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Abstract

Introduction and aim: The passive voice has recently been claimed toxgessively used in
medical research papers making them less cleafoarsbme people difficult to understand. Still, it
is thought that the passive voice used in scienivfiting contributes to an objective presentatidn
the subject matter, it emphasizes the action rathemn the doer of the action and it also acts as a
means of impersonalization. The aim of the papeo iswvestigate the frequency of occurrence of
the passive voice in English and Polish medicaassh articles.

Material and methods: The study is based on five medical research asticleen from The British
Medical Journal and one article in manuscript ahelirt Polish translations. It is a contrastive
analysis of the use of the passive voice in Englisth Polish medical research articles.

Results: The frequency of occurrence of the passive vaicEnglish and Polish medical research
articles is roughly the same (an average of 30%albthe finite verbs). The passive with an
expressed agent is rare in the analysed articles pa@ssive voice in English is translated into $Poli
mainly by means of theno, - to constructions.

Conclusions. The frequency of occurrence of the passive voicmedical research articles is high
both in English and in Polish. It is due to theumatand function of scientific writing, by means of
which scientists aim to give an impersonal, objectind factual account of their research.
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UZYCIE STRONY BIERNEJ W ANGIELSKICH | POLSKICH
ARTYKULACH MEDYCZNYCH

Streszczenie

Wskp i cel Twierdzi s¢ ostatnio, ze strona bierna jest nadmierniezywana w artykutach
medycznych czyt je mniej jasnymi i dla niektorych ludzi trudnydo zrozumienia. Jednadk
s¢dzi sk, iz strona bierna gywana w stylu naukowym przyczynia ebiektywnego przedstawienia
przedmiotu bad@ ktadzie nacisk na czynfip a nie na spraweczynndgci, a take umdliwia ich
bezosobowy opis. Celem pracy jest zbadaniestaiiwaici wysgpowania strony biernej
w angielskich i polskich artykutach medycznych.

Materiat i metody: Badanie oparte jest na quiu artykutach medycznych zaczegwych z The
British Medical Journal i na jednym artykule w faemmanuskryptu oraz na ich polskich
ttumaczeniach. Jest to kontrastywna analiza zastas@ strony biernej w angielskich i polskich
artykutach medycznych.

Wyniki: Czstotliwai¢ wysgpowania strony biernej w angielskich i polskichyatach medycznych
jest mniej wicej taka samastednio 30% wszystkich czasownikow w formie osobovjona
bierna z wyrdonym agensem wypuje w badanych artykutach rzadko. Strona biernat je
przettumaczona nazyk polski gtownie za pomp&onstrukcji -no, -to.

Whioski: Czstotliwas¢ wysepowania strony biernej w artykutach medycznych gega, zarowno

W jezyku angielskim, jak i polskim. Wplywa na to natufankcja stylu naukowego, przy pomocy
ktorego naukowiec przedstawia wyniki swoich badesposéb bezosobowy, obiektywny i rzeczowy.

Stowa kluczoweStrona bierna, styl naukowy, artykuty medyczne.
(Otrzymano: 03.11.2016; Zrecenzowano: 05.01.20B&Keeptowano: 15.01.2017)
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1. Introduction

The passive voice is regarded as an importantsstyfieature in scientific writing, which
should be “precise, accurate and detached fronvithedl impulse” (Ahmad 2012:47). The
tendency to use the passive rather than the aubiee serves the purpose of giving an
impression of neutral, objective, factual reportorgan objective interpretation of scientific
facts and findings. Using the passive voice, s@endters avoid the first person (I) since in
a sense it might be impolite and by doing so craatebjective tone in their research papers.
Moreover, passive constructions in such paperssfacuthe action or the result of an action
rather than on the scientist who performed theoactiastly, it “conforms to the style with
which medical peers are most familiar” (Amdur/Kimy&lorris 2010:98).

The main objective of this paper is to examineftequency of occurrence of the passive
voice and the frequency of occurrence of the passbnstructions with an expressed agent in
English medical research articles and their Pdfishslations. It also addresses the problem of
translation of the instances of the passive vogalun the English papers into Polish to find
whether the passive voice is retained in the tediosl or whether a different construction is
used instead.

2. The use of the passive voice in scientific writing

Voice as a grammatical category expresses thaamship between the surface structure
subject and the surface structure verb and it sefersome semantic and formal distinctions
(Wotczynska-Sudot 1976:153). Passive constructions are adbyrmperceived in opposition to
active constructions. The term “passive” is usethtlicate constructions in which the passive
subject corresponds to an active direct object,thadactive subject, if overt, is expressed in
the form of an agentive adjunct. As far as a seimmante is concerned the active subject
usually corresponds to the actor/agent (the agtawticipant), and the passive subject to the
patient/undergoer (the passive participant). Thes NPthe two constructions are usually
regarded as having the same semantic roles (Sekaid:984:1988).

Let us look at an English example:

(1) a. _Johnshot _the tiger

SUBJECT OBJECT
AGENT PANT

b. The tigerwas shot_by John
SUBJECT
PATIENT AGENT

In the above example, sentence (1a) is considaeedrimarked member of the pair, and is
said to be in the active voice, while sentence,(@bhstituting the marked one, in the passive
voice.

Both active and passive constructions in mostaims#s express the same propositional
content, but they differ in the pragmatic functmiithe agent and patient. The agent is usually
the topic i.e. the element that states what the clauseimsaply about and establishes the
distinctive framework within which the sentence dwl It appears in initial position in the
sentence and in most cases bgareninformation. In a passive clause the patient ésttpic
while the agent, if expressed, represearags/ information and carries the main information
focus indicated by tonic stress (Siewierska 1984tBus one of the main reasons for using
the passive voice is thematization.

Another main reason for choosing the passive isnwiie want to avoid mentioning the
agent. In such a case the agent is often unknavehgvant or not important or can be derived
from the context, either linguistic or situatiorfBache/Davidsen-Nielsen 1997:207).
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The use of the passive voice in English and Patistical research articles

Such agentless passive sentences are often empgyscientists in research articles. In
scientific writing the passive voice has the adagetover the active voice in its ability to
place the experiment at the beginning of the seetemd either to move the doer/performer
of the experiment to the end of the sentence egjprgst by means of thby - phrase or to
create an agentless construction. In this way tkperment becomes linguistically
highlighted.

Scientific texts often describe natural processhese causes may be unknown, and the
human agent is involved only as an observer, e.g.:

(2) At greater altitudes only a part of the enagygleposited locally in this way.

But even if the writer depicts a procedure deviaad performed by himself, he opts for
impersonal presentation of his subject matter beedhe attention is focused on the things
described, besides there is a convention thatuti@ashould not be exposed too much. Thus
the following locutions are commonly found:

(3) a. It has been pointed out ...
b. It has been observed ...
c. The study was performed ...

instead of:

(4) a.lhave pointed out ...
b. I have observed ...
c. We have performed the study ...

Scientific writing also tends to apply the pattéopic-event relating to it, instead of using
the construction agent-action, mostly found inghge of conversation, e.g.:

(5) Similar changes were not observed in thoseselatrial fibrillation persisted.

Still, the tendency to employ impersonal preseoratf the subject matter, which results
in the construction topic-event relating to itespecially obvious where the topic functioning
as the subject is non-thematic (it also carries mdarmation). Although the construction
agent-action would facilitate the choice of a themaubject, the impersonal passive is used
instead, e.g.:

(6) There was no consistent change in the leftAanar end-diastolic pressure, and no
correlation was noted between the character ofthgave and the cardiac output or
left-ventricular end-diastolic pressure.

(Grzegorek 1984: 63-64 ; Duskova 1971: 129-13kw&irska 1984: 237)

In scientific writing in Polish, like in Englishhere is a tendency not to express the agent,
as the subject matter is preferred to be preseimtemh impersonal way. Thus agentless
passives are favoured to active sentences in thgudge of science and journalism. The
omitted agent is often the author himself. An actbentence with an expressed ageritas
the same word order and the same proposition assiye one, but it is more 'elegant’' to use
the latter, e.g.:

(7) a.Rozkaz okrdony bytwyzej jako szczegdlny przypadek wypowiedzi funkcjoealn
b.Rozkaz okrditem wyzej jako szczegolny przypadek wypowiedzi funkcjoealn

(Grzegorek 1984: 116-124).
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3. Theanalysis of the use of the passive voice in English and Polish medical resear ch
articles

3.1. Data and methodology

In what follows we examine the use of the passiveerin English and in Polish scientific
articles from the field of medicine. Our corporargwise five English medical articles taken
from The British Medical Journal and their Polishnislations that come from the Polish
edition of that periodical. One article and its iBloltranslation (both in manuscript) come
from the Fertility and Andrology Department at Uaiisity School of Medicine in Lublin. The
articles are marked and will be referred to laeEa, E2, E3, E4, E5, E6 and P1, P2, P3, P4,
P5, P6 papers respectively. Papers E1 - E5 andA31come from the following editions of
the British Medical Journal (Polish translationstioé articles come from the Polish editions
of the BMJ):

> E1, P1 BMJ1995; 310: 1165-9,

> E2, P2 BMJ1996; 313: 404-6,

> E3, P3-BMJ1994; 309: 1689,

» E4, P4 BMJ1996; 312: 658,

» E5-BMJ1996; 313: 63-64,

» P5 -BMJWydanie polskie. Luty 1997: 11-12.

Articles E6 and P6, entitledaparoscopic resection of pyosalpinx in early pragcy /
Laparoskopowe uswtie ropnego jajowodu we wczesngjzgi are a manuscript written by
Grzegorz Jakiel MD, Pawet Wieczorek MD, Szymon Bekak MD, Michat Bokiniec MD,
PhD at the Fertility and Andrology Department, Wnsity School of Medicine in Lublin,
Poland.

The main objective of the study is to compare tee af the passive voice in English
medical research texts and in their Polish traizsiat What we take into consideration are the
following areas of interest:

I. The frequency of occurrence of the passiveeair English medical research

articles and in their Polish translations
[I. The frequency of occurrence of the passive@avith an expressed agent in these articles
lll. The translation of the English passives intwish

I. In this part we count the passives in all theckes, compare the percentage of the
passives in English with the percentage of the ipassin Polish. We also count the
percentage of occurrence of the passive constngtio Polish, such as the periphrastic
passive, theno , -to constructions, and the reflexive constructions. tAs last step we
calculate the percentage of occurrence of the yagsithe individual sections of the English
and Polish articles (in Abstract, Introduction, Meds, Results, Discussion).

The calculation is done in the following way. Atle finite verbs and all the finite passives
are counted and the percentage of occurrence @iatbsves is calculated. As far as the Polish
passive constructions are concerned, the percemtégeccurrence of those individual
constructions are counted taking all the passivesgiven article as the base.

[I. The calculation is conducted in the followingay All the finite passives and all the
finite passives with an expressed agent are cowrtddchext the percentage of occurrence of
the latter is calculated.

202



The use of the passive voice in English and Patistical research articles

[ll. This section addresses the issue of tranglative passive in English into Polish. We
analyse the translation in order to check whetheisame or a different construction was used
in it. We also focus on the instances of constamgiin English other than the passive that
were rendered into Polish as the passive.

3.2. Results

I. The frequency of occurrence of the passive voidenglish medical research articles and in
their Polish translations.
After having counted the percentage of all thetdirpassives in our corpora, we have
attained the following findings presented in theleéal below.

Tab. 1. The percentage of the passive construcimoBaglish and Polish medical articles

Article English Polish
E1/P1 24 % 23,23 %
E2/ P2 38 % 34 %
E3/P3 26,9 % 23,5%
E4/P4 27,59 % 10,7 %
E5/P5 20,45 % 20,7 %
E6 / P6 57,24 % 57,15 %

Source: Elaboration of the Author

The data show that in almost all the articles, pk&4/P4, the number of the passives in
English and in Polish is roughly the same. The ipassonstructions constitute an average of
30% of all the finite verbs in both the English dnalish articles, which proves the thesis that
the frequency of occurrence of the passive voicientific writing is high.

As far as the Polish articles are concerned, wee haome across the following
constructions: the periphrastic passive, the, -to constructions, and the reflexive
constructions. Table 2 shows the percentage ofroarace of those constructions in the Polish
articles.

Tab. 2. The percentage of passive constructioR®iish medical articles

Article Periphrastic No/To Reflexive
passive constructions constructions

P1 16,3 % 65,3 % 18,4 %
P2 20,4 % 77,6 % 2%
P3 6,7 % 93,3 % 0%
P4 0% 100 % 0%
P5 33,3 % 55,6 % 11,1 %
P6 7,7 % 90,4 % 1.9%

Source: Elaboration of the Author

As we can see, th@o, -toconstructions are prevalent and constitute anageeof 80% of
all the passive constructions. The reason is they @are impersonal constructions which
exclude both the speaker and the addressee, tAusctiount can be conveyed without the
need to mention the agent, which is irrelevantciergtific writing. The report is written in an
impersonal, objective manner.
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As far as the sections of the articles are concertie distribution of the passive differs.
Table 3 shows the percentage of the passive ibstract, the Introduction, the Methods,
the Results and the Discussion. We analysed on)yER1E6 and P1, P2, P6 articles since
only these were clearly divided into such parts.

Tab. 3. The percentage of the passive in the sectbthe English and Polish articles

Article English Polish

A I M R D A I M R D
E1/P1 09 13 93 36 8P 05 14 1024 | 8
E2/P2 3,7 2,2 231 3 6 2 14| 23,6 2,8 | 4,2
E6/P6 88 1,1 385 0 99| 8,8 0| 39,6 O 8,8

Source: Elaboration of the Author

From the above data we can conclude that the mapsévails in the Methods part. This is
the case because in this part we describe the quoeef medical research, we present the
subject matter in an impersonal way, which is agileby means of abstraction from the
person of the writer and concentration on whatisd described. We are aware that the agent
must be a certain group of researchers, and mémgidinat piece of information is redundant.

Il. The frequency of occurrence of the passive @ouith an expressed agent in the analysed
medical articles

Table 4 shows the percentage of all the passivthsan expressed agent in the English and
Polish medical research articles.

Tab. 4. The percentage of agented passives inrtgks& and Polish medical articles

Article English Polish
E1l/P1 55% 0%
E2/ P2 5,9 % 8,2 %
E3/P3 0% 0%
E4 /P4 10,34 % 0%
E5/P5 27,8 % 5,5%
E6/ P6 13,2 % 19%

Source: Elaboration of the Author

What can be inferred from the above data is treptssive with an expressed agent is rare
in medical research articles, but if it is use@ #dgented passive can be expressed by animate
and inanimatdy-agent

In our study we have encountered only 4 passivéls an expressed animabg-agentin
English and 1 in Polish.

E. (8) Sheep were first cloned in 1986 Sten Willadsen. (E4)
(9) The review was dorwy experienced epidemiologists(E5)
(10) First oral contraceptives are used médylyertile women.. (E5)
(11) The finding was supporteg Klatsky and Armstrong. (E1)

P. (12) Po pierwsze, doustéredki antykoncepcyjnegsstosowane gtowniprzez ptodne
kobiety... (P5)
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The use of the passive voice in English and Patistical research articles

As far as the passives with an expressed inanibhatgentare concerned, we can quote
a few examples.

E. (13) ... mortality could be explained almostlasgivelyby the effect of drinking win¢e1)

(14) Surgery is most often necessitdig@ppendicitisand, secondlyhy symptomati
cholelithiasis(E6)

(15) ... hemostasis was ensubgdipolar coagulation... (E6)

(16) Recent attempts ... were hinddygdioubts (E6)

(17) ... the large differences ... can bdarpdby the results.. (E2)

(18) Results are given ... and stratifigddifferent patterns. (E5)

(19) The resulting cells were induced to geedsy serum starvatiothen fused with
enucleated eghyg a tiny spark of electricity(E4)

P. (20) ... proby hamowane bypyzez wtpliwosci ... (P6)

(21) Jajowod prawy skoagulowakleszczykami bipolarnymi (P6)

(22) ... zasadniczagZ zabiegu zostata w obu przypadkach przeprowaddoorgy
laparotomii(P6)

(23) Jak dad nowy metod stworzono 5 jagat ... (P4)

(24) ...4czono z pozbawianjadra komorlg jajowg za pomog matego tadunku
elektryczneg@P4)

(25) - wzrastajca umieralnéc ... - mae by wyttumaczona gtéwniefektem picia
mocnych trunkow(P1)

(26) Dwudziestoczterogodzinny pomiar ... dokonywbag przy @yciu aparatury... (P2)

(27) Obraz krzywej ... spowodowany sthieniem fatszywego dodatniego przypadku
.. (P2)

(28) Ranice w wartdci cisnienia krwi byty oceniangestami t.. (P2)

Some of the above examples, both in English anéidhre the passives with “Janus -
agents”. These are passives with an expressedmnately - element, or other prepositional
element, and they allow two interpretations, agéndr instrumental. Let us consider an
example from an English article (19) and a Polisé (28), and transform them into the active
voice in order to show the two interpretations:

E. (29) Someonénduced the resulting cells to quiesce by serarvation and then fused
them with enucleated eggs by a tiny spark of alattr
(agential interpretation - indefinite animate rigye
Serum starvatiomduced the resulting cells to quiesce and #nény sparkof
electricityfused them with enucleated eggs.
(instrumental interpretation)

P. (30) Ktos oceniat régnice w wartdci cisnienia krwi testami t ...
(agential interpretation - indefinite animate rigye
Testy toceniaty ré@nice w wartdci cisnienia krwi ...
(instrumental interpretation)

[ll. The translation of the English passives intwigh

We have looked at the translation of the passivestroctions from English into Polish. In
most cases the English periphrastic passive islated into the Polisino, -to constructions,

e.g.:
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(31)
(32)

was doubled - podwajano
were recorded - rejestrowano

In some cases the English passive constructions tk@nslated into Polish by employing
other forms, e.g.: the active voice (examples 38), & modifier (examples 35, 36),
a prepositional phrase (examples 37 - 39), the isgmal verb formmozna’ (examples 40 -
43), the impersonal verb formalezy’ (example 44).

» E.

(33)

(34)

» E.

(35)

(36)

(37)
(38)

(39)

» E.

(40)
(41)

(42)

(43)

» E.

(44)
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the passive - P. the active

E. Intake of neither beer nor spifitas associatedith ....

P. Powstrzymywanie giod picia piwa i napojoéw spirytusowyetigzato se z ...
(E1/P1)

E. This findingvas supportetby Klatsky and Armstrong.

P. T obserwagj poparli Klatsky i Armstrong. (E1/P1)

relative clause in the passive - P. a modifier

E. ... the embryonic human cehst would be needddr the Roslin methods ...
P. ... komdrek ludzkich zarodkdpotrzebnychdo zastosowania metody ... (E4/P4)

E. ... the results were not dependent onuh®f# valuesthat were used
P. ... wyniki pomiarow nie wykazywatly zat@sci od przyjetychwartasci progowych.
(E2/P2)

. a clause in the passive - P. a prepositionabgkr

E. At the time when the studiesre done...

P. W okresie wykonywania omawianych fada(E5/P5)
E. ... after resultwere pooled..

P. ... po patzeniu wynikéw bada (E5/P5)

E. ... when the patieist seated

P. ... w pozycji siedeej. (E2/P2)

a modal verb and a passive infinitive - P. ingpaal verb form“meéna”

E. ... withdrawal of medicatiaan be considered ...

P.Moznabra pod uwag mazliwosé ... (E2/P2)

E. ... the possible importancecannot be excluded.

P.Nie manajednak wykluczy prawdopodobnego wptywu ... (E5/P5)

E. The finding of more localised cancersnay be explained ...

P. Stwierdzanie bardziej ograniczonych postaci ekka ... manawyjasnic ...
(E5/P5)

E. The validity of self-reported alcohol ineakay be questioned, ...

P.Mozna kwestionowé prawdziwa¢ danych ... (E1/P1)

the passive - P. impersonal verb form“ngle

E. Use of hormonal contraceptiveds expected to increase
P. ..nalety sie spodziewa ich jeszcze powszechniejszego stosowania ...P&5/



The use of the passive voice in English and Patistical research articles

What is worth noting here is the fact that we hereountered some instances of the active
voice (examples 45-49) and an adjective (exam@e$5) in English translated into theo,
-to constructions (examples 45-50) and the passivaniple 51) in Polish.

« E. the active - P. -no , -to constructions

(45) E. The patiememainedunder observation ...
P. Obserwaggiazy prowadzona.. (E6/P6)

(46) E. The reviewdid not finda decreased risk ...
P. Nie zaobserwowanomniejszenia ryzyka ... (E5/P5)
(47) E. The revievexaminedrarious patterns of use ...
P. W przegbzie poddandbadaniu réne formy uywania ... (E5/P5)
(48) E. When patientsere receivingreatment ...
P. W czasie, kiedstosowandeczenie ... (E2/P2)
(49) E. Table 3hows ...
P. W tabeli 3vykazana.. (E2/P2)

+« E. an adjective - P. -no, -to constructions / tlasgve

(50) E. The information waasvailablefor only a small number of studies.
P. Takie informacjpodanotylko w matej liczbie bada (E5/P5)

(51) E. Itisreasonabldo assume ...
P.Uzasadnione jegirzypuszczenie ... (E2/P2)

3.3. Discussion of theresults

I. The findings in this part prove the thesis tthegt passive voice is often used in scientific
articles in both English and Polish. The percentaighe passives in the English articles was
the same as in the Polish ones and the passivgsriseh about 30% of all the finite verbs.
The only exception were articles E4/P4, in which grassive constituted 27,6% of all the
finite verbs in English and only 10,7% in Polish.

As far as the sections constituting the articles emncerned, the highest number of
passives appeared in the Methods part as in tiispaat we describe the process itself, the
procedure of the research. The average percentdlge passives in this part was 24%.

All the English passive constructions were periptica while the Polish passive was
expressed by the following constructions: the geaptic passive, thao, -to constructions,
and the reflexive constructions. Our study indidateat the Ro, -toconstructions constituted
the overwhelming majority, namely around 80% oftlafl passive constructions.

The high frequency of the use of the passive vaicenedical research articles can be
attributed to the fact that science writers stftvean objective and impersonal presentation of
their findings without too much focus on themselves

Il. The agented passives were rather rare in theles. They constituted no more than
about 10% of all the passives in English. In Pottsth number was even lower; the average
percentage of the agented passives was around Z2[6%.discrepancy between these
outcomes can be explained by the wide use ofritbe-to constructions in Polish, which are
an impersonalizing strategy that excludes botrsgieaker and the addressee.

All in all, the common tendency in scientific wng is that the author should not be
exposed too much. Thus the author describing higleeedure wants to stand aside so as to
draw the reader's attention to what has been @mknot to the person who has done it.
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However, sometimes the agent needs to be expreBsmxdis the case when the agent is,
first of all, relevant to the content, he/she ig tlee author himself, and, according to the
functional sentence perspective, the agent is mdarmation, while the patient is given
information.

[ll. Apart from the most frequent translation oetEnglish passive into the Polisho, -to
impersonal constructions, we encountered other walysrendering this grammatical
construction into Polish, e.g.: the English passias realized by the Polish active voice, a
modifier, a prepositional phrase, and the imperseesb forms mana, naley. In some
examples the situation was quite the reverse, namalome cases an adjective and the active
voice in English were realized by Polisto, -toconstructions or the passive voice.

On the whole, the passive voice in one languaglsedin this study does not have to be
rendered as the passive in the other languager gthenmatical constructions can be used
instead to express a given proposition.

4. Conclusions

* In the analysed medical articles in English andgbathe overall number of the passives
was high, with roughly the same number of the passused in English medical articles
and in their Polish translations.

« As far as the Polish articles are concerned, tlssipa construction mostly used was the
no, -toconstructions.

* From the individual parts of the articles the methgart was where the frequency of
occurrence of the passive was the highest.

« |t was also proved that the agent was rarely espefn the passive, both in English and
Polish medical articles.

* On the subject of translation, the English peripticapassive was mostly translated into
the Polish-no, -toconstructions.

Sour ces

¢ The British Medical Journal
¢ The British Medical Journal Wydanie Polskie

¢ Jakiel, Grzegorz MD, Wieczorek, Pawet MD, Bakalgz&ymon MD, Bokiniec, Michat MD,
PhD Laparoscopic resection of pyosalpinx in early pragey / Laparoskopowe usgnie ropnego
jajowodu we wczesnejggly (manuscript) Fertility and Andrology Department, University Sch
of Medicine in Lublin, Poland.
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