
PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

PASSIVITY

Authored by

mohammad looti

October 16, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammad looti (2025). PASSIVITY. PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES. Retrieved from

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=47545

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=47545
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=47545
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


PASSIVITY 2

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

PASSIVITY

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Clinical Psychology, Sociology

1. Core Definition

The concept of Passivity denotes a behavioral pattern or temperament defined by a consistent

lack of initiative, submissiveness, and an avoidance of assertive action or responsibility. In clinical

and academic discourse, it is often characterized as an adaptive mechanism, or more frequently, a

maladaptation, where the individual adopts a default stance of non-engagement or retreat in the

face of demands, conflict, or opportunity. This state is marked not merely by quiescence, but by an

internal psychological trend toward relying heavily on external guidance and yielding to the will or

expectations of others, thereby relinquishing personal agency and self-direction. It represents a

fundamental inhibition of self-expression and autonomous activity.

While passive behavior can be context-specific--such as resting or listening intently--the

psychological concept of Passivity refers to a pervasive, enduring disposition. This disposition

dictates that the path of least resistance is perpetually chosen, resulting in a lifestyle characterized

by inaction, dependence, and an inability to assert boundaries or pursue self-determined goals.

The consequences of chronic passivity are far-reaching, often leading to personal frustration,

reduced self-efficacy, and impaired social functioning, particularly within dynamic interpersonal

relationships or demanding professional environments. Crucially, passivity differentiates itself from

intentional non-action or contemplation; it arises from an internal constraint or fear, rather than a

conscious, strategic choice.

In the context of personality assessment, extreme passivity can contribute to diagnostic

formulations, such as those involving dependent personality features, where an overwhelming

need to be taken care of overrides the imperative for self-sufficiency. The defining elements of this

disposition include the avoidance of decision-making, the difficulty in expressing negative feelings

or objections, and a tendency to prioritize external harmony over internal integrity. Thus, passivity

acts as a psychological retreat, buffering the individual from perceived threats associated with

assertion, conflict, or failure, yet simultaneously crippling their ability to effectively navigate the

complexities of life.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The term Passivity derives from the Latin verb patior, meaning "to suffer" or "to undergo,"

highlighting its historical association with reception rather than initiation. This etymological root

underscores the idea that the passive individual is one who is acted upon, rather than one who

acts. Philosophically, the active versus passive dichotomy has roots in ancient thought, particularly

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=47545
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


PASSIVITY 3

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

in Aristotelian metaphysics, where the active principle (form, mind) acts upon the passive principle

(matter, potentiality). Later ethical systems, such as Stoicism, often debated the virtue of

restraining or accepting external events, blurring the line between wise acceptance (patience) and

debilitating resignation (passivity).

The psychological study of passivity gained significant traction with the advent of Psychoanalysis.

Sigmund Freud introduced the concept largely in relation to drives, specifically the distinction

between the "active" masculine drive and the "passive" feminine drive, though these gendered

categorizations have since been heavily criticized and largely abandoned in contemporary theory.

More enduringly, psychoanalysis addressed passivity in the context of defense mechanisms. It

views passivity as a means of managing overwhelming anxiety or aggression, often resulting from

early traumatic experiences where the child felt powerless. By retreating into submissiveness, the

ego avoids the risk of challenging powerful authority figures, internalizing a pattern of inaction that

persists into adulthood.

In mid-20th-century behavioral and social psychology, passivity became integrated into theories

concerning locus of control and agency. The seminal work on Learned Helplessness, popularized

by Martin Seligman, provided a powerful framework for understanding how repeated exposure to

uncontrollable aversive stimuli can condition an organism, including humans, to adopt a passive,

resigned state, even when avenues for action subsequently become available. This behavioral

perspective firmly established passivity as a learned, detrimental response pattern rather than an

innate characteristic. Sociologically, the concept evolved to describe collective behavior,

particularly the failure of groups to mobilize against perceived injustices, giving rise to discussions

of social inertia and civic disengagement.

3. Key Characteristics

Passivity manifests through a cluster of observable and internal characteristics, defining it as a

state of psychological and behavioral retreat. The most critical behavioral hallmark is the Retreat

into Inaction, which involves chronic procrastination, an inability to initiate tasks without external

prompting, and a tendency toward paralysis when faced with complex decisions. This inability to

transition from contemplation to execution leads to missed opportunities and stagnated personal

development. The individual often finds reasons to delay or defer responsibility, masking

underlying anxiety or fear of failure with apparent calm or indifference.

Another defining feature is Submissiveness and Compliance. The passive individual exhibits an

overriding willingness to agree with or yield to the desires of others, even when these demands

conflict with their own needs or beliefs. This is fundamentally rooted in a fear of rejection,

confrontation, or abandonment. They often struggle immensely with setting personal boundaries,

frequently allowing themselves to be exploited or marginalized in professional and personal
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settings. This compliance is a defensive strategy aimed at maintaining external approval and

avoiding the emotional discomfort associated with assertiveness. However, this submissiveness

often generates deep-seated resentment and internal conflict, which may eventually surface as

passive-aggressive behaviors.

Finally, Excessive Reliance and Dependence characterizes the passive orientation. The

individual requires others to assume responsibility for major life decisions, planning, and execution.

They look externally for validation, direction, and motivation, viewing themselves as incapable of

independent functioning. This reliance often creates highly restrictive and often unhealthy

interpersonal dynamics, such as codependency, where the passive person requires an active,

directive counterpart to function. This dependence reinforces the passive cycle, as the individual

never develops the necessary skills or self-confidence to break free from the reliance structure.

4. Significance and Impact

The psychological significance of chronic passivity lies primarily in its role as a maladaptive

coping mechanism that severely limits personal growth and functioning. While momentary

passivity can serve to conserve energy or de-escalate minor conflicts, sustained passivity prevents

the development of vital psychological resources, such as resilience, problem-solving skills, and

self-efficacy. By consistently avoiding challenge and responsibility, the passive individual fails to

accumulate the experiences necessary to build confidence in their own abilities, leading to a

perpetual state of perceived incompetence and low self-esteem. This often forms a vicious cycle

where low confidence drives passive behavior, which in turn further reduces confidence.

In clinical psychology, passivity is a central feature in several conditions, most notably the

Dependent Personality Disorder (DPD), where the pervasive and excessive need to be cared for

leads to submissive and clinging behaviors and fears of separation. Furthermore, passivity is

frequently implicated in the maintenance of anxiety disorders and depressive states. For instance,

the inability to take active steps to change negative circumstances or challenge self-defeating

thoughts contributes directly to the maintenance of clinical depression. In interpersonal therapy,

addressing passivity--often masked as politeness or deference--is crucial for enabling patients to

establish healthy boundaries and reciprocal relationships, moving away from patterns of

exploitation or co-dependence.

Beyond the individual level, passivity has profound societal impacts. In sociology and

organizational behavior, Organizational Passivity refers to the collective failure of group

members to speak up, report misconduct, or innovate, often stemming from hierarchical fear or

diffusion of responsibility (the bystander effect). On a political scale, mass passivity, or civic

disengagement, can undermine democratic processes by allowing extremist or undesirable policies

to advance unchallenged. When citizens retreat into inaction regarding social issues, they tacitly
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consent to the status quo, thereby limiting collective progress and responsiveness to injustice.

Addressing mass passivity requires understanding the systemic factors--such as

disenfranchisement, fear of state power, or information overload--that condition citizens to feel

helpless or ineffective.

5. Related Concepts and Distinctions

To fully understand passivity, it is necessary to distinguish it from several superficially similar but

fundamentally different concepts, primarily Apathy, Inertia, and Introversion. Apathy is defined as

a state of emotional detachment, characterized by a lack of feeling, interest, or concern. While a

passive person may appear apathetic, the core difference lies in the internal experience: the

passive person often cares deeply but is restrained by fear or anxiety from acting, whereas the

apathetic person genuinely lacks the emotional impetus to engage. Passivity is behavioral restraint

driven by anxiety; apathy is emotional indifference driven by a lack of motivation or emotional

response.

Inertia, derived from physics, describes a tendency for objects to resist changes in their state of

motion or rest. Psychologically, inertia refers to difficulty initiating change, often due to habit or

mental fatigue. While passivity results in inertia, passivity is the underlying psychological structure

(the retreat into submissiveness) that causes the behavioral stagnation (inertia). Inertia is the

effect--the inability to move--while passivity is the cause, rooted in learned behavioral avoidance

and reliance. Furthermore, passivity must be clearly distinguished from Learned Helplessness,

although they are closely related. Learned helplessness is specifically the cognitive expectation

that outcomes are uncontrollable, regardless of action; passivity is the behavioral response

(inaction and submissiveness) that results from this belief.

Finally, passivity is frequently confused with Introversion or contemplative practices. Introversion

describes a personality style focused on internal thoughts and feelings, gaining energy from

solitude. An introverted person may choose to be quiet or non-participatory, but this is a conscious,

active choice reflecting energy management. Conversely, a passive person's non-participation is

rooted in constraint and fear, regardless of their intrinsic energy source. Similarly, deliberate

contemplation or mindful non-action (such as strategic patience) represents an active, intentional

decision to wait or observe, contrasting sharply with the reflexive, anxiety-driven retreat that

defines psychological passivity.

6. Debates and Criticisms

A primary debate surrounding passivity centers on the potential for Constructive Passivity. Critics

of purely negative definitions argue that not all non-action is maladaptive. In certain philosophical

and therapeutic traditions, particularly those rooted in Eastern thought or humanistic psychology,
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the ability to "let go," observe without reaction, or practice deep receptivity is highly valued. This

constructive passivity, or receptivity, allows for the processing of information, emotional regulation,

and the avoidance of premature or aggressive action. It is an active state of observation, distinct

from the fearful paralysis of psychological passivity.

The most significant practical counterpoint to the negative view of passivity is the concept of

Passive Resistance. Coined by figures like Mahatma Gandhi and practiced extensively during the

American Civil Rights Movement, passive resistance employs non-violent, non-cooperation

techniques to achieve social or political change. This form of "non-action" is highly strategic,

requiring immense emotional strength, conviction, and coordinated will. It is the antithesis of

psychological passivity; instead of retreating from conflict, the resistors actively choose a non-

violent engagement strategy, demonstrating profound agency and assertive refusal rather than

submissive yielding.

Furthermore, clinical debates often focus on the difficulty of distinguishing between biological

predisposition and environmental conditioning. Some researchers suggest that temperamental

factors, such as high emotional sensitivity or inhibition, predispose individuals to adopt passive

coping strategies. Treatment approaches must therefore navigate whether to focus primarily on

behavioral interventions (teaching assertiveness and initiative) or deep-seated cognitive

restructuring (addressing the core fears of conflict and abandonment). Recognizing that passivity

can be a temporary state or a learned reaction to an oppressive environment, rather than a fixed

personality trait, is essential for effective intervention and critiques the notion that all forms of low

assertiveness are inherently pathological.

Further Reading

Psychoanalysis (Source for historical development)

Learned Helplessness (Source for behavioral context)

Passive Resistance (Source for socio-political distinction)

Dependent Personality Disorder (Source for clinical context)
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