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Abstract
This article is inspired by our extensive reaserch of the passive construction combined 

with consideration for the issues related to the social postion of women. The resulting socio-
linguistic research is based on the hypothesis that the passive construction, as a linguistic con-
struction that expresses passivity, as its name implies, as opposed to actitivity and dynamism, 
will be more frequently used in the language of women since historically their position in a 
society have been passive and marginalized. Also, the feminine principle have been described 
and defined as the passive, as opposed to the male/masculine principle that has been defined 
as active and productive by many famous scholars and philosophers as well as in many cul-
tural traditions (Kujundžić, 2021). In order to test this hypothesis, we decided to compare 
the frequency of the passive use in two British 19th-century novels written by a female and a 
male author respectively. As a female author we chose Jane Austen, as the first widely popular 
female British author, and her novel “Pride and Prejudice”, while as her male counterpart we 
chose William Thackeray’s “Vanity Fair” since they are both set within the same historical 
period – Napoleonic Wars, and they both deal with similar societal issues. 

Keywords: active, passive, male, female, social position

1. Inroduction
With the exception of matriarchy as a social system in which a woman was a 

dominat figure and around which the social and political life of a community was 
formed (Bachenhoff, 1861; McLennan, 1865; Morgan, 1877; Tylor, 1899; Briffault, 
1927; Montagu, 1955; Campbell 1967; Gimbutse, 1974, 1989, 1991; Eisler 1987) 
the existance of which is nowadays perceived as rather contorversial, it seems that 
for the biggest part of the history of the human kind women occupied and performed 
marginal social positions and roles, being perceived as passive and inadequate in 
comparison to men. 

The prehistoric trend of female dominance/equality is to a certain degree present 
in the era of the first great civilisations.Women in Summerian civilization enjoyed 
a certain level of equality with men, however, with the material and cultural devel-
opment of Mesopotamian peoples the patriarchal structures are getting stronger and 
women’s rights start deteriorating in the later Akkadian, Babylonian and Assyrian 
cultures. 

Position of women in Persia was similar to that of Summerian women all the 
way to the fall of the Acahemenid Empire  in the 4th century B.C. when it was invad-
ed by Alexander the Great when under the influence of the Greek culture in which 
women were marginalized and subordinate to men, the position of Persian women 
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changes in the same direction. With the exception of Sparta, in which women had 
certain amount of equality with men, in majority of the ancient Greek polises women 
had very few rights, their main roles being limited to those of a wife and a mother, 
while their public life was limited to participation in a few religious rituals. Since the 
ancient Greek civilization inspired the social and cultural life of the Roman Empire 
to a great extent, it is not surprising that the position of Roman women was similar to 
that of the ancient Greek women, with slightly more freedom and rights at their dis-
posal. It is obvious that from the early prehistoric times women are gradually losing 
their freedom and rights which, in certain religions and cultures, results in a complete 
disappearance of female deities and the ultimate development of the monotheistic 
religions, starting with Judaism and Christianity, all the way to Islam, which in their 
center have one male deity. We cannot say that monotheistic religions developed with 
a purpose to marginalize women, but it is obvious that in their various segments they 
truly reflect the social postion of women whose primary role is that of a wife and a 
mother; the moral norms that relate to women  are much more strict than those that re-
late to men when it comes to both their verbal and physical behaviour and expression. 

The magrinalised and subordinate position of women stays as such for centuries 
all the way to the modern times, when from the end of the 19th and throughout the 20th 
century significant improvements of their position take place due to the organized 
and systematic efforts of women to gain their rights, freedom and equality known as 
the feminist movements, thanks to which women managed to gain a great amount of 
equality – the right to vote, to be educated, and to hold positions in some of the most 
important walks of life. When it comes to the social position of women in the first 
half of the 19th century, the period from which are the female and male authors whose 
novels are analysed here, women are still very much marginalized and subordinated 
to men. According to Barbara Swords, the social position of women of this period is 
described as extremely bad “with few legal and economic rights or even receiving 
little respect” (1988: 76). Women are victims of the patriarchal system in which they 
are initially subordinated to their fathers and afterward while married to their hus-
bands. Women are considered to be intellectually inferior and therefore inadequate to 
pursue education. In other words, women of this period are very much disprivileged 
and supressed. Since women are seen as inadequate and deficient in various ways, 
they are supposed to passively and quietly follow men who are creative, dynamic 
and capable, and therefore the ones to decide, lead and rule. In the light of these find-
ings, we hypothesized that the passive construction which is seen as indirect, neutral, 
subdued, or as its very name implies, passive, will be more frequently used in the 
language of the female author, that is, more frequent in Jane Austen’s than in William 
Thackeray’s novel.

2. Passive in this research
The passive construction is the central linguistic unit of this research since, apart 

from the fact that its very name contains the epithet “passive” which truthfully re-
flects the passive and subordinate social position of a woman, very often it is also de-
scribed as “weak, languid, indecisive, cowardly, cunning, latent, clumsy, etc.” which 
“are other epithets that have been frequently used to describe women throughout his-
tory all the way to the present times”. On other hand active is perceived as “stronger, 
more concise, dynamic and direct in its expression” which are the features generally 
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assigned to men (Kujundžić, 2021: 135). The reasoning and proofs behind such des-
riptions of the passive and active Kujundžić finds in the works of many important 
authors that have dealt with these construction (Wooley 1907; Strunk 1914; Foerster/
Stedman 1931; Jensen et. al; 1935; Kierzek 1939; Orwel 1946; Baker, 1962; Zins-
er 1976; Bremner 1980; Williams 1981 1990; Klauser 1986; Roberts 1992; Wilson 
1993; Baxter 1997; Zwicky 2006; Pinker 2014; Pullum, 2014 ).

The definiton and clasiffication of the passive construction used in this research 
is based on the notion of the passive gradient by Quirk at al. in which different types 
of passive are singled out on the basis of their ability to be transformed into their ac-
tive counterparts. On top of the scalewe find central or true passives which have their 
direct active counterparts (1,2, 3,4), they are followed by semi-passives whose par-
ticiples can have both, verbal and adjectival characteristic (5,6) and pseudo-passives 
which nominally resemble the passive but do not have their corresponding active 
counterparts (8,9) (1985: 167)

(1) This violin was made by my father.
(2) This conclusion is hardly justified by the results.
(3) Coal has been replaced by oil.
(4) This difficulty can be avoided in several ways.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------
(5) We are encouraged to go on with the project. 
(6) Leonard was interested in linguistics.
(7) The building is already demolished.
(8) The modern world is getting [‘becoming’] more highly industrialized and 

mechanized.
We also took into consideration non-finite passives which, as their name imply, 

do not contain a finite verb phrase such as in:
9. You will not find him more favourably spoken of by anyone. (P&P1, p. 55)

3. Corpus and anaylsis of data
The choice of Jane Austen as a female author representative of the first half 

of the 19th century came naturally since she was the first widely recognized female 
British author, famous even today, not only among scholars and literary critics, but 
also in popular culture thanks to the everlasting quality of the topics she dealt with, 
as well as her, for those times, rather feminist approach to the themes of marriage 
and love. Since she is a rather original literary figure of her time, it was not easy to 
pair her with a corresponding male author for the sake of the valid comparison. Her 
first novels both deviate from and contain the critique of the trend of the sentimental 
novel still prevalent at that time, as well as the parody of the gothic novel as its sub-
genre. In her novels we come across elements of realism, engaged descriptions of the 
social climate of those times, represented through biting irony and humour. For those 
reasons, as her male counterpart we chose William Thackeray and his novel “Vanity 
Fair”, which, even though published thirty-five years later after Austen’s novel, and 
even though it belongs to the Victorian period and as opposed to Austin’s which be-
longs to the Georgian, they share many similarities. 

1 The abbreviations following the examples – P&P and VT stand for the names of the novels from which 
they were extracted, Pride and Prejudice and Vanity Fair respectively.

SOCILINGUISTC USE OF THE PASSIVE IN 
TWO 19TH CENTURY BRITISH NOVELS



 – 68 –

   ФИЛКО
   FILKO

Main characters in both novels are women with similar aspirations, from the 
same social milieu and the same historical period – the time of the Napoleonic Wars. 
Since women at those times could not work and support themselves financially, their 
material well-being depended on the possibility of a financially pleasing marriage. 
This aspiration is more than obviously stated at the very beginning of the Austen’s 
novel: “It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of a 
large fortune must be in want of a wife” (P&P, p. 2). In both novels we follow the 
main female characters on their quest to merry well, with all of their ups and downs.

Both Elizabeth Bennet and Becky Sharp do not quietly accept destinies that are 
predefined for them in accordance to their social status – they both step out of the lim-
its and borders imposed on them by the society. Elizabet Bennets reject to marry her 
cousin who is to inherit her father’s estate as the closest male relative, even though 
this would provide financial security to her and her family, since not only that she 
does not have romantic feelings for him, but she feels contempt and disgust for him.  
Becky Sharp rejects to be content with the job of a governess in a rich family and to 
accept a marriage proposal from and old and unattractive, but rich aristocrat, even 
though that would end all of her present and future financial problems and worries. 
Instead, she is determined to fight for what she finds attractive and for what she thinks 
truly belongs to her in accordance to her beauty and talents. 

Through the characters of their heroines both authors very skilfully question the 
ruling social structures, providing us, in this way, not only with valuable information 
about the social position of women at those times, but also about the historical and so-
cial factors and circumstances that shaped them as such. Both authors approach their 
topics and characters in the similar manner – they use realistic approach, rejecting the 
tradition of sentimentalism, and permeating they writing with elements of exquisite 
satire, irony and humour.

However, despite the similarities mentioned above it seems that the way Thack-
erey’s deals with his topics, the way he tells his story, presents and builds his charac-
ters seems to be much more direct and unconventional from the way Austin does. As 
already mentioned, her main character Elizabeth Bennet has got strong individuality 
– she is free-minded and stubborn when it comes to her opinions and wishes. She says 
things that are quite courageous for a woman of those times such as – “I am resolved 
to act in that manner, which will, in my own opinion, constitute my happiness, with-
out reference to you, or to any other person wholly unconnected with me” (P&P, p. 
84). She is resolute to act in her own way and express her opinions even though from 
a woman form that era it is expected to be silent and docile. Her other statements 
such as – “There is a stubborness about me that never can bear to be frightened at 
the will of others. My courage always rises at every attempt to intimidate me”; “Do 
not consider me now as an elegant female, intending to play you, but as a rational 
creature, speaking the truth from her heart” (P& P, p. 68), or “I am happier even than 
Jane; she only smiles, I laugh” (P&P, p. 471) further point out to the traits of her 
characters mentioned above. However, even though she is free-minded, outspoken 
and stubborn, and at the beginning of the novel also described as having a “playful 
disposition, which delighted in anything ridiculous” (P&P, p.4), she never crosses 
the border of politeness – she is actually the epitome of righteousness and morality. 
She is the one noticing and commenting on the iappropriate traits and behaviour of 
other characters, enjoying uncovering and even ridiculing them,  hoping at the same 
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time to “never ridicule what is wise or good” (P&P, p. 70). Even though she rejects 
to passively accept her life to be shaped by her family and community, and to accept 
all the societal norms prescribed for women at that time, ultimately, in her essence, 
she does represent the example of the female morality and chastity as demanded buy 
her society. For example, while describing the character of her younger sister Lydia, 
she says that “our respectability in the world must be affected by the wild volatility, 
the assurance and disdain of all restraint which mark Lydia’s character” fearing that 
because of that Lyida is on the way to become “a flirt in the worst and meanest degree 
of flirtation.” (P&P, p.288). Through this we see that she is preoccupied with norms 
of female morality, which is also confirmed by her reaction of shock after she gets 
to know that Lyida had sex before marriage and disgraced her family in such a way. 
Her opinion on this she keeps for herself in order to calm the tempest and protect her 
family’s reputation.  Elizabet shows a certain amount of rebeliounsness and courage 
when her personal choices are at stake, but it is lacking when the general societal 
norms regarding behaviour and morality of women are in question. Neither Elizabeth 
nor the author of the novel question them essentially. By pointing out to this we do 
not belittle the importance of Elizabeth’s “small” protests since joined with those 
of others they initiate big changes, but we are trying to point out to the existence of 
a ceratin amount of indirectness and passivity in relation to both, the author of the 
novel, Jane Austen, and her main character, Elizabeth Bennet, in comparison to Thac-
keray and his heroine, Becky Sharp. 

As opposed to Elizabeth, Becky Sharp, as her family name implies, is much 
more sharp and direct when it comes to her actions. She uses any means at her dispos-
al in order to reach her aims, even if they are completely unscrupulous and contarary 
to the prevailing societal and moral norms. Unlike Elizabeth, she does not waste any 
time to ponder upon the righteousness and morality of her actions. She does not re-
frain from showing, verbalising and admitting her calculated and cunning intentions 
– she shows and verbalises them rather openly. She lacks empathy and does not have 
honest and deep emotions for anyone. The novel is crowded with examples of her 
unscrupulous obsession with the social and material status and her readiness to use 
all kinds of means in order to reach them – mostly by means of using her sexuality 
in order to seduce and use men of power for her own benefit. According to Kettle 
she “uses consciously and systematically all the men’s weapons plus her one natu-
ral asset, her sex, to storm the men’s world” (1954: 164). Harold Bloom describes 
her as “famously a bad woman, selfish and endlessly designing, rarely bothered by 
a concern for truth, morals, or the good of the community.” (2008: 2). In the world 
of chaste and moral Elizabeth Bennet, Becky’s  behaviour  belongs to the realam of 
scandalous and unimaginable taboos. 

Apart from his heroine being more direct, the way Thackeray tells the story of 
his novels and uncovers his characters is also much more direct from the way Austin 
does. He does so by employing his narrator to tell us the story of the novel and its 
characters so directly and without any constraint, that rather often his remarks and 
comments can be intrusive, presumpious and even offensive. In the same manner, his 
narrator declares himself as a man, that is, as “man and brother” which according to 
Lisa Jadwin serves to “affirm male supremacy” (1992: 670) in the patriarchal sur-
roundings in which we find Becky Sharp and other female characters. On the other 
hand, Austen does it indirectly – we get to know about the story of her novel and 
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her characters not directly form her narrator but indirectly through dialogues among 
other characters and via their inner thoughts. For example, at the very beginning 
we get to know about Elizabeth from her father who describes her in the following 
manner: “They have none of them much to recommend them; they are all silly and 
ignorant like other girls’ replied he; but Lizzy has something more of quickness than 
her sisters” (P&P, p. 2). Very often Austen uses narrative strategy known as “free 
indirect discourse” which introduces a character’s thoughts and feelings by use of 
phrases such as  “she tought”, or “she allowed” but without quoting them. In this way 
the voice a of character gets mixed up with the voice of the narrator and we are not 
always able to make clear distinction between them. Acording to Morrison, indirect 
ways of telling about the story of the novel and its characters is typical for women, 
since we get to know about them mostly through the prizm of characters’ relation-
ships which for women are a priority i.e. for women “personal relationships define 
one’s being” (1994: 341). 

As already mentioned, both authors use elements of satire in their novels, but 
Thackeray’s satire is much more direct and sharp than the mild satire we find in Aus-
ten’s novel, which is more indirect and cautious. Her mild approach is reflected in 
the way Charlotte Brontë comments on her novel “Pride and Prejudice” as  “fenced, 
highly cultivated garden, with neat borders and delicate flowers; but no glance of a 
bright vivid physiognomy, no open country, no fresh air, no blue hill, no bonny beck” 
(Brontë in  Gilbert & Gubar, 1976: 109), while professor Julia Prewitt Brown sees her 
novel as  containing many “cowardly accommodations” (Prewitt Brown in Morrison, 
1994: 341). On the other hand, Brontë appreciates Thackerey’s sharp and direct cr-
tique of the society devoting to him the second editon of her novel “Jane Eyre” with 
the following words: “the first social regenerator of the day - the very master of that 
working corps who would restore to rectitude the warped system of thingsˮ (Brontë, 
1847: 6).

The fact that Austen tends to stay within the borders of conventiona, which is 
seen as more appropriate for women, is reflected also in the fact that her bad char-
acters, even though susceptible to human mistakes and follies, they rarely enter the 
realms of scandalous which is rather often the case with quite a few of Thackeray’s 
characters which are prone to all kinds of vice and perversion. 

On the basis of what is said above, it is more than clear that Austen’s approach 
to her novel’s plot and its charatcters is less direct, “sharp” and “free” from Thacker-
ay’ does it. This has been reflected in the frequency of the passive use in their nov-
les, which has confirmed our hypothesis and shown that passives were considerably 
more frequent in Austen’s than in Thackeray’s novel. For the sake of the validity of 
comparison, the passive constructions were extracted from the same numbers of the 
words in both novels (64 500).
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Table (1) – Passives in “Pride and Prejudice” & “Vanity Fair”
centralni 

pasivi
nefinitini 

pasivi
polupasivi pseudopasivi ukupno

Pride & 
Prejduice

465/54,2% 176/20,5% 159/18,5% 58/6,8% 858

Vanity Fair 233 192 90 71 586

Ukupno 698 368 240 129 1444

As it is obvious, the use of the passive is more frequent in Austen’s novel. In the 
total number of these constructions found in both novels which is 1,444 examples, 
in Austen’s novel their number is 858 examples, while in Thackerey’s novel they 
appear in the number of 586 examples, which is  272 examples of passives less, or in 
other words, almost one third less in his novel. The number of central passives is also 
higher in Austen’s novel , 466 vs. 233 examples, which is almost exactly half as much 
than in Austen’s novel. Below are examples of central passives from both novels:

10. They were not welcomed home very cordially by their mother. (P&P, p.42). 
11. This invitation was accepted joyfully. (VF p. 3).
According to our hypothesis we would expect that all types of the passive are 

more frequent in Austen’s novel, but that is not the case with non-finite passives 
whish are more frequent in Thackeray’s novel, 192 vs. 176 examples. This difference 
of only 16 non-passives might seem to be irrelevant, but it actually is important since 
it represents the change in the prevailing pattern and, in that sense, it might point out 
to important linguistic information. We explain such frequency of non-finite passives 
by Thackerey’s tendency to frequently use long and complex sentences (see example 
13) Namely, one of the characteristics of such sentences is the use of postomodifica-
tions, “which often appear in the form of non-finite clauses” (Kujundžić, 2016: 94). 
According to Jucker -ed participle clauses appear often in the form of non-finite pas-
sive clauses (Jucker, 1992). The number of such long sentences in Thackerey’s novel 
is 56 examples, while in Austen’s novel their number is smaller by a half, 27 exam-
ples, which explains why non-finite passives are more frequent in Thackeray’s novel. 
However, the explanation that is more relevant for us in this context is related to the 
fact that women in those times were expected to be simple, modest and pious, which 
should have been also reflected in their language use, which accordingly should not 
be not too long, complex or extravagant, all of which Thackeray could more easily 
afford as a male writer. Bellow are examples of non-finite passives in both novels:

12. “Oh! my dear,” cried his wife, “I cannot bear to hear that mentioned. (P&P, 
p. 43)

13. The flowers, and the presents, and the trunks, and bonnet-boxes of Miss 
Sedley having been arranged by Mr. Sambo in the carriage, together with a very small 
and weather-beaten old cow’s-skin trunk with Miss Sharp’s card neatly nailed upon 
it, which was delivered by Sambo with a grin, and packed by the coachman with a 
corresponding sneer — the hour for parting came; and the grief of that moment was 
considerably lessened by the admirable discourse which Miss Pinkerton addressed to 
her pupil. (VF, p.204)

Semi-passives are more frequent in Austen’s novel, 159 vs. 90 examples. These 
passives often contain participles that express certain emotional states (see examples 
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14 and 15), but since they are a types of the passiv that implies a certain amout of in-
directness and  formality in their expression which explains their more frequent use in 
the language of Austen’s novel. Relevant xmaples of semi-passives are given bellow:

14.Sir William had been delighted with him.  (P&P, p. 5)
15. She will be shaken when she first hears the news. (VF, p. 196).
Pseudo-passives are more frequent in Thackeray’s novel, 71 vs. 58 examples. In 

the passive gradient they are at the very bottom which means that they least resemble 
“true” passives and that, therefore, the degree of their formality and indirectenss is 
smaller. Quite a few of them appear with participles that are “morpohologically iso-
lated through the process of compounding” such as in – But Cavalli was unimpressed 
by this sally” (Kujundžić, 2016: 45) or as in example from Thackeray’s novel given 
below (17). As they  point out to a certain dose of linguistic freedom and extrava-
gance that explains their higher frequency in Thackeray’s novel. Below are examples 
of pseudo-passives from both novels:

16. You are mistaken.  (P&P p.32)
17. She passed as weary a fortnight as ever mortal spent in Miss Crawley’s sick-

room; but her little nerves seemed to be of iron, as she was quite unshaken by the duty 
and the tedium of the sick-chamber.  (VF, p.   173)

And to conclude, the quantitative results of our research presented above con-
firmed our hypothesis. The total number of all the passives is higher in the language 
of the female author, pointing out to the fact that the marginalized and passive social 
position of women in times of the 19th century got reflected in her language. The 
frequency of particular types of the passive, such as non-finite and pseudo-passives 
which are more frequent in the novel of the male author, and pseudo-passives which 
are more frequent in the novel of the female author is also explained in relation to 
gender. All of this has not only proven our hypothesis and together with it the linguis-
tic stanza according to which language use is related to gender, bu also the main tenet 
of sociolinguistics which relates linguistic use to various social factor.
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