
The case for the passive voice 
SIR - Maddox's article1 accusing scientists 
of being poor writers engendered a reply 
from one of the growing number of adher
ents to the use of the active voice in scien
tific writing2• This practice appears to have 
arisen in the United States over the past 20 
years or so and is now encouraged by 
authors of otherwise excellent texts on 
scientific writing, Day for example3• It is 
claimed that the use of the active voice 
encourages clearer and more exciting writ
ing and that the use of the passive voice is 
more difficult for the reader and is an 
expression of false modesty4. The truth is 
that both the teaching of the English 
language and the standards expected of 
students have declined from the previous 
high standards upheld by educators in the 
English-speaking world. Simply put, the 
writing of precise prose in the passive voice 
has become too difficult for many of today's 
scientists. This is unfortunate for a number 
of reasons. 

Using the passive voice in scientific 
writing allows the researcher to stand at a 
distance from his or her work. By standing 
at a distance, an unbiased viewpoint is 
much more likely to be reached. An un
biased viewpoint encourages a world view 
and an open mind, surely prerequisites for 
good science. Many scientific papers 
published today refer only to literature pub
lished in the past five years (in other words, 
easily located using one of the computer 
databases available), are parochial in 
nature and in many cases put forward old 
arguments as new. John Lawton terms this 
habit 'reinventing the wheel' and implies a 
30-year cycle4. 

The use of the passive voice encourages 
disciplined writing, cases must agree, tenses 
must be used correctly. It is therefore more 
demanding, but the precision and profes
sionalism displayed is worth the effort. It is 
possible to be enthusiastic and to write 
stimulating and exciting prose using the 
passive voice. How many of the most 
memorable prose passages in English liter
ature are written in the active voice? 

Using the active voice is an easy option. 
There is no need to discipline one's 
thoughts. An author can just pour out his or 
her thoughts. This leads to careless presen
tation, particularly in methods and materi
als sections. As any editor knows, many 
papers submitted for publication appear to 
be first, or at the best second, drafts. Most 
authors using the active voice show no 
consistency of use. Papers alternate 
between passive voice statements and 
active voice statements, sometimes in the 
same paragraph, with no logic for the 
change of voice. This results in a paper full 
of inconsistencies and, of course, a general 
mixture of styles. 
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Using the active voice engenders posses
siveness in the results and/or work. By 
engendering possessiveness an author risks 
adopting a biased and partisan stance. 
Wearing blinkers is no way to conduct good 
science. The active voice, with its less pro
fessional approach and tendency to foster 
the use of colloquialisms ("hassle" is one 
example I came across in a submitted man
uscript) can make the writing appear quaint 
and amateur and akin to the offerings seen 
in amateur journals of natural history. 

It is tempting when writing from a parti
san viewpoint to descend to spite and deni
gration of other work. This too often 
manifests itself in biased and anonymous 
peer review of manuscripts and grants. 
There is also the possibility that use of the 
active voice and the resulting adoption of 
results and hypotheses as the author's own 
personal property leads to an unwillingness 
to see those results contradicted or refuted. 
This may, in the worst-case scenario, lead 
to the fabrication of results, something seen 
much more today than 20 years ago when 
the passive voice was de rigueur, as judged 
by the number of articles concerning the 
subject seen recently5-7• 

In conclusion, the use of the passive 
voice encourages precision and probity, and 
when used correctly can generate as much 
passion and stimulation as the skilled use of 
the active voice. The active voice encour
ages carelessness, partisanship and, as used 
by many of its adherents, does no favours to 
the English language or science. 
Simon R. Leather 
Department of Biology, 
Imperial College, 
Si/wood Park, Ascot, 
Berkshire, SLS 7PY, UK 
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Questionable 
judgement 
SIR - If your recent news report (Nature 
380, 371; 1996) is accurate, I find it very 
disturbing that a Brazilian court would rule, 
upheld upon appeal, as plagiaristic a 1991 
publication describing results similar to 
unpublished data reported by another 
group at a 1982 meeting. The acknowledge
ment of the original group in the 1991 
paper constituted as much credit as could 
reasonably be expected in any circumstance 
let alone one in which the data were not 
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published for more than eight years. 
The Brazilian court system erred in 

permitting an investigator to claim some 
sort of intellectual property right over 
unpublished, not peer-reviewed and appar
ently not-publishable experiments. If courts 
elsewhere were to follow this precedent, 
scientific progress would be curtailed by 
dampening scientists' free incorporation of 
new concepts and the rapid confirmation of 
results afforded by this practice. 

You should publish the address of the 
court so that scientists may encourage the 
magistrates to reverse their decision. 
Fred Schaufele 
Metabolic Research Unit, 
University of California, San Francisco, 
California 941943-0540, USA 

• Anybody wishing to do so should write, 
quoting Processo no. 253723-1, to Tribunal 
de Justir;a do Estado de Sao Paulo, 4a 
Camara de Direito Privado, Palacio da Justir;a, 
Prar;a da Se sem numero, Sao Paulo - SP, 
01001-001 Brasil D 

Human rights 
in Belarus 
SIR - 21 May 1996 was the seventy-fifth 
anniversary of the birth of Andrei 
Sakharov, the physicist and winner of the 
Nobel prize for peace. 

But while scientists from around 
the world were gathering in Miscow to cele
brate the anniversary, a few hundred 
kilometres to the west, in Minsk, Belarus, 
two scientists had been arrested for partici
pating in a peaceful citizens' rally to mark 
the tenth anniversary of the Chernobyl 
nuclear accident. 

Yuri Khadyka and Viachaslau Siuchyk, 
who have followed Sakharov's example of 
combining scientific research with concern 
for human rights, are threatened with sen
tences of up to three years' imprisonment 
for alleged public order offences. In protest 
against their arrest, Khadyka and Siuchyk 
have been on hunger strike, and the health 
and lives of both are threatened. 

This anniversary is an appropriate time 
to make people elsewhere aware of the 
threat to human rights posed by the present 
regime in Belarus. 
Alexander Lutzko 
International Sakharov 

College on Radioeco/ogy, 
Dolgobrodskaya 23, 
Minsk, Belarus 

corres@nature.com 
Letters submitted for Correspondence 
should be typed , double-spaced, on 
one side of the paper only, or e
mailed (with full mailing address) to 
corres@nature .com 
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