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PASSIVE VERBS: SEEK 

AND DESTROY 

Stronger Fiction Writing 

 

A course for the aspiring fiction author: Do your verbs zing, or Fizzle? 

During this workshop, we’ll define passive verbs, explain the difference 

between the passive tense and passive verb use, learn how to locate those 

insidious weak-willed action words, and find ways to rewrite, rework and 

reword to reduce and/or eliminate the little monsters from our manuscripts.   
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PASSIVE VERBS: SEEK AND DESTROY 

Stronger Fiction Writing 

I’m something of a zealot when it comes to passive verb elimination. I have a great reason. 

My first sale came painfully close to rejection. Okay, it did garner a handful of rejections. But 

eventually a kind editor took the time to share the reason with me—passive verb use.  

What the heck does that mean? That was my reaction as well. After a little research, my 

problem clarified, and once remedied, the sale came through on the next submission. Passive 

verbs are a big deal. Trust me. They can make or break your story.  

The good news is that we can beat them. It takes a little practice, but the reward is a 

manuscript full of powerful, active prose.  

Over the course of this workshop, we will polish our skills, practice finding and fixing the 

most common passive verb occurrences, share our results, and apply the course info to a 

portion of our own manuscript.  

Plan to participate, to share and give feedback. By trying the exercises and comparing our 

examples we can learn not only from the material, but from each other. It will also be helpful 

to bring a sample page of your own writing.  

 What is that creature that’s sucking the life from my story?  

A passive verb is any form of the verb “to be.” In the English language, that includes: 

Be 

 Being 

 Is 

Am 

 Are 

 Was 

 Were 

Been.  

Some weak verbs that aren’t necessarily passive, but are not strong either are: had, have, 

and did. 
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What could possibly be wrong with using these words in my writing? They are, in fact, 

perfectly correct and meaningful words, but believe me; they will kill your writing in large 

doses. In small doses, they’re not much better. 

SO why do we need to trim these words from our written vocabulary? The trite answer 

(though a very accurate one) is: to get published. Editors and agents both will send back a 

manuscript that is riddled with passive verbs without reading it. Too many “was’s” on that 

opening page will earn you a one way ticket to rejection every time. I’ve heard of at least one 

editor that takes any submitted document and immediately searches for the word “was.” Too 

many hits in relation to word count and the work is given an automatic “no thank you.” Not 

one word read.  

But let’s not cave to material reasons alone. The best reason for trimming back as many 

passives as possible is for the benefit of your writing itself. Strong prose is active prose. 

Passive verbs all mean the same thing at the core: to exist. Not to leap or thrive or linger or 

vibrate or….to exist.  

Imagine watching a television show where nothing happened. How much 

fun/excitement/enjoyment could you glean from a story where the characters just were? How 

long would you watch before you changed the channel? Exactly. 

But don’t take my word for it. Let’s look at a few examples. You decide which phrases are 

stronger, more powerful, writing.  

EXAMPLES: 

He was fat. (Passive)  Rolls of fat jiggled around his mid-section. (Active) 

It was dark.(p)    She struggled to make out the hand inches from her face.(a) 

The table is supported by four carved legs. (p)   Four carved legs support the table. (a) 

*Try finding a sentence in your own manuscript that uses a passive verb. Can you re-write to 

eliminate the instance? Which sounds better? 

 

Is that the same thing as passive tense? 

In a word, no. Passive tense is switching the object that the action happens to with the object 

doing the acting. It is problematic in writing, but it’s also more obvious and easier to remedy.  

Example:  The hair was brushed by her. (Passive tense) vs. She brushed her hair. 

Okay, that one stands out like a sore thumb and, I hope, doesn’t show up in the new author’s 

manuscript nearly as often. In contrast, I’ve seen the word “was” show up fifty times on one 

page in some rough drafts. My conclusion: passive verbs are the far larger problem.  

It does happen—especially when an author tries to write flowery or literary prose. If you find 

yourself waxing passive in this manner, think of how you would sound using that sentence in 
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a conversation. Switch the subjects around until it works for normal speaking and you 

should be on track.  

I’ve got a bad case of Passive Verbs… 

If you suspect that your characters are lounging around existing, if your action seems less 

than active, you probably have a case of the Passive Verbs. Now what? 

The first step in our mission is “Seek.” Before we can kill our passive verb usage, we have to 

find it. So where in your masterpiece are you likely to find the little buggers? Do you have to 

search each page, line, sentence for every form of “to be?” Well, in all honesty, yeah. You do.  

Not the best news, but we can make it a little easier. You can always employ your “search 

document” function to find each infraction. Be certain to run a separate search for each form 

of the verb.  

We can also look at the most common places to find passive verbs in hiding. At the very least, 

while you’re on your hunt, the following can be red flags suggesting a much closer inspection. 

Setting: 

It was a dark and stormy night… And you just thought that line was cheesy. It’s also 

passive. Two strikes. Setting the stage, mood, feel of a scene lends itself all too readily to 

using passive verbs: It was dark, it was noon, and it was pretty.  

Character description: 

He was short, he was attractive and he had a blue shirt that was wrinkled… Personally, I 

find these the hardest to remedy. When a character is first introduced, and we rattle off their 

distinctive traits, passive verbs abound. Sometimes it takes a great deal of creativity to 

wiggle out of these, but you can do it!  

Ing-verbs:  

They were dancing, it was raining, she was thinking…Verbs in the imperfect, “ing”, tense are 

often paired with a passive verb. If you “ing” a lot in your prose, you probably have a passive 

issue on top of the fact that too much “ing-ing” can be heavy-handed and obnoxious on its 

own. Try: they danced, it rained, she thought, whenever possible. 

Obviously passive verbs crop up in other places. Expressing emotion—it was hard, she was 

sad—and conveying action are other hot spots, but then we are probably back to that word by 

word search of the entire manuscript. Have heart, the more you ferret out passives in your 

writing the easier they’ll be to find and the less often you’ll use them.  

EXERCISE: 

Read the following passage and circle all the passive verbs you can find: 

It had been a rough day. Sue was tired, bone tired, and she still had two blocks to go. 

Her shoes were too tight, and the stiff heels were cutting into the back of her ankle. 
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It was late. The sky was already streaked with indigo. Sue was almost to her front 

step when the homeless man surprised her. He was filthy, and his voice was a low 

growl. 

“You need help, lady?” he asked. 

“No.” She was already backing away. “I’m fine, thanks.” 

How many did you find? Go ahead and circle any weak verbs you might have encountered as 

well and then check your picks with the marked example below. 

It had been a rough day. Sue was tired, bone tired, and she still had two blocks to go. 

Her shoes were too tight, and the stiff heels were cutting into the back of her ankle. 

It was late. The sky was already streaked with indigo. Sue was almost to her front 

step when the homeless man surprised her. He was filthy, and his voice was a low 

growl. 

“You need help, lady?” he asked. 

“No.” She was already backing away. “I’m fine, thanks.” 

The passive verbs are highlighted in yellow. The three words in blue are verbs that I would 

consider weak, or that could be easily changed for something stronger. How did your edit 

compare? Did you miss the “I’m” at the end?  

Contractions 

What about that “I’m?” It isn’t listed in my passive verb section, is it? Still, contractions often 

hide a covert passive--in this case “am.” You’ll also find them hiding in that’s, it’s she’s, he’s 

etc. (is) Are they still a problem? Yes. Do you have to count them in your seek and destroy 

mission? Unfortunately, yes.  

From the other end of things, when you’re busily re-writing your passive verbs, be careful not 

to simply substitute the contraction as a stop-gap. Changing, “I am tired” to “I’m tired” does 

nothing to eliminate the passive verb. Granted, it sounds more natural and flows better, but 

that passive verb is still there in stealth mode.  

Ready, Aim…Go get ‘em! 

Okay, you’ve finished your search and your hundred thousand word manuscript has twenty 

thousand passive verbs. Oops. Don’t panic. You’re not alone. Take a moment to congratulate 

yourself on a successful hunt and take a deep breath before we dive into the second part of 

your mission.  

Time to destroy the monster. It sounds like the fun part, doesn’t it? If we have anything in 

common, you’ll find that trying to re-word to omit passive verbs is a little more challenging 

than it seems at first glance. Most of the time it makes me pull out my hair in frustration. 

On the bright side, the process will probably add a good sum to your total word count. 

Below are a couple of tricks that should help. 
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Get specific: “It was late when he arrived” turns into “he arrived ten minutes late.” “He was a 

heavy-set man” turns into “he weighed over two-hundred and fifty pounds.”  

Get descriptive: “She was tall” turns into “she towered over her co-workers.” “The guy was 

short” turns into “the top of his head barely reached her shoulder.” 

Expand the idea: “It was raining” turns into “rain drizzled and pooled in the streets.” “I’m 

tired” turns into “I can’t force my eyes to stay open for one more minute.”  

Flip it: “In the center of the room was a table” turns into “a table occupied the center of the 

room.” “On the top of his head was a hat” turns into “he wore a hat on the top of his head.” 

EXERCISE: 

Re-write each sentence to eliminate the passive verb/s.  

The cat was lazy. 

In the center of the library was a long, oak counter. 

She is bossy and overbearing. 

I’m so bored.  

It was nearly morning when she noticed that it was raining. 

While they were dancing, he was quiet as a mouse. 

A note about dialogue: 

What about my characters? Real people use passive verbs all the time. Can I get away with 

using them in their dialogue?  

Yes. No. Maybe? Here’s the thing about dialogue--it’s something of a different game, yes. But 

even if your character really would speak completely in the passive, it may not be the best 

way to write his dialogue.  

The way people actually speak can be less than exciting on the page. Too many passive verbs 

in dialogue can lose a reader’s interest just as fast as they can in exposition. Still, you can get 

away with more, and sometimes the passive statement just fits too well to delete it.  

So when it comes to dialogue, just remember that less is more, try to keep the passives to a 

bare minimum and you should be fine. 

How many can I get away with? 

Remember that editor that runs the numbers? One too many passive verbs in relation to 

your total count and you earn a direct trip to the circular file. So how does an author know 

how many was’s is too many? 



1/20/2010 

6  

In truth, your best goal is to get rid of every last one of them. It won’t happen, but when you 

fall a few short, you’ll be pretty close to right on track. Before you write my advice off as 

completely insane, think for a minute about how much greater your story will be. Think 

about how much power your words will have. Come on, give it a try.  

As for the numbers, I doubt there’s a specific formula you can count on. I’ve seen authors 

make it to print with ten or more passives on the first page, but I guarantee they are the 

exception to the rule. 

 Personally, if I have one passive on a page that is giving me trouble on the rewrite, I might 

leave it in. If there are more than two or three, I consider it a mandatory edit.   

While you can probably get away with two or three, more than five on a page and I’d consider 

my work in need of serious revision. Even if you can sneak a few past the slush-pile, every 

passive verb you change into a strong, active one, only makes your book better, right? 

I find that destroying and replacing the passive verbs in my manuscript has actually opened 

up their use in a different way. Because they’ve become virtually absent from the 

manuscript, tossing in one, short, pointed passive sentence can often have a lot of impact. In 

that case I use them for effect, incredibly sparingly, to punctuate the flow of words.  

 In Conclusion: 

Did you bring that sample page with you? Take a moment and search it for passive and weak 

verbs. Mark the actual passives in one color (or circle them) and the weak verbs in another 

(or underline them). How do your numbers look?  

Even if you’re in great shape, take a moment to look at whatever you did find and come up 

with a way to rework it without the passive/weak verbs.  

Is it harder or easier than you expected? 

Which version do you prefer? (Be honest, in some cases you may really like the passive use 

better) 

Pick one passive sentence and see how many different ways you can rewrite it without the 

passive verb.   

Which version has the most impact? 

Whether you found one or twenty on that page, I hope the process and the practice proves 

helpful. Keep a watchful eye out for the passive verb invasion, and may your prose zing, zip 

and kapow its way straight into a nice contract.  

 

Frances Pauli 

 

 


