
in academic writing we discuss literature in
present tense
in academic writing we discuss literature in present tense as a standard convention that
reflects the ongoing relevance and immediacy of scholarly works. This practice emphasizes that
literature, once published, remains a living document continuously open to interpretation and
analysis. Using present tense in academic discussions helps maintain clarity and consistency,
reinforcing the idea that the text exists in the current intellectual discourse. This article explores
why present tense is favored, how it supports critical engagement, and the nuances involved when
referencing literature within academic writing. Additionally, it addresses common questions and
exceptions to this rule, providing comprehensive guidance for students, researchers, and writers.
The following sections offer detailed insights into the rationale, usage, and best practices for
discussing literature in the present tense.

Why Present Tense Is Used in Academic Writing

How to Use Present Tense When Discussing Literature

Common Exceptions and Variations

Practical Tips for Consistent Tense Usage

Why Present Tense Is Used in Academic Writing
In academic contexts, the use of present tense when discussing literature underscores the enduring
nature of texts and ideas. The present tense reflects that the work continues to speak to readers and
scholars, maintaining its relevance over time. Unlike historical events or completed actions, literary
works are treated as ongoing conversations between the author, the text, and the audience. This
linguistic choice reinforces the notion that interpretations and analyses are current and actively
evolving.

Reflecting Ongoing Relevance
Using present tense signals that the literature under examination is not confined to a past moment
but actively contributes to contemporary debates and understanding. For instance, when a writer
states, “Shakespeare explores themes of ambition and power,” the present tense “explores”
indicates that these themes remain pertinent to current readers and critics.

Maintaining Clarity and Consistency
Present tense usage helps maintain clarity by providing a consistent temporal framework. It avoids
confusing readers about when events or ideas are taking place, especially when the analysis involves



multiple works or authors. This consistency is particularly important in scholarly writing, where
precision and unambiguous communication are essential.

How to Use Present Tense When Discussing Literature
Applying present tense correctly in academic writing requires understanding the types of statements
that call for it. Typically, descriptions of plot, characterization, themes, and authorial intent are
expressed in the present tense. This section outlines common scenarios and examples for
appropriate usage.

Describing Plot and Characters
When summarizing or analyzing the content of a literary work, present tense is standard. For
example, “In Toni Morrison’s novel, the protagonist struggles with identity.” Here, “struggles”
conveys the action as ongoing within the text’s narrative framework.

Discussing Themes and Literary Devices
The present tense is also used when discussing thematic elements or literary techniques.
Expressions such as “The poem illustrates,” or “The author employs symbolism to,” reflect that these
elements are present and active in the text.

Analyzing Authorial Intent and Interpretation
Statements about what the author does or means are similarly presented in present tense to
emphasize the text’s current interpretive status. For example, “The author challenges traditional
gender roles” affirms an ongoing critical perspective.

Examples of Present Tense Usage in Literature Discussion

“The novel explores the complexities of human nature.”

“The character represents societal conflict.”

“The text conveys a sense of alienation.”

“The author uses imagery to evoke emotion.”



Common Exceptions and Variations
While present tense dominates academic writing about literature, certain contexts call for past or
other tenses. Awareness of these exceptions ensures accurate and effective communication.

Referring to Historical Contexts
When discussing the historical background or the author’s life, past tense is appropriate because
these are completed events. For instance, “Jane Austen was born in 1775” uses past tense to reflect
a factual, finished occurrence.

Discussing Previous Criticism or Scholarship
References to earlier studies or scholarly opinions often employ past tense, especially when
summarizing specific arguments. For example, “Smith argued that the protagonist symbolizes
freedom.”

Distinguishing Between Text and Context
It is important to separate the text itself, which remains in present tense, from external factors,
which may require past or other tenses. This distinction helps maintain clarity and precision in
academic writing.

Practical Tips for Consistent Tense Usage
Ensuring consistent and correct tense use when discussing literature is essential for professional
and polished academic writing. The following tips support effective practice.

Review and Revise for Tense Consistency
Carefully proofread drafts to identify and correct inconsistent tense shifts. Maintaining present
tense for literature discussion while appropriately using past tense for historical or biographical
information enhances readability.

Use Style Guides and Academic Resources
Consult established style manuals and academic writing resources for specific guidelines on tense
usage. These references provide authoritative advice tailored to various disciplines.



Understand the Purpose of Each Tense
Recognize that present tense connects readers with the living text, whereas past tense situates
information in a historical or completed context. This understanding aids in making informed tense
choices.

Examples of Common Tense Shifts to Avoid

Avoid switching from present to past tense when describing plot events.

Do not use past tense for ongoing thematic analysis.

Maintain present tense when interpreting characters throughout the essay.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why is present tense commonly used when discussing
literature in academic writing?
Present tense is used because literature is considered to exist in a timeless present, and discussing it
in present tense reflects the ongoing relevance and immediacy of the text's themes and analysis.

Can past tense be used when writing about literature in
academic papers?
Past tense is generally used when referring to the publication of a work or the author's life events,
but when analyzing the content or events within the literary work itself, present tense is preferred.

How does using present tense affect the clarity of literary
analysis?
Using present tense helps maintain clarity by treating the text as a living document, making
interpretations and arguments feel current and directly connected to the text being analyzed.

Are there exceptions to using present tense in literary
discussions?
Yes, exceptions include when discussing historical context, author biography, or previous critical
responses, where past tense may be more appropriate.



What tense should be used when summarizing a plot in
academic writing?
Plot summaries in academic writing are typically written in present tense to emphasize that the
events of the story are always happening within the text's narrative framework.

Does the use of present tense in literature discussions vary
across academic disciplines?
While present tense is standard in literary studies, other disciplines such as history or philosophy
might use different tenses depending on their conventions, but in literary analysis, present tense
remains the norm.

Additional Resources
1. They Say / I Say: The Moves That Matter in Academic Writing
This book by Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein offers practical templates to help students engage
in academic conversations. It emphasizes how to present and respond to existing literature, often
advocating for the use of present tense when discussing texts. The accessible style supports learners
in mastering the conventions of scholarly writing, including tense usage.

2. The Craft of Research
Wayne C. Booth, Gregory G. Colomb, and Joseph M. Williams guide readers through the research
and writing process. The book highlights the importance of clarity and precision, including proper
tense usage when discussing literature. It explains why the present tense is typically preferred for
analyzing texts and presenting established knowledge.

3. Academic Writing: A Handbook for International Students
By Stephen Bailey, this handbook provides comprehensive guidance on academic writing
conventions. It addresses the use of present tense in literature reviews and critical discussions,
helping students understand why texts are treated as living conversations. The book is especially
useful for non-native English speakers learning academic norms.

4. Style: Lessons in Clarity and Grace
Written by Joseph M. Williams and Joseph Bizup, this book delves into the mechanics of effective
writing style. It explains how the present tense breathes immediacy and relevance into literary
analysis. The authors provide examples demonstrating how tense choices affect reader engagement
and comprehension.

5. Writing About Literature: A Brief Guide for Students
Edmond L. Volpe and Judith S. Boss offer a focused approach to writing literary analyses. The guide
stresses the convention of using present tense to discuss literature, reinforcing the idea that
literature exists in an ongoing dialogue with readers. It includes exercises to help students practice
this tense usage.

6. How to Write a Lot: A Practical Guide to Productive Academic Writing
Paul J. Silvia’s book is centered on increasing writing productivity but also touches on academic
writing norms. It notes the importance of discussing literature in present tense to maintain a



scholarly tone. The guide encourages consistency in tense to improve clarity and professionalism.

7. The Elements of Academic Style: Writing for the Humanities
Eric Hayot’s text focuses on writing strategies specific to the humanities, including literature
analysis. It discusses why the present tense is favored for engaging with texts and how it shapes
interpretation. The book offers practical advice for maintaining an authoritative voice in academic
papers.

8. They Say / I Say in the Disciplines
An extension of the original, this volume adapts the “They Say / I Say” templates to various academic
fields. It reinforces the use of present tense when citing and discussing literature as a standard
across disciplines. The book helps students tailor their writing to disciplinary expectations.

9. Academic Writing for Graduate Students: Essential Tasks and Skills
By John M. Swales and Christine B. Feak, this resource is designed for advanced learners aiming to
refine their academic writing. It includes detailed explanations of tense conventions, especially the
present tense in literature reviews. The book provides exercises that reinforce proper tense
application in scholarly contexts.

In Academic Writing We Discuss Literature In Present Tense

In Academic Writing We Discuss Literature In Present Tense

Related Articles
in business terms what is profit quizlet
in math what does difference mean
in home physical therapy for elderly

Back to Home

https://projects.cocobongo.com/archive-library-409/in-academic-writing-we-discuss-literature-in-present-tense.pdf
https://projects.cocobongo.com/archive-library-409/in-business-terms-what-is-profit-quizlet.pdf
https://projects.cocobongo.com/archive-library-409/in-math-what-does-difference-mean.pdf
https://projects.cocobongo.com/archive-library-409/in-home-physical-therapy-for-elderly.pdf
https://projects.cocobongo.com

