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Abstract: This study investigates the translation of the English passive voice into Vietnamese through
two Vietnamese translations of Ernest Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls (1972, 2022). Based on
a mixed-methods analysis of 100 - 150 passive constructions, it identifies recurrent strategies across
different passive types. The findings indicate that direct use of bi and duoc is relatively rare, with translators
favoring active reformulation and structural restructuring to ensure naturalness and pragmatic adequacy.
Comparative analysis reveals diachronic shifts in Vietnamese literary translation norms, particularly in the
treatment of agency and stylistic tone. Overall, the study argues for function-oriented, context-sensitive
Strategies over strict formal equivalence in translating English passives.
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1. Introduction

This study explores the translation of the English
passive voice into Vietnamese through a case study
of For Whom the Bell Tolls. While English passives
contribute  significantly to information structure,
narrative perspective, and stylistic effect, Viethamese,
as an isolating and topicprominent language, lacks a
fixed morphological passive system. Passive meaning
in Vietnamese is therefore realized through lexical
markers, syntactic reorganization, or contextual
inference. These typological differences complicate
the preservation of pragmatic and stylistic functions in
literary translation. A comparison of two Vietnamese
translations from different periods demonstrates how
changing linguistic norms and translation strategies
influence the natural and context-sensitive rendering
of English passive constructions.

This study aims to conduct a comparative
grammatical analysis of English passive constructions
and their Vietnamese renderings in the two translations.
It addresses two research questions: (1) how different
types of English passive constructions are translated
into Vietnamese, and (2) what grammatical strategies
are employed to preserve, modify, or replace passive
forms in response to typological differences between
the two languages.

2. Literature review

Previous studies have extensively examined the
English passive voice as a grammatical and stylistic
device that foregrounds affected participants while
backgrounding agency, typically realized through the
be + past participle construction. In literary discourse,
passivization contributes to narrative perspective,
emphasis, and emotional distance. In contrast,
Vietnamese lacks a fixed morphological passive
system and expresses passive meaning through
lexical markers such as bi, dwoc, and do, whose use
is constrained by semantic and pragmatic factors.
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Contrastive and translation studies consistently report
a preference for activation and restructuring over direct
passivization in English - Vietnamese translation,
particularly in literary texts where naturalness and
readability are prioritized. However, existing research
rarely focuses on a single literary work or compares
translations diachronically, and detailed analyses of
passive subtypes remain limited. Addressing these
gaps, the present study examines For Whom the Bell
Tolls and its Viethamese translations by Huynh Phan
Anh (1972) and Manh Chuong (2022) to explore
evolving strategies in rendering English passive
constructions into Viethamese.

3. Research methodology

This study adopts a mixed methods approach
combining qualitative and quantitative analysis. The
data comprise the English source text For Whom
the Bell Tolls and its two Vietnamese translations:
Chuéng goi hén ai (1972) and Chudng nguyén
hdén ai (2022). Qualitative analysis involves close
comparison of selected passive constructions,
focusing on grammatical form, agent realization,
and translation strategies, including direct passive
rendering, activation, restructuring, and the selective
use of bi and dwgc. Quantitatively, approximately
100 - 150 passive constructions are identified,
classified, and analyzed in terms of frequency and
distribution. By integrating qualitative interpretation
with quantitative evidence, the study provides a
systematic account of how English passive voice
constructions are translated into Vietnamese
literary prose.

4. Results

4.1. Overall distribution of translation strategies

Table 1 summarizes the overall distribution
of translation strategies identified across the two
Vietnamese versions.



Table 1. Translation strategies for English passive

constructions
Strategy Huyn(h1 ;;1;;1 Anh Mar;l;oczhzt;ong
1. Direct passive rendering 31% 18%
2. Active voice conversion 34% 46%
3. Topic comment restructuring 21% 27%
4. Passive marker omission 14% 9%

Table 1 shows that active voice conversion is the
dominant strategy in both Vietnamese translations,
with a markedly higher frequency in Manh Chuong’s
2022 version. This trend reflects a strong preference for
natural Viethamese syntactic patterns, where agency
is often foregrounded and passive forms are avoided
unless pragmatically necessary. The increased use of
active constructions in the later translation suggests a
shift toward greater reader accessibility and discourse
fluency, aligning with contemporary translation norms
that prioritize functional equivalence over formal
preservation.

Example 1: Robert Jordan talks to Pablo (the two
soldiers, both being hunted, meet each other).

Robert Jordan: “I have to do what | am ordered to
do and | can promise you of its importance”.

— (It is translated into Vietnamese) Robert
Jordan: “T6i phai lam diéu nguwi ta ra linh toi phai
lam va t6i cé thé doan chéc véi ddng chi rang day
la viéc quan trong”.

— Robert Jordan: “T6i sé thwc hién nhirng gi t6i
duoc Iénh va co thé cam doan v&i anh rang day 1a mot
viéc quan trong’”.

Example 1 provides a representative
illustration of the overall distribution of translation
strategies summarized in Table 1, particularly the
predominance of active voice conversion in both
Viethamese translations:

“l have to do what | am ordered to do and | can
promise you of its importance”.

In the source text, Hemingway employs a passive
infinitival clause “what|am ordered to do” to background
the authority issuing the order while foregrounding
Robert Jordan’s sense of obligation. This passive
construction serves a pragmatic function: it emphasizes
duty and inevitability rather than command hierarchy,
consistent with the novel’s understated portrayal of
military discipline.

Both Vietnamese translations retain the semantic
core of obligation but diverge in how they structurally
handle the English passive, reflecting broader strategic
preferences.

Huynh Phan Anh translates the sentence as: “T6i
phai lam diéu nguwdi ta ra linh toi phai lam va toi ¢é thé
doan chéc véi ddng chi rang day |a viéc quan trong”.

Here, the English passive is restructured into an
active clause with an indefinite subject “nguwditaralinh”.
Although agency is introduced, it remains vague and
generic, preserving the impersonal tone of the original.
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This solution represents a hybrid strategy, combining
active conversion with topic comment restructuring,
and aligns with Huynh Phan Anh’s relatively balanced
distribution across strategies shown in Table 1.

Manh Chuong’s translation reads: “T6i sé thyc hién
nhitng gi t6i dwoc 1énh va cé thé cam doan véi anh
rang day la mét viéc quan trong”.

In contrast, Manh Chuong opts for a more
streamlined active construction “t6i sé thwc hién”,
while compressing the passive element into the
fixed expression “duwgc |énh”. The agent is entirely
suppressed, and the sentence flows naturally in
contemporary Vietnamese. This choice exemplifies
the higher rate of active voice conversion (46%) in
the 2022 translation, reflecting a clear prioritization of
fluency and reader accessibility.

The comparison between the two translations
illustrates a diachronic shift in translation norms.
While both translators move away from direct passive
rendering, Manh Chuong does so more decisively,
minimizing structural complexity and focusing on
functional equivalence. The passive meaning of
obligation is preserved at the discourse level, even as
the grammatical passive is largely neutralized.

4.2. Translation of agentive vs. agentless passives

Table 2 presents differences in handling agentive
and agentless passive constructions.

Table 2. Treatment of agency in translation

Passive type | Passive retained | Agent added | Converted to active
1. Agentive Moderate Frequent Frequent
2. Agentless Rare Rare Dominant

Table 2 highlights a clear contrast in the treatment
of agentive and agentless passive constructions in the
two Vietnamese translations. While agentive passives
are often either retained or restructured through the
explicit addition of an agent, agentless passives
are rarely preserved as passives. Instead, they are
predominantly converted into agentless active clauses
or topic comment structures, which better conform
to Viethamese discourse conventions. This pattern
reflects a fundamental typological difference between
English and Vietnamese: English frequently uses
passives to suppress agency, whereas Vietnamese
tends to avoid passive morphology when no agent is
specified, favoring syntactic neutrality and informational
flow over formal equivalence.

In example 2, Hemingway employs an agentless
passive construction to articulate the strategic necessity
of destroying the bridges:

“And since we must win to survive ultimately, it is
necessary that the bridges must be blown”.

The passive clause “the bridges must be blown”
deliberately suppresses agency, foregrounding
the inevitability of the action rather than the actor
responsible for carrying it out. This stylistic choice
aligns with Hemingway’s characteristic wartime
narration, in which moral burden and strategic
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necessity are often framed as impersonal forces
rather than individual decisions.

Both Vietnamese ftranslators depart from the
passive structure, yet they do so in distinctly different
ways, reflecting broader tendencies in the treatment of
agentless passives.

Here, the passive morphology is partially retained,
but the causative meaning is significantly weakened.
The phrase “phai sap” suggests an outcome rather than
a deliberate act, effectively transforming the original
agentless passive into a resultative construction. While
this version preserves the impersonal tone of the source
text, it risks obscuring the strategic intentionality implied
in “must be blown”. This aligns with the data in Table 2,
where agentless passives are rarely retained, and when
they are, they often undergo semantic dilution.

By contrast, Manh Chuong translates the sentence
as: “Ma ching ta phai chién théng dé cudi cung ton tai,
nén diéu can thiét 1 phai cho nd tung nhitng cay cau’.

This translation converts an agentless passive
into an active causative structure, implicitly encoding
human agency while preserving pragmatic force.
The contrast between the two versions reflects a
typological divergence: English commonly suppresses
agency through passive voice, whereas Viethamese
favors agent-implicit active constructions to ensure
causal clarity. Accordingly, Manh Chuong’s translation
prioritizes functional equivalence and communicative
effectiveness, while Huynh Phan Anh’'s version
adheres more closely to formal correspondence but
permits greater ambiguity of agency.

4.3. Stative vs. eventive passives

Table 3 highlights how stative and eventive passives
are treated differently.

Table 3. Translation of stative and eventive

passives
Passive type Passive preserved Rephrased
1. Stative High Moderate
2. Eventive Low High

Table 3 demonstrates a clear distinction in the
translation of stative and eventive passive constructions.
Stative passives, which describe a resulting state
rather than an action, are more frequently preserved in
Vietnamese because they align naturally with Viethamese
adjectival and resultative expressions. In contrast,
eventive passives, which foreground dynamic actions
and processes, are rarely retained in passive form and
are instead commonly rephrased into active, resultative,
or topic comment structures. This pattern reflects the
typological tendency of Viethamese to encode events
through lexical verbs and discourse structure rather
than through passive morphology, especially when the
emphasis lies on action rather than state.

Example 3: Robert Jordan hid in a secluded corner
of the church to observe: “Then | saw Don Pepe look
full at the door and realized that he had not known it
was locked”.
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— “Téi thdy Don Pepe quay lai nhin ra ctra, thi ra
|ao chwa hay la clra da khéa”.

— “Réi t6i nhin thdy Pepe nhin thang ra ctra va
nhan thay rang n6 khong biét la clra da khéa”.

In Example 2, Hemingway employs a stative
passive construction to describe Robert Jordan’s
perception of Don Pepe’s mental state:

“Then | saw Don Pepe look full at the door and
realized that he had not known it was locked”.

The passive clause “it was locked” is stative rather
than eventive, describing the resulting state of the door
rather than the action oflocking it. The agent responsible
for the action is entirely irrelevant; what matters is the
condition of the door at the moment of observation and
Don Pepe’s lack of awareness of that condition. This
type of passive is typical in Hemingway’s prose, where
perceptual immediacy and narrative economy take
precedence over explicit action.

Both Vietnamese translators successfully preserve
the stative meaning of the English passive by using
natural Viethnamese resultative constructions rather
than overt passive morphology. In both versions, “was
locked” is rendered as “da khoa”, maintaining the focus
on the resulting state of the door and preserving the
original informational structure without introducing
an agent. This confirms that stative passives are
readily retained in Vietnamese through resultative
expressions, in contrast to eventive passives, which
are more frequently restructured into active or topic -
comment constructions.

4.4. Get passives and informal passives

Get passives are rarely translated as passives in
Vietnamese and are typically rendered using active or
descriptive constructions.

Example 2: In the end of the war, Robert Jordan
was wounded and told himself: “| think you better get
down now. You better get fixed around some way
where you will be useful instead of leaning against this
tree like a tramp”.

— Nhi*ng ngay cubi ctia cudc chién, Robert Jordan
bi thuong réi tw khuyén ban than: “Bay gid tao nghi 1a
may nén di xudng thi tét hon. May nén quyét dinh dén
mot noi ma may co thé lam diéu gi do co ich thay vi
nam dai dwdi gbc cay nay nhw mét tén du tha du thuc”.

— “Anh nghi chac tét hon 1& minh nén xuéng théi,
nén tim mét noi ¢6 dinh quanh quan day ma minh thay
¢o loi, chr khéng nén cw ngéi twa vao cai cay nhu mét
ké vo gia cw nhw thé nay’.

Example 4 illustrates Hemingway’'s use of an
informal get passive, a structure that is characteristic of
spoken English and internal monologue:

“I think you better get down now. You better get fixed
around some way where you will be useful instead of
leaning against this tree like a tramp”.

In this passage, the verb phrase “get fixed”
functions as a get passive, expressing a change of
state rather than a clearly defined action performed
by an external agent. The construction is informal,
colloquial and introspective, reflecting Robert



Jordan’s self addressed thoughts at a moment of
physical vulnerability and impending death. Crucially,
the passive meaning here does not primarily
encode voice but process and result, emphasizing
adjustment and readiness rather than agency.

Both Vietnamese translations abandon the passive
form altogether, opting instead for active, modal, or
descriptive constructions, a pattern consistent with the
general avoidance of get passives in Vietnamese.

Huynh Phan Anh translates the sentence as: “May
nén quyét dinh dén mét noi ma may cé thé lam diéu gi
do coich...”.

In this version, “get fixed around some way” is
reinterpreted as “quyét dinh dén mét noi,” an explicitly
agentive and volitional action. The informal self directed
tone is preserved through colloquial pronouns “tac/ may”,
but the passive sense of undergoing a state change
is replaced by a conscious decision making process.
This shift reflects Viethamese translators’ tendency
to lexicalize meaning rather than preserve non finite
passive morphology, especially in informal contexts.

Here, the get passive is transformed into a descriptive
active construction “tim mét noi c6 dinh”, which conveys
stability and usefulness without invoking passive voice.
The focus remains on situational adaptation rather
than on how the state is achieved, thus capturing
the pragmatic intent of the original utterance while
conforming to Viethamese syntactic norms.

5. Discussion

The discussion shows that active reformulation is
the dominant strategy in translating English passives
into Vietnamese, particularly in Manh Chuong’s 2022
translation of For Whom the Bell Tolls. To conform
to Vietnamese syntactic and discourse norms,
translators often prioritize naturalness and narrative
coherence over formal passive equivalence, frequently
inserting agents to enhance causal clarity. However,
this practice may weaken Hemingway’s strategic
suppression of agency used to create emotional
distance and narrative tension. The study also finds
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that the Vietnamese passive markers bi and dwoc carry
strong semantic and pragmatic polarity, making direct
passive transfer context-sensitive and often stylistically
disruptive. Diachronic comparison reveals a shift from
structurally oriented to functionally and stylistically
driven translation norms, underscoring that effective
passive translation relies on preserving narrative effect
rather than surface form.

6. Conclusion

This study examines the translation of the English
passive voice into Vietnamese through a comparative
analysis of two Vietnamese translations of For Whom
the Bell Tolls (1972, 2022). Adopting a mixed-methods
approach, it shows that typological differences limit
direct passive equivalence between the two languages.
English passives are therefore often rendered through
activation, topic - comment structures, or implicit
agency rather than overt passive markers such as bj
and duoc. Passive subtypes are treated unevenly, with
stative passives more frequently retained and eventive
or agentless passives more commonly restructured.
The findings reveal a diachronic shift toward reader-
oriented norms, confirming that passive translation is a
function-driven, context-sensitive process rather than
one of formal correspondence ®
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Chuyen dich thé bi ddng tiéng Anh Sang tiéh Vigt qua tac pham For Whom the belltols
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Tom tat: Nghién ctu nay khdo sat viée chuyén dich thé bi dong tiéng Anh sang tiéng Viét thong qua hai ban dich tiéng Viét cua tiéu
thuyét For Whom the Bell Tolls cta Ernest Hemingway (1972, 2022). Dufa trén phutong phdp nghién cttu hén hop, vdi viéc phan
tich ter 100 dén 150 céu tric bi dong, nghién ctu xac dinh cac chién luoc dich thudt 1dp lai di voi nhiing kiéu bi dong khac nhau.
Két qué cho thay viéc chuyén dich truc tiép bing cac dau hiéu bi dong bi va duoc tuong doi han ché; thay vao do, cac dich gia uu
tién cai bién sang céu tric chi dong va tai céu tric cu phdp nham bao dam tinh tu nhién va tinh phi hop ngi dung trong tiéng Vit.
Phan tich dbi chiéu cdng chi ra su dich chuyén theo thoi gian trong cdc chudn muc dich vén hoc tiéng Viét, dic biét lién quan dén
cach xtt Iy vai tro téc nhan va séc thai phong cdch. Tir do, nghién ctu khdng dinh réng viéc dich thé bi dong tiéng Anh sang tiéng
Viét doi hoi cac chién luroe linh hoat, dinh hudng chife ndng va nhay cam voi ngd canh, thay vi chi dua vao tuong duong hinh thire.
Tir khoa: Tiéng Anh, cau bi dong, tiéng Viét, Ernest Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls.
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