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1) When the agent of a sentence is unknown. 

 My wallet was stolen. 

2) When the agent is unimportant. 

 Construction on the building was begun last week. 

3) When the agent is obvious. 

 I was born on February 16. 

4) To soften imperatives. 

 You need to revise this.  
versus  
This needs to be revised. 

5) Special case: The passive-aggressive voice. 

 Unauthorized vehicles will be towed.  

 Late work will not be accepted. 

5) To shift emphasis in a sentence to the object of an action. 

 Sixty votes are required to get any work done in the Senate. 

6) To build coherence in a paragraph through creating a consistent series of topics 

White was charmed by the gift and by the memories it evoked of his old professor, 
who had died eleven years before Stevenson’s gift arrived. Almost immediately, White 
began to write an admiring piece about Will Strunk and The Elements of Style for The 
New Yorker. But while his memory of Strunk was clear enough, White’s recall of the 
“little book” was blurred by time (for example, he mistakenly recalled the class as 
English 20; it was English 8). He wrote back to Stevenson thanking him for the copy 
of Elements and asking for help in remembering some details. (58-59) 

Garvey, Mark. 2009. Stylized. New York: Simon & Schuster. 
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The Passive Voice 

 

Occurs when the goal or recipient of an action appears as the subject of the verb in a sentence. 

 

 

 Subject Verb Object 
 Agent Action Goal/Recipient 

Active Brutus stabbed Caesar. 

 Topic Predicate 

Passive Caesar was stabbed By Brutus. 

 Goal/Recipient Action Agent 
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Some Test Cases 

Caryl Phillips 
First generation migrants to Europe, from wherever they may originate, have to learn quickly 
how to read the new society in order to successfully navigate their way forward. Sometimes this 
involves learning when to remain quiet, and somewhat compliant, and not risk causing offense. 
When West Indians first arrived in England in the 1950s, countless pamphlets were thrust into 
their hands which explained to them the ways of the English. They were instructed that they 
must line up at bus stops in an orderly fashion, and not keep working when their fellow workers 
were on a tea break, and it as suggested that they should try to join a trade union, and perhaps 
they should not bring food that smelled “foreign” to work. In common with many immigrants, 
they were being taught how to tread carefully, the unspoken contract being that in time they 
would learn the rules and become familiar with how the society worked; so much so that one day 
they might be considered domesticated. Whether they would ever become fully fledged insiders 
was not discussed, but for many first generation immigrants this was not something that was 
necessarily desired. The hope on both sides was for some vestige of tolerance and respect. 

Phillips, Caryl. 2011. Rude am I in my speech. In Best American essays 2011, edited by Edwidge 
Danticat, 142–43.  Boston: Houghton Mifflin. 

 

George Orwell 

OPERATORS, OR VERBAL FALSE LIMBS. These save the trouble of picking out 
appropriate verbs and nouns, and at the same time pad each sentence with extra syllables which 
give it an appearance of symmetry. Characteristic phrases are: render inoperative, militate against, prove 
unacceptable, make contact with, be subject to, give rise to, give grounds for, have the effect of, play a leading part 
(role) in, make itself felt, take effect, exhibit a tendency to, serve the purpose of, etc. etc. The keynote is the 
elimination of simple verbs. Instead of being a single word, such as break, stop, spoil, mend, kill, a 
verb becomes a phrase, made up of a noun or adjective tacked-on to some general-purposes verb 
such as prove, serve, form, play, render. In addition, the passive voice is wherever possible used in 
preference to the active, and noun constructions are used instead of gerunds (by examination of 
instead of by examining). The range of verbs is further cut down by means of the –ize and –de- 
formations, and banal statements are given an appearance of profundity by means of the not un- 
formation. (106-07) 

Orwell. George. 1946/2005. Politics and the English language. In Why I write, 102–20. New 
York: Penguin. 

  


