The Passive

The passive is one of the most misunderstood structures in the language.  Teachers and editors regularly say things like “Avoid the passive” – and they often can’t even tell what the passive is!

So let’s start with a quick test.  Identify the passives in this list:

The cat caught the mouse.

The window was shattered by the bullet.

A letter is written in the event of a problem.

Sam bought a sports car from Bill.
The teacher is satisfied with the results.

That candidate was excited about the caucus outcome.

In this class, lectures are webcast on the Internet.

She is interested in medieval French.

All passives are formed from actives, but not all actives can be made passive.

ABSOLUTE MINIMUM REQUIREMENT:  The underlying active verb phrase (from which the passive is formed) must have a transitive verb.  The transitive verb is followed by a direct object.  The direct object can be teased out of the sentence by asking “who” or “what” of the verb and the subject (example:  The boy played marbles.  What did the boy play?)

Exercise:  Find the verb phrase in the sentence.  If there is a direct object, circle that as well.  

The cat caught the mouse.

The poor creature died painfully.

The bullet shattered the window.

The window split into a million pieces.

Someone writes a letter in the event of a problem.

It’s a dirty job.  

Sam bought a sports car from Bill.

The car doesn’t handle very well on turns.  

The teacher webcasts lectures on the Internet.

The lectures have bored millions!

STEPS TO FORMING THE PASSIVE (ESL)

There are five steps to making a clause passive. Start with an active clause with a transitive verb that can be made passive.

Ex: A foolhardy scientist undertook those dangerous experiments.

Then follow these instructions:

Step 1. Remove the subject. Move the object to the place where the subject was.

Ex: Those dangerous experiments undertook

Step 2. Insert the appropriate form of “be” immediately before the original verb. The form of “be” should have the same tense and aspect as the original verb.

Ex: Those dangerous experiments was undertook

Step 3. Change the original lexical verb to the past participle form.

Ex: Those dangerous experiments was undertaken

Step 4. Check the form of the verb “be”  in order to be sure it agrees with the subject. If it doesn't, change it.

Ex: Those dangerous experiments were undertaken

Step 5. In some sentences, it may be important to put the removed subject back in the sentence. If so, put “b”y before the removed subject and put the new prepositional phrase directly after the verb.

Ex: Those dangerous experiments were undertaken by a foolhardy scientist.

The bottom line:  You have a passive if, at the end of this process, you have:

1. A form of “be”

2. A past participle form of the lexical verb.

3. A “by phrase” that shows the agent of the verb (who/what actually “did” or “brought about”  the verb).  The  “by” phrase may be deleted, but you should be able to put this back in the sentence.

If you don’t have those things, you don’t have a passive.

Myths about the Passive Voice (adapted from: http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/passivevoice.html)

1. Use of the passive voice constitutes a grammatical error.

Use of the passive voice is not a grammatical error. It's a stylistic issue that pertains to clarity.  There are times when using the passive voice can prevent a reader from understanding who is doing what in a sentence.  There may be times (for example in scientific writing)  when it is not important to make that distinction and the passive voice is actually preferred!

2. Any use of "be" (in any form) constitutes the passive voice.

    The passive voice entails more than just using a for of the “be” verb. Using " be" does not by itself constitute the passive voice.  As we have discussed earlier, the progressive is also formed with “be.”  

3. The passive voice always avoids the first person; if something is in first person ("I" or "we") it's also in the active voice.

    On the contrary, you can very easily use the passive voice in the first person. Here's an example: "I was hit by the dodgeball."

4. You should never use the passive voice.

    While the passive voice can sometimes make your writing sound awkward, there are times when the passive voice is OK and even preferable.

5. I can rely on my grammar checker to catch the passive voice.

    See Myth #1. Since the passive voice isn't a grammar error, it's not always caught. Typically, grammar checkers catch only a fraction of passive voice usage.

Exercise:  Directions: Look at the following sentences. Locate the verb phrases. Write the same form of the verb “be” next to each sentence and write the past participle fo

rm of the original verb. Then write a complete passive sentence. Be careful! Some of the past participles may be irregular. The first one is done for you as an example.

21. The grumpy teenager is driving the toddler to the supermarket. -->is being driven --> The toddler is being driven to the supermarket by the grumpy teenager.

22. Some bears were attacking the campers this morning.

23. The wind tunnel will blow this dust into dune-shaped forms.

24. The reading public should treat that writer with more respect.

25. The crew has been digging a trench all morning.

26. My friends have given me no help in this matter.

27. The executive rethought the proposal of the consumers' group.

28. A pack of dogs had been chasing that cat all morning long.

29. A doctor might have helped that child.

Directions. Read the following passage and then decide which of these sentences can be made passive.  Start by locating the verb phrases.  Decide which are transitive.  Then decide which of these transitive verbs  should be made passive.   Remember that even though a verb can be made passive, there are many reasons why a verb should NOT be made passive. Rewrite this paragraph. Make passive those sentences that should be passive. Discuss your answers with those of your classmates.

Shipwreck Narratives.

Shipwreck stories form an important part of American colonial literature. A review of Spanish colonial literature finds four major shipwreck narratives. Researchers have found the earliest of these narratives in the diary of Christopher Columbus. Columbus mentioned a shipwreck in the diary of his third voyage. Another famous shipwreck story is the story of the Spanish sailor, Pedro Serrano. His story appears in Los comentarios reales by El Inca Garcilaso de la Vega. Serrano spent seven years on an island before a ship saw his campfire and sent a boat to rescue him. The most famous shipwreck narrative of the period comes from the writing of Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca, a Spanish explorer whose boat crashed on the coast of Florida in the early sixteenth century. He wandered from Florida to Mexico in a trip that lasted seven years. Los infortunios de Alonso Ramirez by the Mexican writer Carlos Siguenza y Gongora tells another shipwreck story. Because this story is fictional, modern literary scholars consider this story a precursor to the modern novel.

Passive Target #1 - The Headline Passive

Sometimes, newspaper headlines omit the form of the verb “be” in passive constructions.   For example, a headline might say Defendant found guilty by jury. This type of passive -- called a headline passive -- is acceptable in headlines, but it is not acceptable in any other form of writing.

Review Exercise. All of the following are headlines. Some of the headlines are active. Some are headline passives.  Determine which are headline passives and write the full passive!

1. Doctors build new hospital.

2. Boy found in park.

3. Marijuana legislation approved by voters.

4. Women voters decided outcome of election.

5. Groups met to fight racisim

6. Blood alcohol level lowered for those who drink and drive.

7. Four protestors arrested at Greenpeace demonstration.

8. Hoffa wanted government to stop watching union.

9. Plane crash in Quebec killed 10.

10. Golfer named player of the year.

11. Arab countries hit by recession.

12. Serb general pleaded innocent to genocide.

