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The Object Complement

The object complement completes a reference and/or an implication suggested by the object of the clause. The object complement is identifiable by its form, position, reference, and agreement. 

Form. Object complements are most usually noun phrases or adjective phrases, although a clause may assume this function on occasion. 

They elected her Chair of the department (OC). 

We find this music most pleasant (OC). 

Position. Object complements only occur if there is an object in the clause and then occur normally after that object. 

They elected her Chair of the department (OC). 

*They elected Chair of the department (OC). 

*They elected Chair of the department (OC) her. 

And unlike objects themselves, object complements do not have any passive voice corresponding clauses, in which the complement appears in the subject position. 

*Chair of the department was elected her by them. 

Reference. Since all complements imply a reference, object complements complete a reference to the object of the clause. There is in effect a copular relation that exists between the object and its complement, in that the object and its complement can be paraphrased by a SVC structure, like this: 

They elected her (O) Chair of the department (C). 

She (S) is Chair of the department (C). 

Agreement. Object complements usually agree with the object in number (singular or plural). 

She made Liz and Emily (DO) her assistants (OC). 

She made Frank (DO) her assistant (OC). 
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Verbals in Passive Structures

Verbals or verb forms can also take on features of the passive voice. An infinitive phrase in the passive voice, for instance, can perform various functions within a sentence (just like the active forms of the infinitive). 

· Subject: To be elected by my peers is a great honor. 

· Object: That child really likes to be read to by her mother. 

· Modifier: Grasso was the first woman to be elected governor in her own right.

The same is true of passive gerunds. 

· Subject: Being elected by my peers was a great thrill. 

· Object: I really don't like being lectured to by my boss. 

· Object of preposition: I am so tired of being lectured to by my boss.

With passive participles, part of the passive construction is often omitted, the result being a simple modifying participial phrase.

· [Having been] designed for off-road performance, the Pathseeker does not always behave well on paved highways.
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In addition to being awkward, sentences written in the passive voice, if not constructed carefully, may contain grammatical errors such as dangling modifiers.

Changing from passive to active voice corrects the error and strengthens the sentence:

Dangling: To investigate the source of nutrients, eggshell membranes were compared. (incorrect passive)

Correction: To investigate the source of nutrients, we compared eggshell membranes. (active)

Dangling: After analyzing the samples, the plants were measured daily. (incorrect passive) 

Correction: After analyzing the samples, we measured the plants daily. (active)

Despite these disadvantages, the passive voice has a legitimate place in writing. In addition to allowing an author to vary the sentence structure, the passive voice has other important functions. To learn more, see "The Value of the Passive Voice."


Tradition and the Passive Voice

More than a century ago, scientists typically wrote in an active style that included the first-person pronouns I and we. Beginning in about the 1920s, however, these pronouns became less common as scientists adopted a passive writing style.

Considered to be objective, impersonal, and well suited to science writing, the passive voice became the standard style for medical and scientific journal publications for decades.

There were exceptions, however. For instance, in 1953, one elegantly written paper began:

We wish to suggest a structure for the salt of deoxyribose nucleic acid (D.N.A.).1
The opening sentence of Watson and Crick's classic article is simple, direct, and clear. But suppose the authors had taken the passive point of view:

In this paper, a structure is suggested for the salt of deoxyribose nucleic acid (D.N.A.).
The emphasis is now on the receiver of the action (the structure), but at a price—the sentence has lost its clarity (who suggested?), energy (passive verb), and overall impact.


Read more: http://www.biomedicaleditor.com/active-voice.html#ixzz1h28l1U61
Emphasize the Active Voice

Nowadays, most medical and scientific style manuals support the active over the passive voice.

For example, the American Medical Association's AMA Manual of Style recommends that "in general, authors should use the active voice, except in instances in which the author is unknown or the interest focuses on what is acted upon."2
The Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association (APA) has similar advice: "Prefer the active voice....The passive voice is acceptable in expository writing and when you want to focus on the object or recipient of the action rather than on the actor."3
These manuals and other books on science writing recommend using the active voice as much as possible. An author may decide to focus on the receiver—and thus use the passive voice—when the performer is unknown or of less importance. For many authors, this occurs most often in the Methods section.

Do scientific and medical journals, in their instructions for authors, advise them to write in the active voice?

Many journals indirectly do so by referring authors to a style manual that supports the active voice, or by publishing articles in which active-voice sentences are common and acceptable.

Although some journals ask authors to limit first-person pronouns or restrict them to certain sections, others not only encourage authors to write in an active style, but prefer them to use first-person pronouns over passive voice. Here is a small sampling:

Behavioral Ecology: "The first-person active voice is preferable to the impersonal passive voice."4
British Medical Journal: "Please write in a clear, direct, and active style....Write in the active [voice] and use the first person where necessary."5
The Journal of Neuroscience: "Overuse of the passive voice is a common problem in writing. Although the passive has its place—for example, in the Methods section—in many instances it makes the manuscript dull by failing to identify the author's role in the research....Use direct, active-voice sentences."6
The Journal of Trauma and Dissociation: "Use the active voice whenever possible: We will ask authors that rely heavily on use of the passive voice to re-write manuscripts in the active voice."7
Nature: "Nature journals like authors to write in the active voice ('we performed the experiment...') as experience has shown that readers find concepts and results to be conveyed more clearly if written directly."8
Ophthalmology: "Active voice is much preferred to passive voice, which should be used sparingly....Passive voice...does not relieve the author of direct responsibility for observations, opinions, or conclusions (e.g., 'The problem of blood flow was investigated...' vs. 'We investigated the problem of blood flow...')."9
Science: "Use active voice when suitable, particularly when necessary for correct syntax (e.g., 'To address this possibility, we constructed a lZap library ...,' not 'To address this possibility, a lZap library was constructed...')."10

Summary

For vigorous, clear writing, opt for the active voice unless you have good reasons for choosing the passive voice.

Choose the passive voice when the performer is unknown or when you want to focus on the action or the recipient of the action.

Writing from the first-person point of view (I, we), when necessary and natural, is accepted and encouraged by many journals. If you are not sure about a specific journal, however, study its guidelines and recent issues to get a feel for the journal's perspective on the passive voice and first-person pronouns.

When is a good time to use the passive voice in scientific writing? Read the article "The Value of the Passive Voice" to learn more.
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Do you have a question on this writing tip? Simply contact me online and I'll be happy to help.

For information on scientific and medical editing, please visit Science Editing Services.
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