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Almost every discussion of techndda] or scientific style mentions the

'

passive voice, usually as a stylistic ‘evil to avoid. While I doubt that many

of us would endorse such_exireme_pnesdriptions as "Always use the active yoice,"] -

’

- v . '
or "A writer will almost automatically improve his style when he shifts from
. :

.Y . . 2 ) - ol -
passive to active constructjons,"” we may be more ready to accept Freedman's
\ f

position in "The Seven Sins of Techniea1 Writing." His Sin 6 is "the Deadly

Passive, or, better, deaden1ng pass1ve~ it takes the 1ife out of viriting,

making everyth1ng impersonal, eterral, remote and dead,"3 but he adds that

0y

"frequently, of course, the passive isinot a sin and not dead]y, for there

simply is no active agent and the mater1a1 must be pyt 1mpersona11y nf From

l

these two statements one would have to Eonc]ude that the 1eg1t1mate use of

>

the passive voice is restricted to situations where there is no "active agent."

“

But is this conclusion correct? I think we can agree that the Rassive voice

does have legitimate uses in technical and scientific writing and also that

<

‘e

it is frequently misused. The Qrob]em ie,to define the apnropriate or ef%ective

I examined the use of the passive voice in six articles, three in Scientifid
Amer1can and three in more spec1a112ed Journa1s.5 On the basis of tnis very .
Timited samp]e, I have selected f1ve klnds’of passive structures “for further
d1scuss19n here. Since I believe thaE the'b1as of the technical writing
teacher is toward avoiding the passive voicé‘ I have concentrated on the

arguments*that“support‘tﬁe use of"acﬁ'bf these five structures.
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The minimal dlstlnctlon that must be drawn in'discussing pass1ve structures

is betweén what is called the full passive and what is called the truncated

1]

passwe.6 The full passive, sentence 1, includes an ‘agentive adjunct,7

whéreas the truncated passive, sentence Z,Lfoes not: A

1. THe ball was kicked by Bill. -
2. The ball was kicked.

- 3

As a resu]t. different arguments must be used to support or d1scourage the
Use of these two naJor kinds of passives. First, since the agent is spec1f1%u .

in the full pass1ve the subject for an active voice equ1va1ent is always

ava11ab!e, so that sentence I can be replaced by septence 3:
. ’ * ’2- d. Y
3. Bill, kicked the ball-

On the other hand, if.a truncated- passive is to be replaced by an active c]g;set

a subject must be supplied for the active clause, .and there is considerable

passive is longer than the equivalent active, and this means that the argument

that the passive "squandérs words"8 applies only to the full passive. The

-

variation in how straightforward or desirable this is. Second, only. the full
|
|

- important simiﬁarity among all passives is tpat the recipient of the action,
not the'agent, %s the suujectl Whether or not’this is a desirable feature
- depends on the discourse context of the passive strZEture under consideration,
fand on" the naturegof-the statement the péssive/structure’makes.

_Although textboots uften discuss‘only the full pessive, the full passive
is_rather rare in-scieﬁtific-writing, and in English prose generally. In four

of the artfcles I examined, fewer than ten percent of the passives were full

"pagsives,‘and in the other two articles, only twenty percent and twenty-seven
. .~ . ’ » L
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percent of the passives were fu]] In other words fmore than seventy percent,
of the passive structures in any of these artﬂgles were truncated, and this
 statistic is perhaps supported by Jespersen s claim that "over 70 perce’k

.bf passive sentences found in.English ]1terature conta1n no ment1on of the

.gct1ve subJect."9 It may be 1nterest1ng to note a]so that Eng]1sh is in-

fact unusual 1in_having a full pass1ve, most 1anguages that’have a pass1ve voice

have on]y the truncated pass1ve 10,

Nhat, then, are the arguments for using the full passive instead of the

<

active? First, as Jane Valpole and others have pointed :Ey, the full passive

may allow theme to be maintained in the discourse. n Wh: this means, briefly,.

is that the subject of the sentence i usua]]y 1nterpreted as the theme or

12

what is be1ng talked about. If the agent 1s not the theme, then the full

passive allows the wr1ter to remove it from the subJect posat1on In part, then,
e ¢ ¢

the choice between the full passive and the act1ve is constra1ned by the discourse

tontext of the particular clause. One fa1r1; common use of, the full passdve -
is in the % acknow;!dgement of the scientist respons1b]e for a d1scovery, as in T
sentence 4: ‘ : . . B
4.. Solions for "solution of ions" utilizing a reversfbie~F o
redox electrochemical system, wers first:proposed and ’ . .
studied by Elihu Root, III, at-the"'u-”s‘ Naval Ordnance ' ‘:V‘
< ’Laboratorys now at Silver Spring, Md. ]3 .
Sentence’4 is the opentng'senienceein an artic]e‘about solions;che active‘ l
equava]ent wou]d have.suggested that the actlcle Viould be about Root c_The use . _;n,ﬁ,p

. of the Full passive to ma1nta1n theme 15 a]so shown in sentence 5:
L} .
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5. The X-ray map of\Cassiopeia A we have made, together '

with a spectrum of the remnant plotted from the same

4

¢ :
data, suggest that the X rays are radiated not by -

| some cgntral source but by hot gas produced by shock . \
!

| N waves -from the original explosion traveling through

. : .

L " the interstellar medium. ' y N

s . .

C]ea;$§?fxf;:zs‘is the theme. Furthermore, in this case the subject of, the . .
equivalept active clause is so complex 1inguistically that the active would
| 15 - . '

be c]uméy at least:
. @ ‘
5a. ... suggest that not some central source but hot gas

produced by shock waves from the original explosion

traveling fhrough the interstellar medium radiates

the X rays. i

¢
]

Generally, then, we can argue that the full passive is a useful alternative to
: * I . . ’
the active if the subject .of the passive, and not the agent, is the theme of

. the diizourse segment, or if the agent is So complex linguistically that its

piaceme t in subjeét position could lead to a percepfua]]y more-difficult

AN : :
. sentence. o

Here I have limited my discussion to trungatéd passives
. . four kfnds'of ;cjentific discourse"seéﬁenfs:
| 1. ‘descrip%iqns of experimental procedures
2. 'descriptioﬁs of standardrpro;eddres

e

""“’3?“”déscr1ptions of thé‘§f5fé‘6f"kﬁbWTed§€””*“

4. descriptions of natural precesses.
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These passives differ in the kind of'subject their corresponding active
clauses could have, if any.

The truncated passive used in descript%ons of eiperimental procedures
is. almost synonymous in many people's, minds W1th “the sc1ent1f1c sty]e,"

and has probably received most attfnt1on in d1scuss1ons of scientific style.

What differentiates it most.clearly from the other truncated passives I will R

d1scuss 1s the fact that the choice between 1t and an active c]ause is

structura]]y unrestricted; it can:eas11y be replaced by an active clause

whose subject usually is 1 or we. For example, passage 6‘:fn be replaced

by passaoe ba: ' ' o

.

6. One sample was dissolved prior to thermal treatment. //"_
At 30 mﬁnt interva]s; samples were withdrawn and

dissolved in carrier solutions, and the temperature

of "the bath vas increased‘by approx..SOC.]G
A 6a. We dissolved one samp]e:prior to thermal treatment..
At 30 min. intervals, we withdrew'samples and disselved ’
them in carrier so]utions, and we increased the. :\
/ .

temperature of the bath by“approx. 5°c. .

I'd
3

In pract1ce,,of course,- I doubt that many writers éxercise a consc1o§s choice,

» ~

for the truncated pass1ve has become traditional. Tradition aside, however,

the main argumant that supports this use of the truncated pass1ve is that it

allows theme ma1ntenance for surely the d1scourse is not about the agent but

rather about the procedure The counter-argument® that the truncated pass1ve

v AY

obscures the 1dent1ty of the agent is rot valid 1n'th1s case, it seems to me,

for the agent is ful]y recoverable from the context We assume that the agent

-
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is the a%thor(s) or the author's assistants, who allow him to perform the

- experiment by proiy. Another cobnterargumeqt is that thisfuséxof~the ﬁassive
ieads'to monotonous prose. Howevef, the active equivalgnt would probably be .
just as mdnoﬁonous, sirfice every sentence would have to repeat the agent %n
subject position. Also, at least in scientific articles, monotony is probably
not a serious.faqii, for progedurq} descriptions are never read for enter-’
Fainment; if they are read at all; th%%?escriptions simply qualify the .
results.

A related but.somewhat different use of the trunéated passive is shown
. . -

in passage 7:

[

7. To measure the number of gene copies the cellular _
- %

DHA is broken into small pieces, the double stfands

are denatured (separated‘into single strands) by
boiling, and a small-amount of the radioactively

labeled comp]eﬁentary DNA is added to the mixture

v

under experimental conditions in which the comple-

mentary DNA can now hybridize with any DNA with
) 17

o~

which it has complementary nucleotide sequences.

-

Whereas passage 6 describes a particular pfoéedure, passage 7\describes a
‘ standard procedure; descriptiens of particufar procedures use the past terse,
while descriptions of standard procedures use the present teqse.‘ Supplying

a'subjéct for an active, equivalent is still not difficult; some choices are

one, 4 person, or vie. Thus, passage 7 could be replaced by passage 7a:.

.




to define this abstraction more concretely. In thetsecond clause, however,

7a. To measure the humber of gene copies, one breaks

]

v the cellular DNA into small pieces ...

However; since the active subject has to be general or indefinite, the act%ve
clauses are no-more informative than the truncated passives, and the criticism
that the passive obscures the identity of the agent clearly does not apply.

In fact,.this use of the truncated passive a]loﬁs a writer tq sidestep the

issue of non-sexist language; as Mills and illter have pointed out, "the

"active voice has in recent years ‘become somewhat impractical because of

distaste for the use of masculine pronouns ... in situations in which the
referent may Be either male or female." "
A truncated Passive may also be used to describe the state of

~§cientific knowledge. Consider, for example, passage 8:

8. The mechanics of iso]ating‘vibration are vell understood,
1o
and the necessary physical properties of the isqlators

. have also been determined.'® . ’

+

The two clauses present sl1ght1y different p?oblems It is difficu]t to
supply an appnopr1a¢e subJect for an act1ve equivalent of the f1rst clause,
for someone is probab]y too vague and narrow, the general we may be confused
with the part1cu]ar'gg if the paper has more than one author, and Scigntists -
or people is probab]y too broad. It seems /4;0 me that stateme.nts 1ike those. in

passage 8 presuppose an abdtract agent that represents our sense of a communa]

repository of knowledge, and the truncated passive allows us to avo1d having

in addition to the abstract agent, there are also, ultimately, specific agents

L Y

who deierminedrzgz physical properties of the isolators. Whether or not these

R




specific agents should be named depends in part on the purpose and audience

of the discourse. Sentenceé 8 appears in Scientific American and the purpose
is to provide fairly general infqrmation. If the same statement were pre-

sented for a more expert audience, documentation conventions would probably

be gsed.to identify the agents. This general category of truncated pégsives

also differs from the previous ones in that the verbs are restricted to a
rather small class.
Finally, the truncated paséive is used to describe prbcesées in which

there is,no direct human agency, as in sentence 9:

9. If the pulsar is embedded in a nebula, the electrons e

are presumably hurled into the nebula and spiral a]ong'

fts own magnetic 1lines, of force, emitting radiation
< \ 20

over an enormous range of wavelengths.
A . ‘\

Often it is very difficult to supply an accurafe sﬁpject for an.active,c]aq;e
equivalent in these cases, for the only 1egitimate;choice may‘bg sonething
1ike "natural forces." In fact, in trying to sunply such a.subject, one
cou]d;yery easily distort scientific fagts. h

In cond]usion, then, the main fault of many prescription; about .the use
of the passive voice is that the& are over—genenalizations. For example:
"The pass1ve voice is weak and colorless. It is also wordier than the active
’vo1ce, and tends to_hedge. Neverthe]ess, it is often used in technical

o 21

"writing because it promotes 1mpersona11ty and restraint . , While there

is, of course, the passive voice, there isn t the passive c]ause but rather

a number of d1fferent kinds of passfve clauses, s¢ that a statement that— . -

applies to one kind does not necessarily apply to the other kinds. It is

necessary, first of all, to distinguish between the fu111pa%sive and the

13
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trdacated pass1ve The argument that the passive is wordy can on]y apply

“to the full passive, and the argument that the agent is obscured can only
apply %o some truncated pass1ves Within the category of truncated passive,
further d1st1nctlons can be made on the basis of the k1nds of subjects,
if any, AEE cou]d be supplied for actlve clause equ1va]ents As we have
seen_in th]S fragmentary examination, theré are truncated passives for vhich
it is 1mpos§1b]e to supply active clause subJects, ones whose active clause
subjects ar;\abstréct, ones whose active clause subject§ are genera]'and
indefinite, ahp‘ones whose activegc]ause subjects are directly recoverable
from the discourse context. These' different kinds of truncated passives

. are also used in\differenf‘kinds of statemeﬂts commonly found in scientific

-‘ ‘ J ‘—/
prose. >
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