Active voice, passive voice

“Use active voice.”   That’s the unequivocal advice in “The Elements of Style,” which is one of the world’s best-known books on writing.   Verbs come in active voice or passive voice.  Here’s the difference between the two:

· In active voice, the subject of the sentence performs the action described in the sentence.  Examples: “The police officer arrested the suspect.”  “The truck hit the tree.”  In these examples, the subjects (the police officer, the truck) perform an action (arrest, hit) on someone or something (the suspect, the tree). 

· In passive voice, the person or thing performing the action is no longer the subject of sentence.  Instead, it is relegated to second-class status as the object in the sentence.  Examples:  “The suspect was arrested by the police officer.”  “The tree was hit by the truck.”  In these examples, the new subjects of the sentences (the suspect, the tree) are acted upon by the police officer and the truck.

Why should you prefer active voice when you write?  Here are three reasons:

1. It sounds more forceful and more direct.

2. It’s shorter (by a couple of words).

3. It often gives the reader more information.   (Example:  “The woman was praised.”  That’s passive voice.  It’s grammatically correct but doesn’t tell who praised the woman.  If the writer had used active voice, you’d know that “the president praised the woman.”)

Should every sentence be in active voice?  Certainly not.  Sometimes you may not even know who performed an action, so it will be impossible to use active voice.  

Consider this example:  “A Bloomington man was shot to death and his body was left outside Ernie Pyle Hall on the IU campus, police said Friday.  Police had no suspects in the shooting.”  The first sentence is in passive voice because the “actor” is unknown.

Occasionally, a writer also might choose passive voice if she or he wants to emphasize the target of action or to create variety in sentence construction.  But except in these limited instances, use active voice.  

Helpful hints

· Don’t confuse past tense and passive voice; they’re different concepts.  “Police arrested the suspect” is past tense but active voice.  (In most cases, however, use of passive voice requires that a sentence be in past tense.)
· If you find “by” following the subject and verb, your sentence is probably in passive voice and should be rewritten (unless it’s a direct quote, of course).  Example:  “The football was caught by the tight end.”  Rewrite to say, “The tight end caught the football.”

