Active verbs 85

8a Use the active voice unless you have a good reason for
choosing the passive.

Prefer active verbs. In the active voice, the subject does the action; in the passive

voice, the subject receives the action (see also 62¢). Although

both voices are grammatically correct, the active voice is usu-

ally more effective because it is simpler and more direct.

As a rule. choose an active verb and pair it with a subject that
names the person or thing doing the action. Active verbs ex-
[ press meaning more emphatically and vigorously than their
weaker counterparts —forms of the verb be or verbs in the

passive voice.

ACTIVE Hernando caught the fly ball.

PASSIVE The fly ball was caught by Hernando.

In passive sentences, the actor (in this case Hernando) fre-
quently disappears from the sentence: The fly ball was caught.

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

PASSIVE The pumps were destroyed by a surge of power.

BE VERB A surge of power was responsible for the destruction
of the pumps.

ACTIVE A surge of power destroyed the pumps.

A bolt of lightning struck the transformer,

> The-transformerwas-struck—by-a-belt-eflightning; plunging us

A

verbs in the passive voice lack strength because their subjects
receive the action instead of doing it. Forms of the verb be (be,
am, is, are, was, were, being, been) lack vigor because they con-
vey no action.

Although passive verbs and forms of be have legitimate
uses. if an active verb can carry your meaning. use it. Even
among active verbs, some are more active — and therefore more
vigorous and colorful —than others. Carefully selected verbs
can energize a piece of writing.

swept hooked
» The goalie crouched low, w.dnornn. out his stick, and sent the

into darkness.

The active verb (struck) makes the point more forcefully than the
passive verb (was struck).

> The settlers stripped the land of timber before realizing the
Thetand . + of timberbak ; | lized
A
the consequences of their actions.

The revision emphasizes the actors (sertlers) by naming them in
the subject.

rebound away from the mouth of the net., .
We did not take down the

> The Christmas decorations were-not-taken-down until
A N -

—

Some multilingual speakers avoid the passive voice even when
it is appropriate. For advice on transforming an active sentence

ESL o the passive, see 62C.

Valentine’s Day.

Often the actor does not appear in a passive-voice sentence. To
turn such a sentence into the active voice, the writer must decide
on an appropriate subject, in this case We.

GRAMMAR CHECKERS are fairly good at flagging passive verbs, R
such as were given. However, because passive verbs are some- t
times appropriate, you — not the computer program — must de-
cide whether to make a passive verb active.

Appropriate uses of the passive *

The passive voice is appropriate if you wish to emphasize the re-
ceiver of the action or to minimize the importance of the actor.




APPROPRIATE Many native Hawaiians are forced to leave their
beautiful beaches to make room for hotels and

PASSIVE
condominiums.

APPROPRIATE As the time for harvest approaches, the tobacco

PASSIVE planygs are sprayed with a chemical to retard the

growth of suckers. v

The writer of the first sentence wished to emphasize the re-
ceiver of the action, Hawaiians. The writer of the second
sentence wished to focus on the tobacco plants, not on the
people spraying them.

In much scientific writing, the passive voice properly
emphasizes the experiment or process being described, not the
researcher. :

APPROPRIATE The solution was heated to the boiling point,
PASSIVE

and then it was reduced in volume by 50 percent.

¢ Rules on avoiding the passive voice have sparked debates. If you're
. interested in learning why, go to dianahacker.com/rules

and clickon P Language Debates
» Passive voice

8b Replace be verbs that result in dull or wordy sentences.

Not every be verb needs replacing. The forms of be (be, am, is,
are, was, were, being, been) work well when you want to link a
subject to a noun that clearly renames it or to an adjective that
describes it: History is a bucket of ashes. Scoundrels are always
sociable, And when used as helping verbs before present par-
ticiples (is flying, are disappearing) to express ongoing action,
be verbs are fine: Derrick was plowing the field when his wife
went into labor. (See 29a.)

If using a be verb makes a sentence needlessly dull and
wordy, however, consider replacing it. Often a phrase following
the verb will contain a word (such as violation) that suggests a
more vigorous, active alternative (violate).
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bus, she became a civil rights hero

Resisted i
isted is stronger than was resistant to
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