
24.1 WHAT VOICE IS 

The voice of a verb depends on the relation between the verb and its sub-
ject. When the subject of a verb acts, the verb is in the active voice; when
the subject is acted upon, the verb is in the passive voice.

The active voice stresses the activity of the subject and helps to make a
sentence direct, concise, and vigorous:

The old woman threatened me with her umbrella.

The tornado flattened entire houses.

You can’t steal second base and keep one foot on first.
—Anonymous

The passive voice presents the subject as the target of an action:

Entire houses were flattened by the tornado.

The barn was struck by a bolt of lightning.

In Moulmein, in Lower Burma, I was hated by large numbers of people—
the only time in my life that I have been important enough for this to
happen to me.

—George Orwell

In passive constructions, the performer of the action is called an agent.
In the examples above, a bolt of lightning and large numbers of people are
agents.
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24.2 FORMING THE ACTIVE AND THE PASSIVE VOICE 

Verbs in the active voice can take many forms: the bare form, the past-
tense form, the -ing form with be, and the form with have:

My sisters often chop logs for exercise.

Last week they stacked firewood for the stove.

But today they are lifting weights.

They have done wonders.

Verbs in the passive voice are formed from their past participle and
some tense of be:

The burglar alarms were chosen by a security guard.

They will be installed next week.

They will be tested every month.

CHANGING FROM ACTIVE TO PASSIVE 

You can change a verb from active to passive only if it has a direct object
(DO):

S ACTIVE DO

Heavy waves pounded the seacoast.

S PASSIVE AGENT

The seacoast was pounded by heavy waves.

If the performer of an action is not important to your point, you don’t
need to mention the agent:

S ACTIVE DO

Workers installed burglar alarms.

S PASSIVE AGENT OMITTED

Burglar alarms were installed.
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CHANGING FROM PASSIVE TO ACTIVE 

To change a verb from the passive to the active voice, turn the subject of
the passive verb into the direct object of the active one:

S PASSIVE AGENT

Pearl Harbor was bombed by the Japanese.

S ACTIVE DO

The Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor.

If the passive version does not include the agent, you must either keep the
passive or supply the agent itself before changing to the active:

The city of Washington was planned in 1791. (passive, no agent)

The city of Washington was planned in 1791 by Pierre-Charles L’Enfant.
(passive, agent supplied)

Pierre-Charles L’Enfant planned the city of Washington in 1791. (active)

PASSIVE VOICE VERSUS PROGRESSIVE FORM 

Passive-voice verbs look something like verbs in the progressive form, be-
cause both types of verbs include a form of be. But don’t confuse the types.
The passive voice includes a form of be and the past participle, which usu-
ally ends in -ed; the progressive form includes a form of be and the present
participle, which always ends in -ing. The progressive form is never used in
the passive and often used in the active:

PROGRESSIVE FORM

ACTIVE VOICE

Ellen was washing her dog when I arrived.

PASSIVE VOICE

The dog was washed as I watched.
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24.3 CHOOSING THE ACTIVE VOICE 

To make your writing forceful, direct, and concise, you should use the 
active voice frequently. Compare these sentences:

Through her studies of child-rearing and culture, world fame was achieved
by Margaret Mead. (passive)

Through her studies of child-rearing and culture, Margaret Mead achieved
world fame. (active)

The active version ditches the excess verbal baggage—was and by—and
highlights the action of the subject. To a great extent, the life and 
energy of your writing will depend on what the subjects of your sen-
tences do.

24.4 CHOOSING THE PASSIVE VOICE

Forceful as the active voice is, you should know when to use the passive.

1. Use the passive when you want to keep the focus on someone or
something that is acted upon:

On August 13, 1927, while driving on the Promenade des Anglais at Nice,
Isadora Duncan met her death. She was strangled by her colored shawl,
which became tangled in the wheel of the automobile.

—Janet Flanner

If our heads swim occasionally, if we grow giddy with change, is it any
wonder? We are urged to take our rightful place in the world of affairs. We
are also commanded to stay at home and mind the hearth. We are lauded
for our stamina and pitied for our lack of it. If we run to large families, we
are told we are overpopulating the earth. If we are childless, we are
damned for not fulfilling our functions. We are goaded into jobs and ca-
reers, then warned that our competition with men is unsettling both
sexes.

—Phyllis McGinley,

2. Use the passive when the agent is unknown or unimportant to your
point:

Traces of the oil spill were found as far away as Newfoundland.
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24.5 MISUSING THE PASSIVE

Avoid switching from active to passive when you have no particular reason
to do so:

Usually I run two miles in the morning, but that morning it was decided
that a four-mile run should be taken.

Who made the decision?

EDITED: Usually I run two miles in the morning, but that morning I 
decided to run four.

The active voice snaps the sentence into shape and keeps the focus on the
one who is acting. Switch to the passive only to gain a special advantage—
such as keeping the focus on someone who is acted upon:

Usually I run two miles in the morning, but that morning I was kept in bed
by the flu.
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Active Voice and Passive Voice

In active-voice constructions, the subject of the verb acts:

Wolfe defeated Montcalm on the Plains of Abraham in 1759.

In passive-voice constructions, the subject of the verb is acted upon:

Montcalm was defeated by Wolfe on the Plains of Abraham in 1759.

Use the active voice to make your writing direct, forceful, and concise:

Marie Curie won the Nobel Prize for Chemistry in 1911.

Use the passive voice to keep the focus on someone or something that is
acted upon:

She was honored for her discovery of polonium and radium.

I N  B R I E F

3. Use the passive when you want to put the agent at the end of a clause,
where you can easily attach a long modifier:

A secret mission to help thousands of starving Cambodians was organized
in the summer of 1979 by Father Robert I. Charlesbois, a forty-eight-year-old
Catholic priest from Gary, Indiana, with twelve years of experience in the
Vietnam war zone.
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