Joe Williams and I taught together, 
researched together, wrote together, drank together, traveled together, and 

argued together and apart. When those “apart” arguments led to what in the last 
edition he called “our intemperate shouting matches,” we grew closer—and wrote 
more thoughtfully—than ever. I knew his faults, but he was the best man I knew.

My epitaph for Joe—il miglior fabbro—puts him in exalted company: I take 
it from Dante, who applied it to the twelfth-century troubadour Arnaut Daniel, 
praised by Plutarch as the “Grand Master” of his craft. In the last century, T. S. Eliot 
famously said it of Ezra Pound. Of course, these poets were all known not for their 
clarity and grace but for their depth and difficulty. No matter, none have been better 
than they at their craft, just as none have been better than Joe at his. And Joe has the 
added distinction that his craft daily multiplies its good a thousand fold and more, 
in all those papers, reports, memos, and other documents that have served their 
readers better because of him.
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