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Active vs. Passive Voice

Writing that uses the active voice is privileged in several disciplines across the university.  While scientific writing often requires writers to use the passive voice, writing for history, literary studies, and business usually requires writers to use the active voice.  
Choosing Passive Voice:

Writers who wish to craft objective, fact-based sentences avoid active voice by eliminating the agent(s)—the being or group performing the action—of their sentences or placing them after the action/verb. Its structure is often as follows:

· Object + Weak Verb + Subject

The ice cream was eaten by me.

In this example, the subject/agent [me] is placed after the verb [eaten], resulting in a more indirect and less engaged sentence. This voice is often preferred in scientific writing in which the person doing the action is less important than the results of the action.
Choosing Active Voice:

Writers who wish to craft clear, direct, and concise sentences avoid the passive voice by making sure that the agent is the grammatical subject of their sentences. The structure generally follows this pattern:
· Subject + Strong Verb + Object

I devoured the ice cream.
In this example, the subject/agent is placed before the verb resulting in a more direct and engaging sentence. For this reason, active voice tends to be the preferred voice in academic writing.
Passive vs. Active:
Sentences written in the passive voice often seem indirect and/or convoluted:

· In this play, it can be seen that the sorcerer’s trick is not discovered by the heroine until too late.

However, active sentences eliminate wordiness and make it clear who is doing what. To transform sentences from passive to active, make the agent(s)—the being or group performing the action—precede the verbs.

· In this play, readers see that the heroine does not discover the sorcerer’s trick until too late.

Sometimes sentences in the passive voice can cloud information, leaving the reader with questions about the facts:
· Your car was destroyed in a high-speed chase.
Active sentences, however, tend to answer questions before they are asked, making facts clearer: 
· I destroyed your car in a high-speed chase. 
Voice Check:

To check your sentences for passive/active voice, ask yourself these questions:
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· Who is performing the action in this sentence?
· Does the sentence make the agency clear?
· Where is the subject located? 
· Is it before or after the verb/action?
Cautions:

Check for constructions that bury the agent of the sentence in a prepositional phrase:

· The poisonous fish was purchased by my mother. [My mother bought that rotten fish.]
Check for weak verb constructions that use unnecessary linking verbs:

· It can be thought that littering is a criminal act.  [Citizens think littering is a crime.]
While there are good reasons to use passive voice in certain rhetorical situations, you will improve the clarity of your academic writing by writing strong sentences in the active voice
.
� For more information on active vs. passive voice visit:
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<http://www.uvsc.edu/owl/handouts/revised%20handouts/writing%20style/active%20passive%20voice.pdf>
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