Learning to Love Passive Construction
By Carolyn Howard-Johnson, author of The Frugal Editor

Writers of fiction, and nonfiction for that matter, are told to avoid passive
sentences for a variety of reasons. After all, they tend to tug on the forward
momentum we are usually after. But passive construction can be used
effectively, too. Like all love, we need to accept passives, try to utilize what
they’re good at and, at the same time, recognize their flaws and make an effort
not to let them into our lives.

A good editor may help you avoid passive constructions by suggesting changes
that will make them active. Try doing it yourself with the three examples below.

1. "l was offended by the President's proclamation."
2. "Catherine was being watched."
3. "Catherine was being silly."

Here is your cheat sheet:

For the first example you would, of course, make it "The President's
proclamation offended me."

For the second, you'll have to provide the intended subject. It might look like
this:

"The fuzz watched Catherine."
(So, maybe you'd be more formal (-: and call them "coppers!" ).

The third example might throw you a curve.

That's because it isn't a passive sentence. Here's the thing. We tend to assume
a construction is passive when we see helper verbs and "ing" words. But these
are not always passive indicators. That's one more thing for you to figure out in
addition to deciding whether you want to avoid a passive construction anyway.

There are reasons to love the passive. | mean, language develops out of need
(among other things). So we sometimes need the passive and when we do, and
recognize why we do, we can grow to love it. Here are reasons you might want
to intentionally use passive verbs:

1. You want to slow down the movement in a saga sent in the 19th century

2. You're using passive construction as part of a speech pattern used by a

particular character.

3. You're writing political copy and you want to avoid pointing a finger at, say,
the FBI because you don’t want to get put on the dreaded US No-Fly list. So
instead of saying “The FBI is watching Carolyn.” You say, “Carolyn is being
watched.” No blame that way.

We need to know not only how to make verbs active and when to leave them
alone, and, yep, when to use them to our advantage. That way we can learn to
love them.
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