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Passive Constructions in English and Arabic

How to render English passive voice into Arabic

Both English and Arabic have active passive constructions. English passives are periphrastic , whereas Arabic passives are morphological. The former ,which use auxiliaries ,are derived from basic corresponding active sentences whereas the latter ,which do not use auxiliaries , are basic sentences in which the passive form of the verb is derived by internal vowel change. 

The English passive can be classified into two major types and four minor ones: the two major ones are 'agentive' and 'agentless' while the minor four are "GET passive , 'causative passive , 'pseudo-passive' , and ' adjectival passive' .The following six sentences illustrate these six types, respectively:

- The glass was broken by John.

- The letter was mailed yesterday.

- He got killed in the accident.

- I had my car washed yesterday.

- History is repeated 

- The door was broken.

The English passive has the following functions:

(i) The passive is used to foreground the object and background the subject. 

(ii) The passive enables the speaker/writer to construct agentless sentences. The subject/agent is deleted for any of the following reasons: economy of expression, anonymity, redundancy or irrelevancy of the agent, and deliberate concealment of the identity of the agent to avoid assigning of responsibility.

(iii) The passive enables the speaker/writer to give prominence to the agent of the active sentence. This occurs in question-answer pairs in which the object is the 'given' information and the agent is new information: 

            A:Who has typed this report? 

            B: It has been typed by Mary.

(iv) The passive has a discoursal function. This process refers to the distribution of information conveyed by different sentences in discourse, as in the following two sentences:

A: Harry hit John.

B: John was hit by Hary.

Even these two sentences have the same truth condition  but lack 'discourse equivalence'.   

Additionally , English has some constraints on the use of some verbs in the passive like reflexive verbs ( hurt)  and transitive stative verbs ( resemble, contain, possess, lack, have, cost, weigh, marry, fit). There are verbs used only in passive constructions like :

- He was born in London.

- It is rumored that the President will resign.

Also, passive sentences with modal verbs express different meanings than those expressed by their active counterparts:

- He cannot do it. (ability)

- It cannot be done . (possibility)

The Arabic passive can be classified into two types depending on the form of the passive verbs:regular passive in which the verb is formed by internal vowel change and the انفعل  passive verb form which has been described by early Arab grammarians as one of أفعال المطاوعة  'verbs of receptiveness' . For example, the verb /kasara/ 'break' has the form /inkasara/ أنكسر  'was/has been broken':

- أنكسر الباب 

- انطلق الصاروخ

Evidence of أنفعل  passive  meaning comes from three sources. First, both the regular and the أنفعل passive are agentless. Secondly, both occur in the Qur'an . Thirdly, the passive in contemporary Arabic dialects almost exclusively expressed by the أنفعل  verb form. Arab grammarians focused their attention on the derivation of the paasive  forms of the active verb. Generally speaking, the passive is used when the agent is unknown or when the speaker/writer chooses to conceal the identity of the agent:

- مُزقت الصحيفة

- قُتِلَ النعمانُ: رماه رجلُ من اهل اليمن.

Some verbs only occur in the passive. Among these are : دُهِشَ، أُغميَ، زُهيَ، هُرِعَ، جنّ، نُفِست .

For translator, it is clear that the formation of English passive is more difficult than that of Arabic. The former involves object noun phrase preposing and subject postposing, introducing the BE auxiliary, the past participle form of the active verb and by which is attached to the agentive phrase. In contrast , the passive forms of  the Arabic verb is derived from the active by vowel change. Secondly, the English passive is more 'marked' than Atrabic passive since the former has both agentive and agentless passive whereas Arabic has only agentless passive. Thirdly, the issue of word order is very problematic . For example, the following  English agentive sentence  :

- This poem was written by Shakespeare.

Can be translated into the following ones:

- شكسبير كتب هذه القصيدة

- هذه القصيدة كتبها شكسبير

-كتب هذه القصيدة شكسبير

- كتب شكسبير هذه القصيدة

 It is clear that in the original English sentences the obligatory agent is highlighted by giving end-focus final position with primary stress. In contrast, in the translated Arabic active sentences, the agent is highlighted by being given primary stress regardless of its position in the sentence, i.e., initial, medial , and final.  Recently , as a result of translation , the agentive phrase "من قبل" is in common use. Others prefer to use the following instead : "على يد" ، "بسبب":"من جانب" ،" بوساطة" . Therefore , the above English passive can be translated into :

-كُتبت هذهِ القصيدةُ من قبلِ شكسبير
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