by Mignon Fogarty

Today's topic is active voice versus passive voice.

Here's a question from Brian in lowa. He writes, “It drives me crazy when people write in passive voice. How can | teach people how to tell
the difference between passive and active voice and to stay away from passive voice?”

Well, Brian is right, the first step is to help people understand the difference between active and passive voice, because many people believe
they should avoid the passive voice, but fewer people can define it or recognize it.

What Is Active Voice?

is doing the action. A straightforward example is the
of the sentence.

I'll start with active voice because it's simpler. In an active sentence, the =
sentence "Steve loves Amy." Steve is the subject, and he is doing the action: he loves Amy, the ©
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Another example is the title of the Marvin Gaye song “I Heard It through the Grapevine.” "I" is the subject, the one who is doing the action.
is hearing "it," the object of the sentence.

What Is Passive Voice?

In passive voice, the target of the action gets promoted to the subject position. Instead of saying, "Steve loves Amy," | would say, "Amy is
loved by Steve." The subject of the sentence becomes Amy, but she isn't doing anything. Rather, she is just the recipient of Steve's love. The
focus of the sentence has changed from Steve to Amy.

If you wanted to make the title of the Marvin Gaye song passive, you would say “It was heard by me through the grapevine,” not such a
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Is "To Be" a Sign of a Passive Sentence? .
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A lot of people think all sentences that contain a form of the verb “to be” are in passive voice, but that isn't true. For example, the sentence "l
am holding a pen" is in active voice, but it uses the verb “am,” which is a form of “to be.” The passive form of that sentence is "The pen is
being held by me."
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Notice that the subject the pen, isn't doing anything in that sentence. It's not taking an action; it's passive. One clue that your sentence is
passive is that ti; ctisn't taking a direct action.

Is Passive Voice Always Wrong?
Passive voice isn't wrong, but it's often a poor way to present your thoughts.
Another important point is that passive sentences aren't incorrect; it's just that they often aren't the best way to phrase your thoughts.

Sometimes passive voice is awkward and other times it's vague. Also, passive voice is usually wordy, so you can ii 3 if you
replace passive sentences with active sentence.

When you put sentences in passive voice, it's easy to leave out the person or thing doing the action. For example, "Amy is loved," is passive.
The problem with that sentence is that you don't know who loves Amy.

Politicians often use passive voice to intentionally obscure the idea of who is taking the action. Ronald Reagan famously said, “Mistakes
were made,” when referring to the Iran-Contra scandal. Other examples of passive voice for political reasons could include “Bombs were
dropped,” and “Shots were fired.” Pay attention to the news and listen for examples of passive voice.

Also, a reader named Matthew commented that businesses sometimes use passive voice. He notes that it sounds better to write, "Your
electricity will be shut off," than "We, the electric company, will be shutting off your power."

Is Passive Voice Hard to Understand?



A rege 'v suggests that less educated people--those who dropped out of school when they were 16--have a harder time understanding
sentences written in the passive voice than those written in active voice. | only had access to the press release, not the original study, but the
resuits made it seem as if you should stick with active voice if you're writing for the general population.

1s Passive Voice OK in Crime Reports?

On the other hand, sometimes passive voice does have advantages. For example, if you truly don't know who is taking the action, then you
can’t name the person. This is especially common with crime reports. For example, a security guard might write "The store was robbed,"
because nobody knows who the robber was.

Can Passive Voice Work in Fiction Writing?

Passive voice is also sometimes useful in ficiion wiiing. For example, if you were writing a mystery novel and you wanted to highlight
missing cookies because they are central to the story, passive voice is the best option. It would make more sense to write, "The cookies were
stolen,” instead of "Somebody stole the cookies."

The difference is subﬂe but in the passnve sentence “The cookies were stolen,” the focus is on the cookies. In “Somebody stole the cookies,”
the focus would be on ¢

Passive voice can be helpful if you want to create a sense of mystery in your sentence, which is also a reason that it's not usually a good
choice when you're writing nonfiction and you vvari vou x

Why Is Passive Voice Recommended for Science Writing?

An exception is that scientists are often encouraged to write in passive voice to lend their writing a sense of objectivity--to take themselves
and their actions and opinions out of the experimental results. | used to be a scientist and | always found that odd. It felt as if we were trying
to hide that real people did the experiments.

Some scientific ¢ do allow for a limited use of active voice (1). For example, it may be OK to write, "YWe sequenced the DNA"
instead of "The DNA was sequenced,” but it's still considered bad for scientists to insert themselves into conclusions. For example, it would
be bad scientific form to write "We believe the mutation causes cancer." But you still don't need passive voice to achieve your goals. For
example, the active sentence "We believe the mutation causes cancer," could be changed to "The data suggests that the mutation causes
cancer." That's still active, but it eliminates the sense of subjectivity.

Did Strunk & White Get Passive Voice Wrong?

Finally, | have to include a note about & & W s treatment of passive voice. In their classic book, The Efements of Style, three of their
four examples of passive voice aren't actually passnve voice sentences. I've included two links below that explain the problems, but if you rely
on The Elements of Style, as so many people do, be aware that this is a problem with that book.

tvice (The Chronicle of Higher Education)
(Wikipedia)



