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• What is passivization?
The passive is a “construction in which the logical object shows up as the grammatical subject, 

while the logical subject is not expressed at all or shows up in an adjunct by-phrase” (Kerstens et 

al. 2001).

Example: They were arrested by the police.

• What corpora are we looking at and why?

Personal Narrative. We examine ten personal narratives in which five Japanese American 

women and five Japanese American men recount their experience of  being evacuated (these 

evacuations took place between March and May, 1942) within the larger scheme of  their oral 

histories. Because we know historically that the United States government was the agent of  

the evacuation of  Japanese Americans at that time, we selected narratives of  personal 

experience that depict the events of  Evacuation Day to see how narrators were positioning 

the government and themselves within the narrative realm. In other words, we are interested 

in examining how Japanese American narrators passivize sentences that depict the evacuation, 

which is known to have been conducted by the U.S. government.  

Print Media. The newspaper data is intended to represent the public portrayal of  the 

Japanese internment Narrative. The San Franciso News, from which the analyzed articles are 

taken, wrote almost daily about the anticipation of  the evacuation order, and the subsequent 

collection and removal of  Japanese and Japanese Americans from San Francisco. Here we 

analyze the use of  passive and active constructions in 25 articles published between March 2,, 

1942 and April 30, 1942. The evacuation of  Japanese Americans was declared “complete” less 

than a month later on May 20. 

Legal Text. We are looking at Korematsu v. United States, a landmark decision that upheld the 

validity of  the government’s detention scheme and thus legitimated the racially motivated 

evacuation and internment of  Japanese Americans. Because it was a highly controversial 

decision even in its day, the opinion is comprised of  a majority, concurring, and three dissenting

sub-opinions. For this analysis, we focus on the majority opinion, written by Justice Black, 

and we contrast it with the three dissenting opinions of  Justices Roberts, Murphy, and 

Jackson (leaving out the relatively short concurring opinion of  Justice Frankfurter). We do 

this to see whether there is a difference in the use of  passive and active constructions 

between the opinion of  the majority – which held that evacuation and internment of  

Japanese Americans is constitutional – and the dissenting opinions – which vehemently 

argued against it.
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Chart 5. Distribution of Agents in 
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Analysis of  San Francisco News articles (Print Media)      

The data presented in Charts 3 and 4 show the distribution of  passive and active voice across 529 verb phrase tokens (note that 

quotative verbs like “said” were not counted; they occurred in the active voice categorically). 

Passive constructions. Chart 3 shows the breakdown in the types of  passive constructions (whether or not a by-phrase follows the 

passive), as well as the distribution of  agents in the passive constructions.  The use of  a by-phrase in a passive verb construction overtly 

displays the grammatical agent. In this data, 76.5% (N=143) of  the passive verbs are used without a by-phrase.  Within that group, the 

U.S. government is understood to be the agent (logical subject) in 70.6% (N= 101) of  the cases (or, as shown in Chart 1, 54% of  passive 

constructions overall). The military and other government entities are presented as the agent (logical subject) following a by-phrase in 

14.4% (N=17) of  the passive voice constructions. This shows not only that the use of  passive voice provides a way to mitigate the 

assignment of  responsibility for the events of  the internment, but also that media spends most of  the time downplaying the actions of  

the government. 

Active constructions. Chart 4 shows that active voice is used in the majority of  the tokens, at 64.7%. Of  those constructions, the 

government as an institution and specific referents who represent the government (e.g. Lieutenant-General DeWitt of  the Western 

Defense Command or Representative John H. Tolan, chairman of  the House Select Committee Investigating National Defense 

Migration) are the agents in 56.1% of  the constructions (N= 192).  The Japanese are agents in 37.8% (N= 126) of  the cases. In

comparison, the Non-Japanese public (e.g. “other residents of  San Francisco, the public”) is the agent in 3.2% (N=11) of  the 

constructions. This distribution of  active voice tokens suggests that the narrative of  the Japanese Internment is portrayed as mainly a 

conflict between Japanese Americans and the Military and United States Government. The scant involvement or mention of  other 

citizens and West Coast residents suggests that they are observers of  the events, and that the removal of  the Japanese would not

disrupt their lives. 
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Analysis of  Korematsu v. United States (Legal Text)

Passive constructions. Looking at the distribution of  agents within each individual opinion, we get a more accurate picture of  exactly 

who is concealed through passivization (chart 5). Perhaps the most striking difference between the four opinions regards the 

passivization of  government actors, or more precisely, who are understood to be government actors. In the dissenting opinions of  

Justices Roberts, Murphy, and Jackson, we observe that the government’s actions are passivized, respectively, 49%, 55%, and 56% of  

the time in passive constructions overall. In contrast, government actors receive 69% of  the passives in the majority opinion. This 

suggests that although all of  the judges tend to remove the identity of  the government as actor, this tendency is more pronounced in 

the majority opinion of  Justice Black. It is important to note that this latter opinion validated the actions of  the US government, which 

included, most critically, the systematic evacuation and internment of  Japanese Americans. As pointed out by the dissenting opinions, 

and indeed, as almost universally acknowledged by legal scholars today (see Chemerinsky 2011), Justice Black’s opinion gave 

constitutional sanction to a detention scheme – proposed, authorized, and enacted exclusively by government actors – that 

discriminated on account of  race. Thus it is perhaps not surprising that he was more inclined to de-emphasize the agency of  

government actors by using the passive voice to describe their actions.

Active constructions. Chart 6 shows that government actors are featured in the active voice, of  overall active voice constructions, 9%, 

9%, 7% and 10% of  the time in the opinions of  Justice Black, Roberts, Murphy, and Jackson, respectively. On the other hand, Japanese 

Americans’ agency is presented in the active voice, for the same judges, in the same order, 23%, 28%, 16%, and 7% of  the time. At first 

blush, these findings seem to indicate that both the majority and minority position Japanese Americans as the agents of  active sentences 

more often than they do the government (with the exception of  Justice Jackson). This is a surprising discovery, and it is one that 

contradicts what we expected to find. Specifically, we anticipated that in the minority opinion, Justice Black would play up the agency 

of  the Japanese Americans (while downplaying that of  the government actors), as if  to suggest that the Japanese Americans were 

somehow ‘responsible’ for, or at the very least in control of, what happened to them. Yet Justice Roberts’s opinion featured the

Japanese Americans more than the opinion of  Justice Black. Future research could therefore be aimed at determining why this is so (e.g., 

we could compare verb types in the active voice across the opinions).
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Chart 1. Distribution of Subjects in
Passive Constructions  (N = 47)
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Analysis of  Personal Narratives

In triangulating the Evacuation Day event with its historical and sociopolitical context, we know that the U.S. government issued an 

executive order that authorized the military to remove any and all Japanese Americans from their homes for relocation to camps that 

were placed far away from the U.S. coastline. In Wodak’s (2001) terms, the U.S. government’s executive order, as its own text, falls under 

the topos of  danger and threat, whereby the government reasoned that Japanese Americans posed a national security threat and thus, 

needed to be moved away from the Western shore, from where they could leak secrets to the Japanese empire. What we see is the

tendency for narrators to remove the identity of  the government as agent of  the evacuation from the narrative world by using passive 

constructions to describe events that, we know by way of  using the DHA, were enacted by the U.S. government. 

While the narrators certainly use more active constructions than passives, it is important to note that Japanese Americans are featured 

in subject position for 66% of  active constructions and 72% of  passives, which serves to position them at the foreground of  the 

narrative realm. In using the passive to characterize events which are known to have been perpetrated by the U.S. government, narrators 

effectively background them as a participant within the narrative realm (it should be noted that while only 34% of  the actives feature 

government agents, the passives in this corpus never feature a by-phrase to express their agency). Their use of  the passive, however, 

may be interpreted as a discursive strategy that shifts the responsibility for the internment from the government onto the Japanese 

Americans themselves, since in the wake of  passivization, there are no participants left to take the agency of  the action in question.  

While we are aware that such an analysis is possible for these narratives, we argue that perhaps these narrators are instead, as Wodak

(2006) has shown others to have done for their own recount of  a traumatic experience, attempting to give themselves agency in a 

narrative realm wherein they had none. In foregrounding themselves within each of  their small-n narratives, they re-position themselves 

in the larger, big-N narrative story world wherein the most prominent participant has been the U.S. government, as we have seen in the 

other two corpora. While it is perhaps a side-effect of  sorts that they take on some of  the responsibility of  the evacuation within the 

small-n and big-N narrative realms by passivizing actions of  the U.S. government, the Japanese American narrators discursively re-

contextualize the evacuation day as a whole, positioning themselves as having some aspect of  control in a situation in which they were 

so overtly oppressed.

The WWII Japanese-American internment Narrative: A critical discourse analysis 

of  passivization and its function in three corpora

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) examines the connection between discourse and the 

“exercise of  social power” resulting in social inequality (Van Dijk 1993).  Such “structures of  

dominance” are produced and reproduced in the language use of  both the dominant and the 

dominated. This analysis combines the aims of  Critical Discourse Analysis with the 

Discourse-Historical Approach (Wodak 2001), in order to explore the exercise of  power and 

social control over Japanese Americans during World War II.

The Discourse Historical Approach (DHA) holds that texts, or discursive events, are 

embedded in “social and political fields” and draws on the analysts’ knowledge and 

consideration of  the historical background surrounding an event.  This approach allows us to 

consider personal narratives, print media, and legal texts as equally representative of  the 

larger Narrative of  the internment of  Japanese Americans during World War II. 

Our analysis of  the use of  passive constructions follows other work, which has shown 

that when recounting past events, speakers and authors may represent particular happenings 

in different ways so as to portray participants in a certain light (Wodak 2006, 2011) as well as 

to make sense of  oneself  within a past experience (Schiffrin, 2000). As Hodges & Kress 

(1979) demonstrate, passivization as a syntactic transformation has the purpose of  distorting 

or deleting an agent from the narrative realm . We argue that the creators of  texts – in this 

case Japanese Americans, journalists, and Supreme Court Justices – exhibit strategic use of  

active and passive voice to position different groups as having more or less agency, culpability, 

and complicity in the forced round-up and subsequent removal of  Japanese Americans from 

the West Coast of  the United States. 

We believe that the argumentation employed by the authors of  the examined texts stems 

from the topos of  danger and threat, which Wodak (2001) characterizes as the logical 

framework by which actors justify their actions based on a perceived danger to their well-

being. In the days following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor (December 7, 1942) and the 

United States’ declaration of  war against Japan the next day (December 8, 1942) perceived 

danger was tied to race. Japanese-Americans and Japanese living in the United States, 

regardless of  their citizenship status, were seen as enemies and potential saboteurs.

On February 19, 1942, President Franklin D. Roosevelt authorized Executive Order 

9066, giving military authorities license to create an exclusion area (spanning the length of  the 

Pacific coastline and into the Southwest) from which any perceived enemies could be 

removed and spurring the creation of  the War Relocation Authority (WRA) to oversee the 

process. Between March and May of  1942, nearly 120,000 Japanese were removed from their 

homes and directed first to assembly centers and eventually to relocation or isolation centers 

at a “safe” distance from the West Coast. 

The issue of  the legitimacy of  the Executive Order and the individual Exclusion Orders 

that condemned Japanese-Americans to relocation centers reached the Supreme Court in 

1944. A Japanese-American lawyer from Portland, Oregon, Fred Korematsu, argued that the 

Exclusion Orders (specifically Exclusion Order 34) violated the 5th Amendment protection 

of  the right to due process. The majority decision upheld the validity of  the Exclusion Order 

in the name of  national security.
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• We have shown that across all three corpora, the passive  

voice serves to suppress the agents of  the passivized

verbs.

In the personal narratives, passive constructions never occur with a by-phrase to overtly 

identify a verb’s agent. Rather, in cases of  complicating action and orientation clauses in which 

the U.S. government was the agent of  the evacuation, we see Japanese American narrators 

passivizing the events without a by-phrase, severely backgrounding the government as 

participants in the narrative realm.

The San Francisco News (i.e., print media) uses the active voice almost exclusively with the 

Japanese Americans and the government as the agents. By framing the evacuation as something 

that affected only the government and the Japanese Americans, without affecting the daily lives 

of  other groups, the events become “normal.” A by-phrase without an agent is used in the 

majority of  the passive constructions, to downplay the culpability of  the government in the 

events of  the Japanese American internment.

In the legal opinion, Korematsu v. United States, passive constructions appear to be employed 

by all of  the judges who had a say on the matter. However, in the majority opinion – that is, the 

opinion which legitimated the decisions of  the U.S. government – the actions of  government 

actors were presented in passive form to a greater extent than in the opinions of  those who 

dissented. We believe this was done in an effort to downplay the discriminatory actions of  the 

government while being deferential to its decision to intern Japanese Americans.

• Future analysis of  these data will explore:

Modality – Does the use of  deontic modal verbs in oral narratives serve as an additional 

linguistic device by which narrators can hide the agency of  the U.S. government?

Japanese Americans and Active Voice – In both the legal and the print media texts, 

the Japanese Americans are frequently identified as the agents of  active constructions, 

positioning them as actors in events over which we know they had little control. Will a 

quantitative analysis of  the patients of  these sentences confirm that the Japanese Americans are 

assigned agency most often when they are acting against other Japanese Americans?


