
in academic writing we discuss literature in present
tense

in academic writing we discuss literature in present tense because this practice reflects the ongoing relevance
and immediacy of the texts under analysis. Using the present tense when discussing literature highlights that the
themes, characters, and ideas continue to exist and affect readers in the current moment. This approach aligns
with scholarly conventions, emphasizing that literary works are living documents subject to continuous
interpretation. The use of present tense also helps maintain clarity and consistency throughout academic
essays, theses, and research papers. Understanding why and how to apply present tense in literary discussions
is essential for students, researchers, and academics aiming to produce rigorous and credible work. This article
explores the rationale behind this convention, practical guidelines for its use, and common pitfalls to avoid.
The following sections provide a detailed examination of the topic to enhance comprehension and application in
academic contexts.

Why Present Tense is Used in Academic Writing When Discussing Literature

How to Correctly Use Present Tense in Literary Analysis

Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

Exceptions and Variations in Tense Usage

Why Present Tense is Used in Academic Writing When Discussing
Literature

In academic writing, the use of present tense when discussing literature is grounded in the concept that literary
works exist perpetually in the present. Unlike historical events that have concluded, a literary text’s
content, themes, and interpretations remain active and accessible to readers at any time. This ongoing relevance
means that statements about characters, plots, and symbolism are best presented as current and applicable.

The Concept of Literary Timelessness

Literature is often considered timeless, with its messages and artistic value transcending the period of its
creation. By using present tense, academic writers acknowledge that a text’s significance is not confined to the
past but continues to resonate and influence contemporary audiences and scholarship.

Clarity and Consistency in Academic Discourse

Present tense usage ensures clarity and uniformity within academic writing. It prevents confusion that might
arise from shifting tenses and allows readers to follow the analysis smoothly. When describing plot events,
character actions, or thematic elements, present tense helps maintain a logical flow aligned with scholarly
expectations.

Alignment with Scholarly Conventions

Most academic style guides and institutions recommend or require present tense when engaging in literary
critique and discussion. This standardization facilitates scholarly communication by establishing a common



linguistic framework across disciplines and publications.

How to Correctly Use Present Tense in Literary Analysis

Applying present tense accurately in literary discussions requires attention to context and grammatical
structure. Writers should be familiar with when to use present tense and how to integrate it seamlessly into
their sentences to enhance readability and precision.

Describing Plot and Character Actions

When summarizing or analyzing a story’s plot and what characters do, present tense is typically used:

“In Shakespeare’s Macbeth, Macbeth struggles with his ambition and guilt.”

“The narrator reveals his unreliability through contradictory statements.”

This approach frames the narrative as unfolding in the present moment of discussion rather than as distant
history.

Interpreting Themes and Literary Devices

The present tense is also appropriate when discussing themes, motifs, symbols, and literary techniques:

“The novel explores themes of identity and alienation.”

“The author employs foreshadowing to build suspense.”

Using present tense here emphasizes the ongoing interpretive process and the active role of the text’s elements.

Reporting Scholarly Opinions

When referencing academic perspectives or critical interpretations, present tense is commonly used to suggest
that these ideas remain valid and relevant:

“Smith argues that the poem reflects postcolonial tensions.”

“Critics contend that the protagonist embodies modern existential angst.”

This practice maintains immediacy in scholarly dialogue.

Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

Despite the clear guidelines, many writers struggle with consistent tense usage in literary analysis. Recognizing
common errors aids in producing polished and accurate academic writing.



Inappropriate Shifts Between Past and Present Tense

One frequent mistake is shifting tenses unnecessarily within the same discussion. For example, describing plot
events in past tense followed by thematic analysis in present tense can confuse readers. Maintaining present
tense throughout literary discussion sections is advisable unless specifically contrasting with historical
contexts.

Confusing Author’s Biography with Literary Content

While the literature itself is discussed in the present tense, references to the author’s life, publication history,
or historical context should generally be in past tense:

Correct: “In the novel, the protagonist faces moral dilemmas.”

Correct: “The author wrote the novel in 1923.”

Incorrect: “The author writes the novel in 1923.”

Distinguishing between literary content and historical facts ensures proper tense usage.

Overusing Past Tense in Literary Discussion

Some writers default to past tense because narratives often describe events that happened in the story’s
timeline. However, this can undermine the immediacy of the analysis. Avoid excessive past tense when discussing
literature itself.

Exceptions and Variations in Tense Usage

Although the present tense predominates in literary analysis, certain exceptions and nuanced applications exist
depending on context and purpose.

Historical Context and Publication Details

When providing background information about the text’s creation, reception, or publication, past tense is
appropriate:

“The novel was published in 1955 amid political turmoil.”

“The author lived during the Victorian era.”

This contextualizes the work without conflicting with the present tense analysis.

Discussing Past Reader Responses or Critical Receptions

References to how a text was received or interpreted historically should use past tense:

“At the time, critics rejected the novel’s unconventional style.”

“Early reviews praised the play’s originality.”



Such statements separate historical reception from current literary analysis.

Mixed Tense for Narrative Summaries

In some cases, writers use past tense to summarize a narrative’s chronological events but switch to present
tense for analysis:

“The protagonist traveled to Paris in search of meaning. However, the novel ultimately questions the
notion of self-discovery.”

This strategy distinguishes between story events and interpretive commentary.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why do we use present tense when discussing literature in academic writing?

We use present tense because literature is considered to exist in a timeless present; the ideas and themes remain
relevant and current whenever they are analyzed.

Is it always correct to use present tense when discussing literature?

Generally, present tense is used when discussing the content and themes of literature, but past tense may be
used when referring to the author's life or historical context.

Can I switch tenses when analyzing a literary work?

Switching tenses is acceptable when necessary, such as using present tense for the text itself and past tense
for historical background or publication details.

How do I use present tense when citing a literary work?

When citing a literary work, describe the actions, themes, and events within the text in present tense because
they are considered continually relevant and unfolding.

Does using present tense apply to all types of literary analysis?

Yes, present tense is standard in most literary analyses to discuss plot, themes, and characters, maintaining
immediacy and engagement with the text.

What tense should I use when discussing an author's biography in academic
writing?

Use past tense when discussing an author's life and historical events, since these occurred in the past.

How does using present tense affect the clarity of academic writing in
literature?

Using present tense helps maintain clarity and immediacy, making the analysis feel current and directly connected
to the text, thereby enhancing reader engagement.



Additional Resources
1. Writing About Literature: A Guide for Students
This book offers practical advice on how to analyze and write about literary texts effectively. It emphasizes
the use of present tense when discussing literature to reflect the ongoing life of a text. The guide is ideal for
students new to literary analysis and academic writing conventions.

2. The Elements of Academic Style: Writing for the Humanities
Focused on writing within the humanities, this book explains why present tense is preferred when discussing
literature. It provides detailed examples of tense usage and guides students in crafting clear, engaging literary
analyses. The text also covers broader stylistic concerns in academic writing.

3. Literary Theory and Composition
This comprehensive resource explores various critical approaches to literature and their implications for
writing. It underscores the importance of present tense in literary criticism to maintain immediacy and relevance.
Students learn how tense choices affect the interpretation and presentation of texts.

4. Academic Writing for Graduate Students: Essential Tasks and Skills
While aimed at graduate students, this book includes valuable sections on discussing literature in academic
essays. It explains that the present tense is standard practice because it conveys the text’s enduring nature.
The book also offers exercises to practice tense consistency in writing.

5. The Chicago Guide to Writing about Literature
This guide provides clear instructions on writing about literature, with a focus on stylistic norms like tense
usage. It highlights the use of present tense in literary discussions to present analysis as current and dynamic.
The book is a trusted resource for both students and instructors.

6. Style: Lessons in Clarity and Grace
Though broadly about writing style, this book addresses the conventions of tense when writing about
literature. It explains how present tense keeps the narrative fresh and engaging for readers. The book also
offers tips on maintaining clarity and grace in academic prose.

7. How to Write About Literature
This concise guide covers fundamentals of literary analysis and writing. It stresses the significance of the
present tense when discussing plot, characters, and themes to reflect the text’s ongoing impact. The book is
suitable for beginners seeking straightforward, practical advice.

8. Writing Essays about Literature: A Brief Guide for University and College Students
This practical handbook details the conventions of essay writing in literature courses, including tense usage.
It recommends present tense to discuss literary works, as it indicates that the text is alive and accessible to
readers now. The book also covers thesis development and textual evidence.

9. The Craft of Research
This widely used guide to academic research and writing includes discussion on tense in scholarly writing. It
explains that when analyzing literature, present tense is used to emphasize that the work is continually
relevant. The book helps students understand how tense choice supports effective argumentation.
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