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Passive Voice

Passive voice describes a sentence in which the object is placed before the verb and the subject receives the action.


Ex: The essay was finally finished by Joel.

In this example, the subject of the sentence is Joel and the object of the sentence is the essay.  The only noun in this sentence capable of the taking the action (finishing the essay) is Joel, yet the way the sentence is written focuses the reader’s attention on the essay.

A sentence can be recognized as being in passive voice because:

The sentence always contains a form of the verb “to be” (was, is, will be, had been, etc.)

The subject of the sentence is almost always found in a prepositional phrase following the verb.  The only exception to this clue is when the subject is omitted entirely.


Ex: The essay was finally finished by Joel.

ACTIVE Voice

As a rule, active verbs express meaning more vigorously than their duller counterparts—forms of the verb be or verbs in the passive voice. 

Forms of be (be, am, is, are, was, were, being, been) lack vigor because they convey no action. Passive verbs lack strength because their subjects receive the action instead of doing it.
Ex: Joel finally finished the essay. 

When to replace passive verbs

In the active voice, the subject of the sentence does the action; in the passive, the subject receives the action.

Passive: The essay was finally finished by Joel.

Active: Joel finally finished the essay.

In passive sentences, the actor (in this case,  Joel) frequently disappears from the sentence: The essay was finally finished. 

In most cases, you will want to emphasize the act, so you should use the active voice. To replace a passive verb with an active alternative, make the actor the subject of the sentence.

Note: Forms of be (be, am, is, are, was, were, being, been) lack vigor because they convey no action. Passive verbs lack strength because their subjects receive the action instead of doing it.
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