


Here	
  the	
  writer	
  used	
  two	
  passive	
  voice	
  constructions:	
  "has	
  been	
  conducted"	
  and	
  "was	
  
initiated."	
  Grammatically	
  there	
  is	
  nothing	
  wrong	
  with	
  doing	
  this,	
  and	
  the	
  pattern	
  
probably	
  asserted	
  itself	
  unconsciously,	
  as	
  the	
  writer	
  attempted	
  to	
  achieve	
  an	
  air	
  of	
  
professionalism.	
  

If	
  we	
  were	
  to	
  change	
  the	
  passive	
  voice	
  to	
  active,	
  the	
  passage	
  might	
  look	
  like	
  this:	
  

In	
  response	
  to	
  your	
  directive	
  of	
  15	
  February,	
  we	
  have	
  conducted	
  a	
  study	
  to	
  determine	
  
the	
  reasons	
  for	
  our	
  product’s	
  poor	
  performance	
  over	
  the	
  last	
  two	
  quarters.	
  

Here	
  "has	
  been	
  conducted"	
  has	
  become	
  "we	
  have	
  conducted,"	
  and	
  "was	
  initiated,"	
  
which	
  was	
  redundant	
  anyway,	
  is	
  gone.	
  Thus	
  when	
  we	
  went	
  from	
  passive	
  to	
  active,	
  we	
  
pruned	
  excess	
  words,	
  eliminated	
  some	
  repetition,	
  and	
  indicated	
  who	
  was	
  responsible	
  
for	
  action.	
  

In	
  addition	
  to	
  sounding	
  pompous,	
  the	
  passive	
  voice	
  hides	
  agency	
  (obscures	
  the	
  blame	
  
for	
  some	
  administrative	
  crime),	
  as	
  in	
  "it	
  was	
  determined	
  that	
  health	
  benefits	
  would	
  be	
  
cut	
  by	
  50%."	
  Yet	
  in	
  spite	
  of	
  these	
  defects,	
  it	
  would	
  be	
  foolish	
  to	
  argue	
  that	
  we	
  should	
  
eradicate	
  all	
  passives	
  from	
  the	
  English	
  language,	
  because	
  sometimes	
  it	
  doesn’t	
  matter	
  
who	
  the	
  agent	
  is,	
  as	
  in	
  "women	
  are	
  now	
  considered	
  equal	
  to	
  men,	
  politically	
  and	
  
intellectually."	
  The	
  point	
  here	
  is	
  that	
  a	
  writer	
  should	
  think	
  twice	
  before	
  using	
  the	
  passive	
  
voice.	
  Most	
  of	
  the	
  time	
  it	
  leads	
  to	
  sin,	
  while	
  the	
  active	
  voice	
  leads	
  to	
  the	
  direct,	
  
energetic,	
  prose	
  which	
  constitutes	
  a	
  writer’s	
  salvation.	
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Prepositions	
  are	
  the	
  carbohydrates	
  of	
  English	
  prose.	
  We	
  couldn’t	
  manage	
  without	
  them	
  
(of	
  English	
  prose,	
  without	
  them).	
  A	
  sentence	
  overloaded	
  with	
  prepositional	
  phrases,	
  
though,	
  is	
  like	
  a	
  meal	
  of	
  pasta,	
  potatoes,	
  and	
  rice.	
  To	
  entertain	
  my	
  students	
  I	
  sometimes	
  
embark	
  [on	
  an	
  endless	
  sentence]	
  [with	
  a	
  series]	
  [of	
  prepositional	
  phrases]	
  [in	
  
increments]	
  [of	
  syllables]	
  [within	
  which]	
  the	
  meaning	
  stalls	
  [in	
  frustration]	
  [without	
  
hope]	
  [of	
  emerging]	
  [from	
  limbo]	
  [without	
  violence}	
  .	
  .	
  .	
  .	
  This	
  unfinished	
  monologue	
  
creeps	
  like	
  an	
  inch	
  worm,	
  happy	
  to	
  be	
  cut	
  off	
  after	
  any	
  prepositional	
  phrase,	
  but	
  willing	
  
to	
  stretch	
  out	
  indefinitely,	
  or	
  until	
  someone	
  screams.	
  The	
  attraction	
  of	
  prepositions	
  is	
  
that	
  they	
  are	
  so	
  all-­‐purpose	
  and	
  bland	
  that	
  they	
  are	
  often	
  the	
  first	
  words	
  to	
  come	
  to	
  
mind.	
  The	
  problem	
  is	
  that	
  when	
  they	
  are	
  overused	
  they	
  anesthetize	
  the	
  reader.	
  

If	
  we	
  return	
  to	
  the	
  revised	
  passage	
  above,	
  we	
  see	
  some	
  prepositional	
  phrases	
  that	
  
survived	
  the	
  first	
  edit:	
  

[In	
  response]	
  [to	
  your	
  directive]	
  [of	
  15	
  February],	
  we	
  have	
  conducted	
  a	
  study	
  to	
  



determine	
  the	
  reasons	
  [for	
  our	
  product’s	
  poor	
  performance]	
  [over	
  the	
  last	
  two	
  
quarters].	
  

Although	
  this	
  sentence	
  is	
  grammatically	
  correct,	
  the	
  prepositional	
  phrases	
  pile	
  up	
  
monotonously.	
  We	
  might	
  revise	
  it	
  further:	
  

[On	
  February	
  15th]	
  you	
  asked	
  us	
  to	
  determine	
  why	
  our	
  product	
  has	
  performed	
  so	
  poorly	
  
[over	
  the	
  last	
  two	
  quarters].	
  According	
  to	
  the	
  study	
  we	
  have	
  just	
  completed,	
  .	
  .	
  .	
  

This	
  revision	
  reduces	
  the	
  number	
  of	
  prepositional	
  phrases.	
  In	
  the	
  process	
  it	
  adds	
  two	
  



"	
  To	
  be"	
  is	
  the	
  imperialist	
  verb.	
  It	
  tyrannizes	
  over	
  the	
  next	
  two	
  sentences	
  in	
  this	
  
paragraph.	
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Thus	
  "invade"	
  becomes	
  a	
  noun,	
  and	
  "to	
  be"	
  shops	
  for	
  another	
  verb	
  to	
  displace.	
  "To	
  be"	
  
is	
  especially	
  attractive	
  because	
  it	
  is	
  so	
  easy	
  to	
  use,	
  requiring	
  the	
  writer	
  to	
  master	
  only	
  
one	
  verb.	
  Since	
  it	
  converts	
  all	
  other	
  verbs	
  into	
  nouns,	
  it	
  also	
  invites	
  writers	
  to	
  pile	
  up	
  
prepositions.	
  After	
  all,	
  prepositions	
  give	
  "to	
  be"	
  the	
  green	
  light	
  to	
  transform	
  
competitors	
  into	
  nouns,	
  since	
  they	
  can	
  be	
  disposed	
  of	
  in	
  prepositional	
  phrases.	
  "The	
  
Normans	
  conquered	
  the	
  English"	
  becomes	
  "The	
  English	
  were	
  the	
  defeated	
  army	
  in	
  the	
  
Norman	
  Conquest."	
  

Hardly	
  a	
  sentence	
  goes	
  by	
  without	
  "to	
  be"	
  making	
  an	
  appearance,	
  if	
  not	
  directly	
  (is,	
  
were),	
  then	
  indirectly,	
  as	
  a	
  helping	
  verb	
  (is	
  growing),	
  or	
  in	
  disguise	
  as	
  "seems,"	
  
"appears,"	
  or	
  "becomes."	
  Consider	
  this	
  sentence:	
  

The	
  purpose	
  of	
  this	
  study	
  was	
  to	
  confirm	
  or	
  discredit	
  the	
  rumor	
  that	
  our	
  product	
  is	
  
becoming	
  out-­‐of-­‐style.	
  

Here	
  "to	
  be"	
  shows	
  up	
  directly	
  (was),	
  indirectly	
  as	
  a	
  helper	
  (is	
  becoming),	
  and	
  in	
  disguise	
  
(becoming).	
  We	
  could	
  revise	
  the	
  sentence:	
  

We	
  designed	
  this	
  study	
  to	
  confirm	
  or	
  discredit	
  the	
  rumor	
  that	
  our	
  product	
  lacks	
  style.	
  

This	
  revision	
  replaces	
  "to	
  be"	
  with	
  active	
  verbs	
  (designed,	
  lacks).	
  It	
  also	
  saves	
  words.	
  

Like	
  prepositions,	
  "to	
  be"	
  is	
  indispensable	
  yet	
  dangerous,	
  precisely	
  because	
  we	
  can’t	
  
resist	
  overusing	
  it.	
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If	
  active	
  verbs	
  promote	
  good	
  writing,	
  it	
  is	
  never	
  too	
  late	
  to	
  join	
  the	
  quest	
  to	
  liberate	
  
them	
  not	
  just	
  from	
  the	
  passive	
  voice,	
  or	
  "to	
  be,"	
  but	
  from	
  the	
  nouns	
  that	
  imprison	
  
them:	
  

The	
  implementation	
  of	
  this	
  study	
  was	
  initiated	
  as	
  a	
  result	
  of	
  our	
  discovery	
  of	
  the	
  poor	
  
sales	
  performance	
  of	
  our	
  running	
  shoes.	
  

Here,	
  "implement,"	
  "discover,"	
  and	
  "perform"	
  are	
  held	
  hostage	
  while	
  "was"	
  imperializes	
  









Like	
  any	
  tool,	
  parallel	
  structure	
  can	
  be	
  misused	
  or	
  overused.	
  In	
  general,	
  though,	
  it	
  is	
  the	
  
editor’s	
  friend.	
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Another	
  piece	
  of	
  obvious	
  advice,	
  though	
  easier	
  to	
  give	
  than	
  to	
  follow.	
  Strunk	
  and	
  White	
  
offer	
  an	
  example	
  we	
  should	
  all	
  memorize,	
  because!)&#,	
  is	
  the	
  most	
  slippery	
  word	
  in	
  the	
  
English	
  language.	
  Perhaps	
  one	
  time	
  in	
  ten	
  it	
  starts	
  out	
  in	
  the	
  right	
  place:	
  

He	
  only	
  found	
  two	
  mistakes.	
  

He	
  found	
  only	
  two	
  mistakes	
  (30).	
  

The	
  literal	
  meaning	
  of	
  the	
  first	
  statement	
  is	
  hard	
  to	
  pin	
  down.	
  Is	
  it	
  that	
  he	
  found	
  two	
  
mistakes,	
  but	
  he	
  made	
  others,	
  or	
  that	
  he	
  only	
  found	
  two	
  mistakes,	
  but	
  he	
  found	
  and	
  
corrected	
  others?	
  The	
  second	
  version	
  of	
  the	
  statement	
  is	
  clearer	
  because	
  the	
  editor	
  
moved!)&#,	
  to	
  a	
  position	
  next	
  to	
  the	
  word	
  it	
  modifies.	
  

Every	
  rough	
  draft,	
  no	
  matter	
  how	
  skilled	
  the	
  writer,	
  contains	
  misplaced	
  modifiers,	
  with	
  
results	
  that	
  are	
  often	
  ludicrous.	
  "All	
  the	
  members	
  were	
  not	
  present"	
  needs	
  to	
  be	
  revised	
  
to	
  "not	
  all	
  the	
  members	
  were	
  present"	
  (Strunk	
  and	
  White	
  30),	
  unless	
  the	
  secretary	
  is	
  
reporting	
  on	
  a	
  meeting	
  that	
  no	
  one,	
  including	
  the	
  secretary,	
  attended.	
  Although	
  it	
  is	
  



new	
  one.	
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Writing	
  is	
  like	
  any	
  skill.	
  It	
  improves	
  with	
  practice-­‐-­‐in	
  this	
  case,	
  with	
  writing,	
  revision,	
  and	
  
exposure	
  to	
  good	
  models.	
  The	
  ten	
  tips	
  listed	
  here	
  should	
  help	
  develop	
  strategies	
  that	
  
will	
  eventually	
  become	
  habits.	
  Thus	
  equipped,	
  ordinary	
  human	
  beings	
  should	
  be	
  able	
  to	
  
nurture	
  editing	
  abilities	
  until	
  what	
  once	
  seemed	
  like	
  a	
  wasteland	
  of	
  choppy,	
  imprecise,	
  
enervated	
  locutions	
  becomes,	
  if	
  not	
  a	
  garden	
  of	
  delight,	
  at	
  least	
  a	
  well-­‐tended	
  park.	
  
Given	
  the	
  litter	
  that	
  blights	
  the	
  contemporary	
  landscape,	
  this	
  modest	
  achievement	
  
might	
  pass	
  for	
  genius.	
  

	
  	
  
	
  	
  

	
  	
  


