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Passive Voice
In active sentences, the subject of  the sentence is also the agent (the “doer” of  the action).

Abraham Lincoln slew vampires.

Passive voice separates the agent from the subject, and often from the sentence altogether. It is often
marked by a be verb.

Vampires were slain. (By whom?)

If  the agent is mentioned in a passive sentence, it is in a prepositional phrase.

Vampires were slain by Abraham Lincoln.

Reasons for using passive voice:

The agent is unknown.

The house was broken into.

The agent shouldn’t be known (think mysteries).

Roger Rabbit was framed.

The agent doesn’t wish to be known (political speak, technical manuals).

Mistakes were made.

The action is more important than the agent.

Dinner was prepared for me.

The following passage, taken from “Kill ‘Em! Crush ‘Em! Eat ‘Em Raw!”, by  John McMurtry,
offers some great example of  passive voice used for rhetorical effect:

I started off  with torn ligaments in my knee at 13. Then, as the organization and the
competition increased, the injuries came faster and harder. Broken nose (three times), broken
jaw (fractured in the first half  and dismissed as a “bad wisdom tooth,” so I played with it for
the rest of  the game), ripped knee ligaments again. Torn ligaments in one ankle and a
fracture in the other (which I remember feeling relieved about because it meant I could
honorably stop drill-blocking a 270-pound defensive end). Repeated rib fractures and
cartilage tears (usually carried again, through the remainder of  the game). More dislocations
of  the left shoulder than I can remember (the last one I played with because, as the Calgary
Stampeder doctor said, it “couldn’t be damaged any more”). Occasional broken or dislocated
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fingers and toes. Chronically hurt lower back (I still can’t lift with it or change a tire without
worrying about folding). Separated right shoulder (as with many other injuries, like badly
bruised hips and legs, needled with morphine for the games). And so on. The last pro game
I played—against Winnipeg Blue Bombers in the Western finals in 1961—I had a recently
dislocated left shoulder, a more recently wrenched right shoulder and a chronic pain center
in one leg. I was so tied up with soreness I couldn’t drive my car to the airport. But it never
occurred to me or anyone else that I miss a play as a corner linebacker.

Exercise

Write a passage containing numerous passive phrases describing the actions of  an unnamed agent.
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 Abstract and Concrete Nouns
We’ve all learned that a noun is what names a person, animal, place, thing, or idea. What most of  us
weren’t taught is that the type of  nouns we choose will impact the tone of  our writing. In particular,
the choice between abstract nouns and concrete nouns.

Concrete nouns represent things your five senses can detect. You can see them, hear them, smell
them, taste them, or feel them. Some examples: chocolate, puppy, cactus, Braille.

Why choose concrete nouns?

● To pull the reader into the narrative

● To avoid ambiguity

● To create a sense of  familiarity in an unfamiliar setting

Abstract nouns are nouns representing things your five senses cannot detect. You cannot see them,
hear them, smell them, taste them, or feel them. Some examples: deceit, curiosity, trust, success, relaxation.

Why choose abstract nouns?

● To distance the reader

● To create ambiguity

● To disorent the reader

Exercise

Rewrite the three sentences below by replacing concrete nouns with abstract ones. (Example: We
mourned the loss of  our shop. / We mourned the loss of  our legacy.)

She stood on top of  the precipice.

William frequented the gym closest to my house.

Adriana brought the couch upstairs by herself.
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Using Other Parts of  Speech as Nouns
Nominalization is the process of  converting a verb/verbphrase or adjective/adjective phrase into a
noun/noun phrase.

Nominalizers are parts of  speech used to nominalize a verb. The most common nominalizer is a
suffix: legalize to legalization. It can also be a word: I hate that felling (That is the nominalizer,
changing the participle feeling into the object of the verb)

Two other  common ways to nominalize are by using gerunds and infinitives.

Gerunds are present participles (-ing verbs) that function nominally. They can take the place of
subjects or objects. They can even be appositives to other nouns.

Swimming is good exercise.

Bickering destroyed their marriage.

Her favorite sport, kayaking, was playing on ESPN.

Gerunds are a wonderful way to personify an abstract action or behavior.

His addiction to gambling ruined his marriage.

Gambling ruined his marriage

Infinitives, like gerunds, can function as subjects or objects. They tend to offer a poetic feel to a
sentence when used as subjects.

To love is to live.

To eat was my first priority after I got home.

I want to leave.

Exercise
Write two sentences. In one, use a gerund as the subject. In the other, use an infinitive as the subject.
Bonus points for using them as objects as well.
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Periodic, Loose, and Combination Sentences

A periodic sentence is a sentence that is not grammatically complete until the final clause or
phrase. This can be achieved by placing the independent clause at the end or by sandwiching all
modifying words, phrases, and clauses between the subject and predicate.

The farmer, along with his mooing cows, clucking chickens, and oinking pigs, is moving to
town.

A loose sentence is a sentence in which the main idea is elaborated on by the successive addition of
modifying words, phrases, or clauses.

The farmer is moving to town, along with his mooing cows, clucking chickens, and
oinking pigs.

A combination sentence starts like a periodic sentence, but after the point of  grammatical
completion is reached, it continues on like a loose sentence.

The farmer, along with his mooing cows, clucking chickens, and oinking pigs, is moving to
town, hauling everything behind his tractor.

Exercise

Write three sentences: one periodic, one loose, and one combination.
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Recommend Book and Websites
Books

● The Elephants of  Style: A Trunkload of  Tips on the Big Issues and Gray Areas of  Contemporary
American English, by Bill Walsh (McGraw-Hill)

● Grammatically Correct: The Writer’s Essential Guide to Punctuation, Spelling, Style, Usage and
Grammar, by Anne Stilman (Writer’s Digest Books)

● Grammar Snobs are Great Big Meanies: A Guide to Language for Fun and Spite, by June
Cassagrande (Penguin Books).

● Mortal Syntax: 101 Language Choices That Will Get You Clobbered by the Grammar Snobs—Even if
You’re Right, by June Casagrande (Penguin Books).

● Punctuation Plain & Simple, by Edgar C. and Jean A. Alward (Delmar Cengage Learning)
● Word Up! How to Write Powerful Sentences and Paragraphs (And Everything You Build from Them), by

Marcia Riefer Johnston
Websites

● Common Errors in English Usage: http://www.wsu.edu/~brians/errors/errors.html
● The Chicago Manual of  Style Online:www.chicagomanualofstyle.org
● English Grammar Revolution: www.english-grammar-revolution.com
● Grammar Girl: grammar.quickanddirtytips.com
● Grammarist: http://grammarist.com/
● Plain Language: www.plainlanguage.gov
● The Purdue Online Writing Lab (OWL): owl.english.purdue.edu
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