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ACTIVE VERSUS PASSIVE VOICE 

                                                                             

The use of active voice is usually more engaging, because it puts emphasis on the actor (the subject). 

Sometimes, however, adding a few sentences in the passive voice can bring variety to a text; think of using 

the passive as “salt in a soup.” Authors also use the passive to draw attention away from the actor and 

towards the receiver of the action in the sentence. (The cookies were eaten sounds less convicting than I ate 

the cookies, for example.) 

A sentence always consists of a subject and a verb.  

In an active sentence, the subject is doing the action (verb). 

                                                       Example:  Erick caught the fish. (Erick is doing the catching.) 

In a passive sentence, the subject isn’t doing anything except being acted on. 

                                                       Example: The fish was caught by Erick. (Erick is still doing the catching.) 

Examples  

Active:       1. The man eats five hamburgers. 

                    2. Patricia mailed a letter yesterday. 

Passive:      1. Five hamburgers are eaten by the man. 

                    2. A letter was mailed by Patricia yesterday.  

A sentence is written in an active voice if the subject is the one acting. 

  Ex: I ate the cookies. 
 

When the subject is acted upon by the verb, the sentence is written in a passive voice.  

  Ex: The cookies were eaten by me. 

NOTE: Ask if your professor prefers a paper written in just active voice or if you can also use the passive voice 

in some sentences to add variety. Passive voice is often acceptable in assignments for science classes.  

For more exercises and practice go to pages 242-244 in The Little Seagull Handbook.  

Sometimes passive voice makes sentences too wordy. Try to replace most verb forms using be (be, am, is, are, 

was, were, being, been) with more vigorous and active verbs. 

Examples 

I am eating the cookies.  

o The cookies are being eaten by me. 

A falling tree branch destroyed the car.  

o The car was destroyed by a falling tree branch. 

 


