
GUIDELINES FOR EDITING ELLEN G. WHITE MATERIAL RELEASED BY THE

WHITE ESTATE

Ellen G. White was a prolific writer. Besides her hundreds of published 

works,* the manuscript and letter file in the Ellen G. White Estate contains 

approximately 55,000 typewritten pages of material.

During her busy life, Mrs. White wrote under a wide variety of conditions 

and circumstances. .She wrote at home and at the office. She wrote in the 

middle of the night and during the day. She wrote in her home environment and 

while traveling. She wrote in the United States and in Europe and Australia. 

She wrote when she was rested and when she was exhausted. For nearly 70 years 

letters, articles, and manuscripts flowed like a torrent from her pen.

With only a limited education, Ellen White wisely sought help in preparing 

her writings for publication. At age 45 she confessed in her diary, "I am not a 

scholar. I cannot prepare my own writings for the press. . . .  I am not a 

grammarian." At first her husband James acted as her literary assistant. Of 

this she wrote: "We examined the matter together, my husband correcting

grammatical errors and eliminating needless repetition."— Selected Messages, 

book 1, p. 50.

After James White died, Mrs. White employed secretaries, typists, and 

editors, to assist in her work. These assistants corrected, literary 

deficiencies, and transposed words, phrases, and sentences so that they would be 

most effective and make Mrs. White’s meaning most clear. Under her direction, 

these assistants also brought together certain of her writings for use in 

articles or books. Her helpers were not authorized, nor did they consider

*The CD-ROM disc includes 119 books, 160 pamphlets, and more than 3,000 
periodical articles, all from Ellen White's pen.
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themselves qualified, to include thoughts of their own in Mrs. White's material. 

And to make certain that the work of her assistants met her approval and 

reflected her views accurately, Mrs. White read all manuscripts before releasing 

them to the publisher.

The Role of Assistants*

Ellen White's method of using assistants and maintaining oversight of their 

work is set forth clearly in the following statements:

Fannie Bolton:

"Sister White is the prophet of the Lord for the remnant church, and 
though the Lord has seen fit to choose one for this work who is not 
proficient in grammar and rhetoric, and this lack is supplied by others, 
yet she is responsible for every thought, for every expression, in her 
writings. Every manuscript that is edited goes back to her for 
examination, and this work committed to those who have been called to labor 
in this branch is not done without prayer and consecration.

"'The word of the Lord' comes to her; but if in [the word's] passing 
through the human channel, the human imperfection in education leaves its 
impress, why should it be a perplexity if God should lay upon another the 
trifling duty of putting the subject of a sentence in harmony with its 
verb, or the number or gender of a thing mentioned in harmony with the fact 
that determines the number and gender? . . .

"Now, as far as changing Sister White's expressions are concerned, I 
can say that just as far as it is consistent with grammar and rhetoric, her 
expressions are left intact."— DF 445b, Fannie Bolton to Miss Malcolm, 
November 11, 1894.

"The editors in no wise change Sister White's expression if it is 
grammatically correct, and is an evident expression of the evident thought. 
Sister White, as human instrumentality, has a pronounced style of her own, 
which is preserved all through her books and articles, that stamps the 
matter with her individuality.

"Many times her manuscript does not need any editing, often but slight 
editing, and again, a great deal of literary work; but article or chapter, 
whatever has been done upon it, is passed back into her hands by the

*For additional reading, see Selected Messages, book 1, pages 24-58, and 
book 3, pages 88-98.
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editor, and the Spirit of Prophecy then appropriates the matter, and it 
becomes, when approved, the chosen expression of the Spirit of God."— DF 
445a, "A Confession Concerning the Testimony of Jesus Christ,” written to 
"Dear Brethren in the Truth."

W, C. White:

"I do not know of anyone who has ever been connected with her work, 
but would as quickly put their hand into the fire and hold it there as to 
attempt to add any thoughts to what Mother has written in a testimony to 
any individual. . . .

"In His own time and manner the Lord reveals to her precious truths 
and facts regarding the movements and dangers and privileges of the church 
and of individuals. These things she writes out as she has time and 
strength, often rising at a very early hour, that she may write while the 
matter is fresh in her mind and before there is liability of interruption 
in her work.

"As many matters are revealed to her in a very short space of time, 
and as these matters are sometimes similar and sometimes different, so she 
writes them out, sometimes many pages upon one subject and sometimes 
dealing with many subjects in a few pages. In her eager haste to transfer 
to the written page the thoughts that have been pictured to her mind, she 
does not stop to study grammatical or rhetorical forms, but writes out the 
facts as clearly as she can and as fully as possible.

"Sometimes when Mother's mind is rested and free, the thoughts are 
presented in language that is not only clear and strong, but beautiful and 
correct; and at times when she is weary and oppressed with heavy burdens of 
anxiety, or when the subject is difficult to portray, there are repetitions 
and ungrammatical sentences.

"Mother's copyists are entrusted with the work of correcting 
grammatical errors, of eliminating unnecessary repetitions, and of 
grouping paragraphs and sections in their best order. If a passage is not 
fully understood, the copyist asks its full meaning and proper connection. 
When corrected and plainly copied with the typewriter or the pen, the 
manuscripts are all carefully examined by Mother and corrected, wherever 
correction is required, and then copied again, if the corrections are 
numerous. This is done with many manuscripts, not only because corrections 
are made in the work of the copyist, but because Mother sees a way to 
express the thought a little more clearly or more fully.

"Often Mother writes out a matter the second time, because she feels 
that it is very difficult to put in writing the scene or events, as they 
are presented to her.

Mother's workers of experience, such as Sisters Davis, Burnham, 
Bolton, Peck, and Hare, who are very familiar with her writings, are 
authorized to take a sentence, paragraph, or section, from one manuscript 
and incorporate it with another manuscript where the same thought was 
expressed but not so clearly. But none of Mother's workers are authorized
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to add to the manuscripts by introducing thoughts of their own. They are 
instructed that it is the words and thoughts that Mother has written or 
spoken, that are to be used.

"Those who have been entrusted with the preparation of these 
manuscripts have been persons who feared the Lord, and who sought Him daily 
for wisdom and guidance, and they have shared much of His blessing and the 
guidance of His Holy Spirit in understanding the precious truths that they 
were handling. I myself have felt the same blessing and heavenly
enlightenment in answer to prayer for wisdom to understand the spiritual 
truths in these writings, that I have in studying the Bible. This was a 
sweet fulfillment of the promise of the Holy Spirit as a teacher and guide, 
in understanding the Word. And in answer to prayer my memory has been 
refreshed as to where to find very precious statements amongst Mother's 
writings, that, brought in connection with the manuscript in hand, would 
make a useful article."— W. C. White Letterbook No. 15, pp. 587-590.

D. E, Robinson:

"Inasmuch as reports and rumor-s are current to the effect that Mrs. 
White's helpers were responsible for many of the thoughts, or at least for 
the beautiful literary style of some of her books, and as many who hear 
these reports are not in a position to know the facts for themselves, I 
feel it is a privilege to testify of what I have seen and do know regarding 
this matter. . . .

"Through later years, it was my privilege to receive for editing 
hundreds of pages of manuscripts written by Mrs. White, also to assist the 
other secretaries in preparing copy for articles in the papers and for some 
of the later books. In all good conscience I can testify that never was I 
presumptuous enough to add any ideas of my own, or to do other than to 
follow with most scrupulous care the thoughts of the author. And my 
observation of the work of my associate secretaries, as well as my 
confidence in their integrity makes me refuse to believe that any of them 
changed her writings, other than to make them grammatical, or perhaps to 
make transpositions for rhetorical effect, for clearness of thought, or for 
emphasis. . . .

"Before any document was sent from the office, it was read by Mrs. 
White in its final form, and no changes were made by any of her helpers 
after it was thus approved and accepted by her."— DF 107g, How the Books of 
Mrs. E. G. White Were Prepared, pp. 1-4.

W. C, White and D. E, Robinson:

"It was explained to Miss Bolton, as was made clear to other workers 
who shared a part in the copying and correcting of Mrs. White's writings 
for publication, that the matters revealed to Mrs. White in vision were not 
a word-for-word narration of events with their lessons, but that they were 
generally flashlight or panoramic views of various scenes in the
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experiences of men, sometimes in the past, and sometimes in the future, 
together with the lessons connected with these experiences. At times views 
were revealed to her of the actions of men in groups, of churches, 
conferences, and of multitudes in action, with a clear perception of their 
purposes, aims, and motives. Sometimes verbal instruction was given 
regarding what was thus revealed. Very prominent among these revelations 
were precious truths and facts relating to the duty, privileges, and the 
dangers and errors of the church, of committees, or of individuals.

"Miss Bolton learned that the things revealed to Mrs. White were 
sometimes written out immediately after the vision, and that other things 
were not spoken of or written out till a long time afterward.

"She was told that Mrs. White, in her earnest endeavor to present all 
that had been shown her on the great number of important subjects, was 
often led to repeat portions of the matter she sought to present; also that 
the grammatical construction of sentences was sometimes faulty, for in her 
haste in writing, she often paid little attention to spelling, punctuation, 
and capitalization. She expected these imperfections to be carefully 
corrected by the copyist.

"In cases where paragraphs and sentences lost some of their power 
because of imperfect arrangement, Mrs. White's secretaries were instructed 
to make transpositions, leaving out what was clearly a repetition, when 
preparing matter for the printer. In the cases of letters to individuals, 
the repetition of important thoughts would often tend to make them more 
effective.

"It was made emphatic that only Mrs. White's thoughts were to be used, 
and also her own words as far as grammatically consistent in expressing 
those thoughts. In no case was the copyist given the privilege of 
introducing thoughts not found in Mrs. White's manuscripts."— "The Work of 
Mrs. E. G. White's Editors," pp. 3, 4.

Ellen G. White:

"Every article I prepare to be edited by my workers, I always have to 
read myself before it is sent for publication. I thank the Lord that I am 
able to do this work."— Letter 84, 1898, p. 7.

"I read over all that is copied, to see that everything is as it 
should be. I read all the book manuscript before it is sent to the 
printer."— Letter 133, 1902,

Current White Estate Procedures

With the death of Mrs. White, of necessity the process of preparing her 

writings for publication changed. Since the author could no longer give 

guidance to the editors and read manuscripts in their final form, editorial
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assistants were virtually limited to correcting spelling and grammatical 

constructions. Ambiguous passages usually were left ambiguous (as in the 

Bible) rather than make them say clearly what the editor understood them to 

mean. According to the terms of Ellen White's will, the White Estate was given 

the responsibility of publishing Mrs. White's writings, but this responsibility 

was not understood to include the interpretation of her writings, especially of 

obscure passages.

Currently the White Estate uses the following principles and guidelines in 

preparing Ellen White's writings for release or publication:

(1) Edit as little as possible. The amount of editing a manuscript 

receives is determined by a number of factors.

a. The kind of material. For example, excerpts from Ellen White's 

diary are left virtually untouched, inasmuch as the crisp style— even 

sentences without verbs— is appropriate to the material. Letters, 

sermons, and talks likewise are edited but lightly, lest the personal, 

informal style be lost.

b. The circumstances under which the material was written. If Mrs. 

White was tired, traveling, or in a hurry when writing, more editing 

is required than if she was rested and writing in her home or office 

environment.

c. The purpose to which the material will be put. A manuscript that 

is released for personal study may be edited scarcely at all. By 

contrast, a manuscript that is to appear in a book may be edited to 

the limits set forth in this document.

(2) Compare with published works and already released manuscripts. Many 

paragraphs— even pages— of manuscripts and letters that are requested by
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researchers have already appeared, in part, in books or in manuscript releases. 

In order to avoid having several versions of a passage in circulation, an effort 

is made to make new releases identical with old ones, even in minor matters such 

as capitalization and punctuation.

(3) Compare Scripture quotations with the version from which Ellen White 

is quoting, usually the King James Version. Make quotations conform exactly to 

the Bible, even in punctuation.

(4) Include Scripture references, if appropriate. When Ellen White 

includes the references to a verse or longer passage of Scripture she is quoting 

in a sermon, letter, or manuscript, the reference is always left in, but usually 

enclosed in parentheses. If she did not include the reference, but the editor 

feels it would be helpful to the reader, the editor will add it but enclose it 

in brackets. He also may do this if she is borrowing the language of an obscure 

text or one with which the reader may not be familiar. When Ellen White quotes 

an unusually long passage of Scripture, the editor may delete the passage and 

merely indicate that she included it (for example, "[Rev. 3:14-21, quoted]").

(5) Make manuscripts conform to the publication style of the White Estate. 

This style includes:

(a) Capitalize all pronouns that refer to Deity, whether in Scripture 

passages or in Ellen White's writings; also Word when it refers to 

Christ or the Bible. Capitalize the word church only when it is used 

with the name of the denomination. Thus, "Seventh-day Adventist 

Church." When connected with a local church, use lower case. Thus, 

"Silver Spring church." Also lower case "school" in "Sabbath school."

(b) Use a comma after all items in a series. For example, "Eliminate 

the leaven of selfishness, covetousness, and hardheartedness."
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(c) Use complete titles of books, including "The" if it is part of 

the official title. For example, The Desire of Ages. Titles are 

underlined (or italicized), never placed in all capitals or enclosed 

in quotation marks.

(d) Place references for Bible texts in parentheses at end of 

quotation. For example, "but have everlasting life" (John 3:16).

(e) Place a dash before the name of a book from which a passage is 

quoted, if the passage is fairly long. Thus, "His riches did not 

commend him to God nor have any influence to secure His favor."—  

Testimonies, vol. 1, p. 540. If the passage is short (perhaps just a 

phrase), enclose the reference in parentheses within the sentence. 

Thus, The rich man was "plunged into misery" (Testimonies, vol. 1, p. 

548).

(f) Abbreviate and lower case the word volume when it is used with 

Testimonies, Thus, Testimonies, vol. 1, p. 548.

(6) Correct all misspellings.

(7) Break up excessively long paragraphs.

(8) Provide proper punctuation in accordance with contemporary usage. For 

example, eliminate unnecessary hyphens (e.g., "co-operate"), and substitute 

commas for many semicolons.

(9) Correct poor or awkward grammar. This may involve:

(a) Moving words closer to the item modified. For example, "This 

work you could both do for the Master" may be changed to "This work 

you both could do for the Master."
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(b) Transposing phrases for smoothness or clarity. For example, "I 

did not feel in our conversation like making any statements to you on 

this subject" would begin, "In our conversation I . . ."

(c) Changing verbs from singular to plural, or vice versa, to agree 

with subject.

(d) Substituting proper name for pronoun to make meaning clear. For 

example, "Knowing that he was being corrupted, Christ . . ." would be 

changed to "Knowing that Judas was being corrupted, Christ . . . "

(e) Provide a word (or words), if necessary, to make sentence move 

smoothly, but place emendation in brackets.

Workers in the White Estate who edit the writings of Ellen White are keenly 

aware of the fact that they are dealing with sacred materials. They seek to do 

their work conscientiously, like good photographers adding nothing to the 

product, but displaying it as accurately, effectively, and artistically as 

possible. It is their hope that through their work the life-giving, beautiful 

truths communicated by the Holy Spirit through Ellen White may make the maximum 

impact on human hearts.

Kenneth H. Wood 
September, 1989


