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       English 101

                Naval Safety Center, 2003


Lesson #24: Passive Constructions

Learn the difference between passive and active constructions, and avoid the former. In a nutshell, passive sentences describe an action, but don’t have anyone doing that action. They are useful when trying to avoid placing blame. They make for boring writing, however. You should always try to put the “who” in it.

Examples

An ordnance cook-off on the tightly packed flight deck was caused by the hot exhaust from a jet-starting unit.

["The hot exhaust from a jet-starting unit cooked off ordnance on the tightly packed flight deck."]

Care should be taken to ensure that the pins of the chip are not bent when it is inserted.

[This is a good opportunity to switch to the second person: “Take care not to bend the pins when you insert…”]

A lower failure rate is exhibited by the new device.

[“The new device exhibits a lower failure rate.”]

When changing fonts, the cartridge is inserted.

[“Insert the cartridge when you change fonts.”]

Before the plot the inkwells should be checked.

[“…check the inkwells.”]

The tape containing the operating system is loaded first by the operator.

[“The operator first loads the tape…”]

The proposal was judged unacceptable.

[In this case, you have to try to find out who judged it and insert them as the subject of the sentence]

Ample aerodynamic warning (buffet) and effective controls throughout the stall make any chance of loss of control remote.

[Who might be losing control?]

Termination of an ACM engagement is required in a variety of cases...

[Another chance to use second person. “You must terminate an ACM engagement in a variety of cases.”]

Here’s an example of how use of the passive can mask who did what, and the trouble that can ensue. This is from a column in the Norfolk Virginian-Pilot about various newspapers that have censored comic strips:


The London Free Press in London, Ontario, declined to publish a "Doonesbury" episode showing a woman bound, wearing a galosh over her head, swinging from a trapeze, saying, "What about my needs?"


The editor who made the decision explained that the strip was unsuitable for publication because "it contained material considered [italics added] offensive to our readers as it makes light of violence toward women."


There was a backlash from "Doonesbury" supporters, who accused The Free Press of "censorship" and defended their right to decide for themselves what offends them. The editor, while standing behind her decision not to print the comic, later agreed that it was her own standards, not necessarily those of the readers, to which she had responded.
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