
The Passive Voice: A Short Introduction

 The passive at times appears an outlandish and difficult device of the English language to speakers 

of various other languages. This is true, for instance, for speakers of Spanish. The reason for this 

appears to be that Spanish has different ways of making a clause impersonal and the passive with 

[SER] + [Past Participle], borrowed from the [BE] + [Past Participle] of the English language, is only 

just being introduced, against opposition from purists. 

 It might help to first understand the principle of agency. While this is a new concept to most high 

school students in Spain, in most cases, and certainly for our purposes here, it is a laughably easy 

one. The agent of a process is whoever or whatever performs the action. In a sentence like “I'm 

studying for an exam,” it is pretty clear: There is someone doing something, and that person is  the 

agent, “I”.  With transitive verbs -those that require one or more objects- the matter is not much 

more complex: “Juliet kissed Romeo,” “Juliet gave Romeo a kiss.” In each case, Juliet does 

something to Romeo. In the second case, however, Romeo is the receiver of something we may call 

an object. If Juliet had stabbed him with a dagger, she would have employed a means against a 

target. To sum up, apart from the agent, there are various non-agentive roles other parts of the 

clause may play. Meaning or, in linguistic terms, semantic features are the core of agency. The 

point of the passive voice lies here: We banish the agent to the background and focus on a 

different entity.

 Sometimes, we may not know who the agent of an action we are talking about is -or we may 

judge it irrelevant. In such situations, we may concentrate on other entities -receivers, means, the 

precise description of the process itself. Descriptions of technical, scientific or medical procedures 

are positively plagued with such structures. Consider:

The patient was transferred into the operating room at 07:15 am and duly anaesthetized. A mitral valve 
replacement was performed; complications were not encountered. After surgery, the patient was 
transferred into the waking-up room and put under observation. After 24 hours, transfer to plant 1b 
followed. Post-surgical recovery was monitored according to regulations. 

 Who did all those things? Basically, it does not really matter. In a report like this, the “cast” would 

be named in the head of the form, thereafter all names would be redundant, as the surgical 

intervention itself is the focus of our attention. Consequently, the precise actions themselves 



become the subjects of most sentences; otherwise the patient is both our focus and our subject. It 

makes sense: If we are interested in when the patient arrived in the operation room, why should 

we burden ourselves with the name of the ordinance who pushed the bed there?

 Of course, the passive voice is not restricted to this kind of texts. It is, in fact, used quite widely, 

especially in written English. This very sentence illustrates the point. We do not care who exactly 

uses it, and a sentence like “Speakers of English with a certain minimum level do, in fact, use the 

passive quite frequently, especially in written communication” is not exactly clearer. 

 So much for the most obvious use of the passive, the one of hiding or ignoring an irrelevant agent. 

There is, however, another reason: Cohesion and style. In a text on Terry Pratchett, for instance, we 

know the main topic -it will be the author. Writing about when he published any of his books, we 

may choose to start every sentence with a reference to the author -but that is no new information, 

and neither is it the important bit. Compare:

Pratchett published Thud! In 2005.

Thud! was published in 2005.

 By eliminating the reference to the author -which, remember, is sufficiently clear from context- we 

draw attention to that which we consider really important for our present purpose. We may add 

“by Terry Pratchett,” which would be pointless, or “by Doubleday,” which would add new, but less 

important, information (about the editorial).

 Cohesion in a text may be increased by reducing changes in the subjects of sentences that are 

close to each other -once more, the passive voice helps us here. Consider:

Little is known about the childhood of Fionn, but this we know: He was taken away from his 
mother soon after he was born and taken to live with his aunts, who reared him far from the eyes of 
the sons of Morna, who had killed his father. He was trained as a warrior from a tender age.

We know little about the childhood of Fionn, but this we know: Someone took him away from his 
mother soon after his birth and took him to live with his aunts, who reared him far from the eyes of the 
sons of Morna, who had killed his father. They trained him to be a warrior from a tender age.

 The first version, with the passive structures, appears “rounder” -we reduce the number of 

entities and obliterate those of whom we are not sure. Also, the active version of the second 

sentence sounds somewhat different: That ominous 'someone' makes it look like an abduction, not 

a bringing into safety.



 So much for reasons and uses. Form will only take a minute. The basic structure has already been 

mentioned in the introductory paragraph: [BE] + [Past Participle]. The precise form of BE depends 

on the time form we use: “am/is/are” for Present Simple, “was/were” for Past Simple. In the case 

of compound time forms (Present Perfect etc.), it might be useful to remember the basic structure 

of the Verb Group:

AuxM → AuxT1 → AuxT2/P → VL

 The arrows represent determination of form: A modal verb (AuxM ) must be followed by an 

infinitive, an auxiliary HAVE (AuxT Perfect) by a past participle, an auxiliary BE by an -ing form (AuxT 

Continuous) or past participle (AuxP Passive); the lexical verb (VL) takes its form from whatever 

precedes it. Thus:

I might have been seen (by them).
I have been seen (by them).
I was seen (by them).
(They saw me.)

 There is a strong tendency to avoid the use of modals with the Continuous aspect, to the point 

where it is often considered ungrammatical. Thus, the equivalent here is shorter:

Passive structures are being used more frequently in Spanish these days.
Passive structures are used more frequently in Spanish these days.
(Spanish speakers use the passive more frequently these days.)

 Finally, there are numerous examples of structures and idiomatic phrases that, while they do have 

a passive structure, are not usually perceived as such: BE BORN, for instance. Those, however, we 

should not discuss in this place.

 We have seen how the passive voice can serve to increase cohesion and improve style; how we 

use it to take attention away from the agent and direct it towards another entity in the phrase; 

semantic features determine which entities may become the passive subject. We have also briefly 

discussed formal rules, which in turn are totally in line with what we previously knew about the 

Verb Group's structure. To practice, please transform the following into the passive:

1. Someone must have stolen my pencil -I can't find it!

2. Iron Maiden recorded their Fear of the Dark album in 1992.

3. Shakespeare named Hamlet after his dead son, Hamnet.

4. Sir James Watt did not invent, but improve the steam engine.




