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Abstract: This paper scrutinizes the critical problems related to the use of tenses in English literature 

in the modern framework. It discusses the shortcomings of inept manipulation of tenses in literary 

pieces, leading to narrative incoherence, distorted temporal perspectives, and misunderstanding. 

Further, it emphasizes the need for robust understanding and meticulous editing of tenses to rectify 

these issues and uphold the integrity of contemporary literary works. The complexity of modern 

narratives necessitates an even more competent use of tenses. However, issues arise when tenses are 

mishandled, leading to disturbances in the timeline, perplexing grammatical structures, or 

fragmented character development. This problem is magnified when modernistic and post-

modernistic authors experiment with non-linear narratives, shifting perspectives, and complex 

thematic elements, making the role of tenses challenging yet crucial. The ramification of careless 

tense manipulation is it inflicts confusion, diminishes the quality of the narrative, and frustrates the 

reader's engagement with the text. It disrupts the story's flow and blurs the connection between the 

plot and its temporal structure. Consequently, it is imperative to identify and address these problems 

to enhance the clarity and coherence of modern literary pieces. In the face of modern literary 

challenges, the role of editing, with a particular focus on tenses, is indispensable. Editors should 

vigilantly identify tense-related issues and rectify them to restore the narrative's clarity and integrity. 

Comprehending the contemporary narrative techniques and the subtleties of tenses is paramount for 

editors to extract the intended essence from the author's words and facilitate clear and enjoyable 

reading for the audience. The portrayal of problems related to tenses in English literature in the 

modern context signifies a serious dilemma that needs addressing. It is an issue affecting the 

comprehensive understanding and enjoyment of readers. Authors and editors need to work in tandem 

to tackle these problems adeptly and ensure high literary standards. Consequently, showcasing the 

gravity of this issue is essential to cultivating an informed literary ecosystem that strives for 

excellence and reader satisfaction in English literature. 
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 Language, as a vessel of thought and imagination, relies heavily on tense — the grammatical tool 

that situates action within time. In English literature, tense is not merely a mechanical element but a 

profound stylistic device that influences narrative structure, affects thematic development, and shapes 

reader engagement (Genette). Traditionally, past tense has been the cornerstone of storytelling, 

offering a perspective of reflection and retrospection. However, with the advent of modernism and, 

later, postmodernism, the conventions surrounding tense have undergone significant transformation. 

In today’s literary landscape, writers actively manipulate tense to produce specific emotional effects, 

mirror contemporary sensibilities, and challenge conventional narrative expectations (Genette). The 

relevance of tenses in English literature, particularly in the modern context, lies in their ability to 

create varied and nuanced modes of storytelling that resonate with the fragmented, fast paced, and 

uncertain nature of contemporary life. This essay seeks to examine the critical role of tenses in 

English literature, tracing their evolution from traditional to modern usages, analyzing their function 

in different genres, and highlighting their impact through detailed examples from contemporary 

works. Through this exploration, it becomes evident that tense is not a static feature but a dynamic 

and potent literary tool that continues to redefine the reading and writing of literature The seamless 

movement of a storyline, the precise depiction of actions and emotions, and the intricate 

understanding of character psychology in literature are largely sculpted through the tool of tenses. 

Tenses are not mere linguistic components but strategically employed elements that can elevate or 

erode a narrative's effectiveness. An author's artful wielding of tenses can make a story come alive, 

engage the reader, and transport them through the layers of the narrative. In the vast spectrum of 

English literature, the nuanced use of tenses plays a pivotal role in shaping narratives. They not only 

anchor the plot to a time frame but also help to unfold the actions, emotions, and thoughts of the 

characters. They lend a tone of immediacy or echo the past, create suspense, or forecast the future. 

Therefore, careful crafting of tenses is fundamental to maximizing the effectiveness of a piece of 

writing. By setting the narrative in a correct timeframe and maintaining tense consistency, authors 

can enhance the reader's enjoyment and comprehension of the story. Mismanagement of tenses, on 

the other hand, can befuddle readers and diminish the impact of the narrative. Accurate usage of 

tenses is indispensable in accurately portraying the chronology of events and character development. 

Each tense comes with its temporal significance, which can fine-tune the atmosphere of the text. 

Additionally, shifts between tenses can reveal character insights, tensions in the plot, and the narrative 
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pace. Hence, an effective deployment of tenses can make the reader perceptible to the subtleties of 

the plot and characters. Given the importance of tenses in literature, diligent editing of tenses is non-

negotiable. A marker of a skilled editor involves detecting inconsistencies or inaccuracies in tenses 

and correcting them. Through a meticulous analysis of the context, storyline, author's intent, and 

syntax, editors ensure tense accuracy, preserving the literary charm and meaning intended by the 

author. Tense editing demands a thorough understanding of the text, an eye for detail, and 

grammatical accuracy. Editors should familiarize themselves with the plot, character arcs, and 

narrative style to catch deviations in tenses. Regular engagement with grammar exercises, focusing 

on tenses, can hone their editing skills. While digital tools can aid in identifying tense errors, a 

nuanced understanding of the textual context is necessary. Undeniably, tenses contribute significantly 

to revealing the splendour of literature. An author's skilful manipulation of tenses, coupled with an 

editor's diligent correction, weaves a literary piece that stands tall in its temporal coherence, narrative 

efficacy, and reader engagement. Consequently, the importance of maximizing the effectiveness of 

literary works through careful use and meticulous editing of tenses holds paramount importance in 

English literature. 

                  In English literature, the time dimension of a narrative is largely sculpted by the use of 

tenses. Furthermore, tenses stealthily provide insights into the narratorial tone and disclose the mental 

state of the characters. The improper use or misplacement of tenses can garble the storyline, distort 

the tone and character depictions, and confuse the reader. Therefore, accurate editing becomes crucial 

to maintain, and in some cases, restore the integrity of the narrative. Correct use and application of 

tenses are integral to a coherent narrative in English literature. They determine the flow of action and 

thoughts, delineating the boundaries between past, present, and future. However, authors sometimes 

err in tense usage due to oversight or lack of diligence, which can disrupt the narrative continuity and 

obscure the desired message. The fallout of such erroneous deployment is significant. It confuses 

readers, disrupts their immersion in the work, and prompts them to question the credibility of the 

narrative and the author's competence. These pitfalls underscore the need for careful editing of tenses. 

Inaccurate tense usage can lead to temporal ambiguities or contradictions in the story's progression, 

causing the reader to misconstrue the sequence of events or misunderstand the plot's dynamics. An 

author's potential message can be effectively diluted or lost, often leading to misinterpretation of the 

narrative. Moreover, the incorrect use of tenses can adversely affect character characterization and 
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development. Characters' mindsets, motives, or reactions are often revealed through tenses. Hence, 

even a slight error in their deployment could lead to misrepresentation or incongruity of the 

character's profile. In catching and correcting these tense-related errors, editors play a pivotal role. 

They work meticulously to ensure the appropriate use of tenses to retain the narrative's temporal 

consistency and precision. Their work thus guarantees the correct unfolding of events and accurate 

representation of characters, smoothening the literary journey for the reader. Careful reading and 

understanding of the text are the first steps towards editing. Editors need to be familiar with the 

storyline, characters, and themes to catch any temporal inconsistencies. Moreover, regular practice 

of tense-related exercises and quizzes could help sharpen their skills. Digital tools offering automated 

grammar checks can also be handy but should be used judiciously as they may not always account 

for the intricacies of literature text. The importance of tenses and the subsequent necessity for their 

careful editing in English literature cannot be overstated. While authors creatively wield tenses to 

weave captivating literature, editors tirelessly fine-tune them to ensure congruity and comprehension. 

Their collaborative effort ensures that the narrative flows flawlessly through time, enhancing the 

reader's literary experience. 

                 Tense, as a narrative mechanism, has historically gravitated towards the past. From the 

epics of Homer to the novels of the nineteenth century, the recounting of events in the past tense 

created an authoritative, reflective tone. In English literature, particularly during the classical and 

Victorian periods, the past tense served as the dominant mode of narration. Writers like Charles 

Dickens, Jane Austen, and the Brontë sisters adopted the past tense to chronicle events with a sense 

of closure and perspective, allowing characters and actions to be interpreted within a completed 

temporal framework. In Great Expectations (1861), Charles Dickens uses the past tense consistently: 

“My father’s family name being Pirrip, and my Christian name Philip, my infant tongue could make 

of both names nothing longer or more explicit than Pip” (Dickens 3). Here, the past tense situates the 

reader firmly in a recollection, lending authority and reliability to the narrative voice. Pip, as the 

narrator, reflects on his younger self, imbuing the story with wisdom accrued over time. Similarly, 

Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice (1813) unfolds in the past tense, presenting events as known and 

finished: “It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, 

must be in want of a wife” (Austen 1). The use of the past tense in Austen’s work grants a certain 

social detachment and irony, allowing for sharp commentary on societal norms without the 
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immediacy or urgency that a present tense might impose. The past tense also facilitates complex 

narrative structures, such as the use of flashbacks, foreshadowing, and omniscient viewpoints. In 

Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847), the first-person retrospective narrative allows Jane to evaluate 

her past actions and emotions (Bronte), providing the reader with both the immediacy of experience 

and the distance of reflection. Thus, traditionally, the past tense in literature functioned not just as a 

temporal marker but as a framework for moral and psychological insight, offering readers a 

composed, sometimes didactic view of human experiences. It reflected a worldview that valued order, 

coherence, and the notion of a knowable, interpretable reality—features that modern literature would 

later challenge. 

                   Thus, comprehension and articulation of the English language, particularly in works of 

literature, hinge significantly on a robust understanding of tenses. The portrayal of different tenses 

lends to the intricacy and depth of English literature, enriching narratives with enhanced outlines of 

time, enabling authors to deftly underline the continuity or discontinuity of actions, or present 

hypothetical situations. The knowledge and application of tenses in English literature are crucial not 

only for the comprehension and interpretation of text but also for the enrichment of narratives with 

descriptive detail. The tenses allow authors to create dynamic narratives that span across different 

time dimensions, shaping characters, plots, and settings.  From Shakespeare's plays richly adorned 

with intricate use of past, present, and future tenses to Charles Dickens' adept employment of perfect 

tenses to encapsulate timelines stretching across decades, English literature abounds with examples 

demonstrating how tenses shape narratives. These instances underline why an understanding of 

grammatical tenses is critical. Despite their importance, tenses can often be a hurdle in understanding 

English literature, wherein lies the need for grammatical education. The issue is compounded when 

it comes to complex tense structures like conditional tenses or perfect continuous tenses. Without a 

solid grounding in the understanding of tenses, readers may find themselves lost in understanding the 

sequence of events, and the author's intention, or even lose the essence of the narrative itself. It may 

also hinder their abilities to critically analyze and appreciate the literary work, reducing their 

engagement with the text. A solid grammatical education, with a focus on tenses, can go a long way 

to mitigate these challenges. By having a thorough knowledge of grammatical tenses, not only can 

students accurately decode the intricate web of events in a literary piece but also gain insight into the 

creative potentials of language. Moreover, when students gain mastery over the use of tenses, they 
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can move beyond the constraints of grammar and start appreciating the nuances of the author's 

stylistic choices. They can engage more deeply with the text, extracting meaning, themes, and motifs 

that could otherwise be overlooked. Teachers can adopt various strategies to improve tense education 

in English literature. Conceptual teaching, where the rules of tenses are made clear through 

explanation and examples, should be combined with contextual teaching, where students are 

encouraged to identify and analyze the use of different tenses in actual literature contexts. Digital 

platforms and resources can also be leveraged, like interactive tense practice exercises or quizzes. 

Furthermore, practice writing can also aid students in familiarizing themselves with the use of tenses, 

which will not only improve their writing skills but also their literary analysis capacity. The portrayal 

of grammatical tenses is an intricate feature of English literature that enriches narratives and 

contributes to the overall complexity of literary pieces. However, this also necessitates robust 

education and understanding in the same. Regardless of the challenges, the understanding and 

application of tenses, when learnt in depth, open a world of profound understanding and appreciation 

of English literature. 

               The turn of the twentieth century marked a dramatic shift in literary approaches to time, 

memory, and consciousness. With the advent of modernism, traditional narrative structures, including 

the dominance of the past tense, began to be questioned. Writers such as James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, 

and William Faulkner pioneered new narrative techniques that reflected the complexity and fluidity 

of human thought. Among these innovations was a new sensitivity to the manipulation of tense, 

particularly the experimental use of the present tense. The present tense gained popularity as a means 

of conveying immediacy and psychological realism. It allowed authors to immerse readers directly 

into the ongoing thoughts and actions of characters, offering a sense of ‘living the moment’ that the 

reflective past tense could not achieve. This narrative choice paralleled the modernist interest in 

subjective experience and internal consciousness over objective reality. In Virginia Woolf’s Mrs 

Dalloway (1925), while the primary narration remains in the past tense, the narrative's stream-of-

consciousness style blurs temporal boundaries, creating the illusion of simultaneous thought and 

action. This paved the way for later authors to adopt the present tense more fully. In contemporary 

literature, the present tense has become increasingly prominent. Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s 

Tale (1985) alternates between past and present tenses to depict a dystopian reality where memory 

and present experiences are equally unstable: “We slept in what had once been the gymnasium” 



International Journal of Interdisciplinary Cultural Studies 
ISSN: 2327-008X (Print), ISSN: 2327-2554 (Online) 

Volume 20, Issue 1, 2025 

https://cgscopus.com/index.php/journals 

291 

 

(Atwood 17). The switching of tenses reflects Offred’s psychological dislocation, mirroring the 

breakdown of temporal certainty in a totalitarian regime. Here, tense is not just a grammatical choice 

but a thematic device. Sally Rooney’s Normal People (2018) is another striking example of consistent 

present-tense narration: “Connell turns the page and reads a new question” (Rooney 5). The use of 

the present tense lends an intense intimacy to the evolving relationship between Marianne and 

Connell. It eliminates the narrative distance between characters and readers, making their 

uncertainties, misunderstandings, and emotional vulnerabilities feel immediate and raw. The shift 

towards present-tense narratives in modern and contemporary literature can be attributed to broader 

cultural changes. In an age defined by speed, immediacy, and global connectivity, the present tense 

resonates with readers’ lived experiences. It captures the provisional, often chaotic nature of modern 

existence, where future outcomes seem increasingly unpredictable, and the notion of a stable, 

knowable past is under continuous revision. Moreover, the rise of postmodernism, with its emphasis 

on fragmentation and subjective realities, further encouraged the use of present tense. Authors sought 

to challenge readers' expectations and to represent time as non-linear and discontinuous, much as it 

is perceived in human consciousness. Thus, the shift in modern literature towards present tense usage 

reflects not only an aesthetic evolution but also deeper philosophical and psychological 

transformations in how writers and readers conceptualize time, identity, and reality. 

                English literature narratives are richly imbued with a variety of tense structures that give 

them depth, character, and complexity. One of the most important, yet challenging of these structures 

is the use of conditional tenses. Articulating and comprehending conditional structures in English 

narratives can pose remarkable challenges for both writers and readers due to their nuanced and 

contextual nature. At its core, the conditional tenses in the English language express hypothetical 

situations or actions depending on certain conditions. Depending on the degree of probability or time 

of the hypothetical situation, conditionals can be categorized as zero, first, second, third, and mixed. 

For example, a first conditional sentence like "If it rains, I will stay at home" refers to a possible 

future situation and its outcome. However, a second conditional sentence like "If I won the lottery, I 

would travel the world" refers to an unreal or improbable situation. In English literature narratives, 

the conditional tenses are used not only to imagine hypothetical circumstances but also to express 

speculative situations, indirect speech, politeness, and to explore the consequences of alternate 

realities. However, such extensive use of conditional tenses also imposes certain challenges.  A main 



International Journal of Interdisciplinary Cultural Studies 
ISSN: 2327-008X (Print), ISSN: 2327-2554 (Online) 

Volume 20, Issue 1, 2025 

https://cgscopus.com/index.php/journals 

292 

 

difficulty arises from the subtlety and variability in which conditionals are used in literature. Writers 

must decide between the nuanced shades of possible conditions, expected consequences, and the 

temporal positioning of the hypothetical situation, all factors contributing to the narrative's 

complexity. Just as important as it is to understand the complexities, it is equally crucial to persist in 

effectively mastering them. Writers can initially adhere to general rules of conditional grammar while 

gradually incorporating the more nuanced uses within their narratives. Over time, the use of 

conditional tenses becomes a powerful tool to add depth and intricacy to their storytelling. Moreover, 

readers must adopt an active reading approach to fully understand the nuances of conditional 

constructions and infer the implications accurately. The understanding of conditional forms can 

greatly enhance the interpretative and analytical skills of readers, thereby enriching their reading 

experience. The study and understanding of the use of conditional tenses in English literature 

narratives is pivotal in literary studies. It contributes to our understanding of the complexity and 

richness of language use in literature. Authors like Virginia Woolf, James Joyce, and others use 

conditional structures to enhance their narratives with speculative, alternate realities and finely weave 

the nuances of cause and effect. The portrayal of conditional tenses in English literature narratives 

adds a layer of richness and complexity to the texts. Despite the challenges, it is rewarding for both 

writers and readers to navigate this intricate network of hypothetical situations, consequences, and 

underlying nuances. Understanding and appreciating conditional tenses in literature shed light on the 

intricate design of narratives and opened avenues for improved writing and more profound readings. 

               Narratives in English literature are often fuelled by the judicious use of tenses. The 

distinction between perfect and simple past tenses, especially, plays a crucial role in shaping the 

narrative and bringing it alive for readers. However, the portrayal of this distinction poses certain 

challenges due to the nuanced nature of these tenses. This distinction can be difficult to articulate, 

particularly for novice writers or non-native speakers. The simple past tense in English literature 

narratives is straightforward – it refers to finished actions or states in the past. In contrast, the past 

perfect tense conveys prior actions or states relative to some past point or action. It is the ‘past in the 

past’. The use of these tenses can give narratives different textures and imbue them with varied 

temporal perspectives, but the line between them can be blurry. The misuse or misunderstanding of 

these tenses can lead to confusing narratives that disrupt the reader's engagement. Challenging areas 

typically include determining when to use the past simple, signifying a completed action, and when 
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to use the past perfect to emphasize a sequence of events or the relevance of a past event to a later 

one. This lack of clarity can sometimes dilute the impact of a narrative and result in disjointed 

storytelling. One way to navigate this obstacle is for writers to have a solid understanding of the use 

of these tenses. Well-crafted narratives make a deliberate and considered use of both simple past and 

past perfect tenses, so the distinction becomes clear through context and intention. Moreover, authors 

can leverage other cues and narrative strategies to underscore temporal shifts and make tense usage 

clearer. These cues can take the form of explicit markers of time ('before', 'after', 'then') or the 

introduction of new chapters or sections to suggest a shift in time or perspective. The skilful use of 

simple past and past perfect tenses in narratives is a hallmark of accomplished storytelling in English 

literature. Works of great writers like William Faulkner, James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, and others 

exemplify this articulation of different time frames in their storytelling. However, readers, scholars, 

and aspiring authors alike need to recognize the nuances and inherent difficulties in distinguishing 

between these tenses. The portrayal of the distinction between simple past and past perfect tenses in 

English literature narratives presents both complexity and creative opportunities. Command over 

these tenses can enhance the narrative quality, and provide clarity, and a sense of temporal depth. 

Recognizing and acknowledging the difficulties inherent in using and distinguishing these tenses is 

critical for both readers and writers. It will not only deepen the appreciation of masterful narratives 

but also open doors to improving writing skills and creating compelling, temporally rich narratives. 

                     The use of the fictive present tense in narratives, especially in English literature, 

underscores the timeless nature of the narrative events. This technique serves to make the narrative 

more immediate, engaging, and realistic.  Fictive present tense is a narrative device whereby past 

events are presented as if they are unfolding in the present. The effect is to give readers the sense of 

immediacy, making them feel as if they are experiencing the events alongside the characters in the 

narrative. This form of storytelling captures the essence of events in a more visceral way, making the 

narrative more vibrant and engaging. However, using fictive present tense also presents challenges. 

It requires careful crafting to maintain consistency and avoid temporal confusion. Moreover, it can 

limit the writer's ability to provide a broader temporal perspective as the narrative is tightly bound to 

the present moment. The fictive present tense can inject vitality into narratives in English literature. 

Novels like Hilary Mantel's Wolf Hall and Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale deftly use this 

technique to immerse readers into the narrative world. The speculative and historical elements in 
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these novels are made more tangible through the use of the present tense, thus enhancing the reader’s 

engagement. The present tense narrative also leans towards a subjective perspective, allowing readers 

to delve deeper into the characters' emotions and their immediate perceptions of their surroundings 

and situations. However, this can be a double-edged sword - too much immediacy can limit the scope 

for reflection and evaluation of past events and lessen the narrative's depth. The main challenge with 

the fictive present tense is maintaining consistency. Frequent tense shifts can confuse readers and 

take away from the immersion. To overcome this, careful planning and frequent revisions of the 

manuscript are required. Additionally, authors often need to introduce time markers or explicitly 

signify shifts in time to clear up any potential misunderstanding. Another challenge can be the 

limitation of the present tense on exploring past or future events. To balance this, successful authors 

often use techniques such as flashbacks and foreshadowing without breaking away from the present 

tense narrative. The fictive present tense in English literature narratives offers a powerful tool for 

authors to create vibrant, immediate, and engaging narratives. While it poses challenges, careful 

crafting, and application of literary devices can successfully negotiate these hurdles. With consistent 

and accurate application, the fictive present tense can significantly enhance the depth, vibrancy, and 

immersive quality of the narrative, enriching the reader's experience and the overall resonance of the 

piece in English literature. 

                Subject-verb agreement, a critical syntactic rule in English language, has a profound 

influence on the clarity, comprehensibility, and precision of narratives in English literature. However, 

the incorrect usage of subject-verb agreement can pose myriad difficulties, often leading to 

syntactical ambiguity, incoherent phrasing, and warped semantics. Balancing the subject and the verb 

in a way that they agree in number and person adds coherence and syntactic consistency in narratives. 

Correct subject-verb agreement usage strengthens the narrative structure, enriches grammatical 

correctness, and bolsters the overall aesthetic appeal of any literary endeavour. Improper subject-verb 

agreement can lead to syntactic confusion. Readers may struggle to discern whether a descriptor 

pertains to a singular or plural subject if the verb does not agree with the subject. This can lead to a 

dissonant reading experience and hamper the story's accessibility and comprehensibility. Another 

challenge associated with improper subject-verb agreement is the introduction of ambiguity in the 

narrative expression. Such faulty constructions can obfuscate the intended meaning, making it 

difficult for readers to discern the author's intentions and the narrative's thematic undertones. Flawed 
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usage of subject-verb agreement can deter a reader's engagement with the literary work, preventing 

clear interpretation of the plot, characterizations, and thematic strands. It may cloud reader 

comprehension and dilute the narrative's affective resonance. Therefore, ensuring grammatical 

consistency is essential for preserving narrative fabric, facilitating unimpeded reader reception, and 

epitomizing literary merit. Addressing these issues necessitates a thorough understanding of subject-

verb agreement rules, collective noun agreement, and verb agreement with indefinite pronouns. 

Regular proofreading and editing practices can help in spotting and rectifying grammatical 

discrepancies. Various resources, including online grammar aids, professional editing services, and 

writing workshops, can also be leveraged to enhance grammatical proficiency and subject-verb 

agreement accuracy. The subject-verb agreement, though central to shaping precise, lucid, and 

appealing narratives in English literature, can, if used incorrectly, lead to textual disarray and 

semantic disorientation. It necessitates meticulous command over grammatical norms, coupled with 

rigorous editing, to enhance narrative structure, reader engagement, and overall literary efficiency. 

In adopting such a proactive approach, authors can successfully negotiate the challenges posed by 

incorrect subject-verb agreement usage, contributing to the richness and vitality of English literature. 

                   The past tense plays a significant role in English literature, allowing authors to depict 

events that occurred at a previous time point, cultivating a sense of nostalgia or retrospection. 

However, the deployment of past tense in narratives involves intricacies, and incorrect usage can 

distort the storyline, leading to reader confusion. The past tense enriches narratives through its ability 

to depict events, actions, and experiences that happened before the current time frame. This lends 

narratives a sense of historical authenticity and progression. However, its improper usage can disrupt 

the clarity of sequences, create inconsistencies, and compromise narrative quality. One significant 

challenge lies in maintaining immersive storytelling. Shifting inexplicably back and forth between 

past and present tense can leave the reader stranded between timeframes, reducing narrative 

immersion and coherence. A common pitfall of past tense usage is managing flashbacks or backstory 

references. Seemingly retrospective in nature, improper insertion of these elements can blur 

timelines, deteriorating the narrative flow and causing narrative disruption. Finally, the incorrect use 

of past tense can create ambiguity in the duration and sequence of events. Inconsistencies in shifting 

from simple past to past perfect tense can confuse readers about the chronological order of incidents 

and devalue the narrative's temporal dynamics. Muddled or inconsistent use of the past tense can 
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affect the readers' reception, understanding, and connection with the work. It can obscure the story's 

development, affecting the comprehension of plot events. This can inhibit reader engagement, dilute 

potential emotional responses, and divert from the author's intended themes or messages. Addressing 

these issues requires a firm grasp of past tense's grammar constructs, coupled with meticulous 

proofreading and editing. Equally important is the ability to accurately sequence events and regulate 

tense shifts in narratives. Authors can harness various resources such as professional editing services, 

advanced grammar tools, and writing workshops to better navigate past tense usage. The past tense, 

although instrumental in portraying historical or completed actions in English literature, can present 

challenges if misused, adversely affecting narrative structure and comprehensibility. As such, a 

profound understanding of the mechanisms of past tense, punctuated by rigorous editing practices, 

remains essential. This approach will help overcome the challenges posed by incorrect past tense 

usage, improving narrative quality, enhancing readers' engagement, and contributing to the overall 

vitality of English literature. 

                    With its rich tapestry of literary pieces, English literature thrives on a diverse toolkit of 

stylistic expressions. One integral facet is the usage of tenses, with the present tense particularly 

influencing narratives' readability and complexion. The present tense, although dynamic and 

immediate, presents its set of challenges. Despite conjuring a sense of immediacy and evolving 

action, its application can lead to perplexities, causing a potential communication breakdown in 

narratives. The present tense is deceptively straightforward, inviting writers to document activities as 

they happen. It's inherently engaging, placing readers in the centre of unfolding action while lending 

the narrative an active voice. However, the simplicity of the present tense often belies the complexity 

of its application, leading to potential narrative issues. The primary challenge is sustaining 

consistency. Present tense narratives often swerve into other tenses, leading to a jarring literary 

experience. For instance, a switch to past tense in a predominantly present-tense narrative can disrupt 

the continuity, obscuring the plot and confusing readers. Another issue stems from frequent 

repetitions that present tense narratives can induce. This prevalent tendency could result in 

redundancy, relegating the narrative quality. Similarly, the inability to effectively convey completed 

actions or past events without disrupting the narrative is another pitfall of incorrect present tense use. 

Lastly, incorrect use of present tense can weaken the narrative's temporal dimensions. Despite 

evoking an aura of immediacy, overuse of the present tense can sacrifice the narrative's depth and 



International Journal of Interdisciplinary Cultural Studies 
ISSN: 2327-008X (Print), ISSN: 2327-2554 (Online) 

Volume 20, Issue 1, 2025 

https://cgscopus.com/index.php/journals 

297 

 

temporal elasticity, curtailing the storyline's progression and making the narrative monotonous. 

Incorrect use of the present tense doesn't merely tarnish the narrative's grammatical precision; it also 

influences the literary reception, interpretation, and the ability of the reader to fully engage with the 

text. The uneven usage can muddle the narrative, disabling the reader's association with the characters 

and plot. Consequently, it not only estranges the reader but also compromises the intended message 

or theme of the work. Navigating these issues necessitates a thoughtful understanding of the present 

tense's intricacies, fortified by meticulous editing and proofreading. There's a need for precision, self-

review, and thorough revising. Current access to resources such as advanced grammar tools, narrative 

coaching, and literary workshops can further aid in tackling these errors. In essence, while the present 

tense brings vivacity to the narrative flow in English literature, its incorrect use can lead to 

communication breakdowns and impact readership engagement. Therefore, a deeper understanding 

and appreciation of the potential pitfalls in present tense usage, backed by rigorous editing 

procedures, are indispensable. Such steps will help navigate these challenges, enhancing narrative 

clarity, increasing readers' engagement, and elevating the overall quality of English literature. 

                   The choice between past and present tense is not a mere technicality; it fundamentally 

alters the texture, mood, and meaning of a literary work. In modern English literature, where both 

tenses are employed consciously and often innovatively, a comparative analysis reveals how each 

tense constructs different relationships between narrator, narrative, and reader. Past tense narratives 

traditionally convey a sense of reliability and authority. They suggest that the narrator has already 

witnessed and processed the events being recounted, allowing for reflection and insight. The reader 

can trust that the story, having already occurred, has a definitive shape and outcome. For instance, in 

Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day (1989), the narrator Stevens reflects on his life from the 

vantage point of the present: “It is now some twenty-four hours since I left Darlington Hall” (). The 

past tense here enables Stevens to not only recount events but to assess and reinterpret them, allowing 

Ishiguro to explore themes of memory, regret, and self-deception. The reliability, however, is subtly 

undermined by Stevens’s own blind spots, demonstrating how even past-tense narrators can be 

subjective. In contrast, present tense narratives often project a sense of uncertainty and immediacy. 

They immerse the reader in events as they unfold, but without the guarantee of a definitive outcome 

or reliable interpretation. In Ian McEwan’s Saturday (2005), the present tense captures the 

protagonist’s consciousness in real time: “Some hours later, Henry stands at the window of his 
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consulting room” (). Here, the unfolding of time moment by moment mirrors the unpredictability of 

life, and the lack of reflective distance keeps readers within the characters' immediate perceptions 

and emotions.  

                 Past tense provides emotional distance, allowing readers to observe characters’ 

experiences from a safe remove. It can create space for irony, nostalgia, or critique. In Jane Austen’s 

Pride and Prejudice, the past tense allows Austen to critique societal norms with wit and detachment. 

Conversely, the present tense collapses emotional distance, creating a visceral sense of immediacy. 

Sally Rooney’s Normal People exemplifies this, as the present tense plunges readers into the evolving 

emotions of the protagonists: “She’s laughing before she says it, a tiny little laugh, just a breath” (). 

The immediacy fosters empathy but can also create a sense of claustrophobia, as readers are trapped 

within the characters' fluctuating emotional states without the buffer of hindsight. Past tense allows 

for greater narrative flexibility, facilitating complex temporal structures such as flashbacks, 

foreshadowing, and retrospective commentary. In Margaret Atwood’s The Blind Assassin (2000), the 

past tense accommodates multiple timelines and embedded narratives, enriching the novel’s layered 

structure. Present tense, on the other hand, often restricts narrative movement because it adheres 

closely to real-time progression. However, this constraint can be creatively exploited to heighten 

suspense and intensify focus. In Suzanne Collins’ The Hunger Games (2008), the present tense 

enhances the sense of danger and urgency: “I spread out my fingers, and the bow comes free” (). The 

unfolding events feel immediate and unpredictable, mirroring the life-and-death stakes faced by the 

protagonist. Different tenses engage readers’ psychology differently. The past tense invites 

contemplation and analysis; the present tense demands emotional investment and reactive 

involvement. In David Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas (2004), he employs both past and present tenses across 

different narratives, strategically using tense to reflect the consciousness and historical moment of 

each protagonist. Readers of present-tense narratives often report a heightened sense of tension and 

empathy, while past-tense narratives can provoke reflection and critical distance. Thus, writers today 

often choose, or switch tenses based on the kind of cognitive and emotional responses they wish to 

evoke. Modern authors increasingly blend tenses within the same work to represent fragmented 

realities or shifting perceptions. In Jennifer Egan’s A Visit from the Goon Squad (2010), tense shifts 

mirror the disjointed, non-linear progression of characters' lives in a media-saturated, postmodern 

world. The hybridization of tenses challenges readers to adapt continually, reflecting the instability 
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of contemporary existence. It also dissolves traditional boundaries between memory, experience, and 

anticipation, suggesting that time itself is a fluid, permeable construct. 

                 To ground the theoretical and comparative discussions in concrete examples, some of the 

selected contemporary works of English literature are discussed as to how they use tense to enhance 

narrative, theme, and reader experience. Each case study highlights different strategies of tense 

manipulation, showcasing the dynamic role of tense in modern storytelling: 

Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985): 

Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale is a masterclass in tense manipulation. The novel primarily oscillates 

between past and present tenses to depict a dystopian society in which women's rights have been 

stripped away. The protagonist, Offred, narrates her current experiences in the present tense: “We 

sleep in what was once the gymnasium” (Atwood 17). The use of present tense here immerses the 

reader in Offred’s immediate, oppressive reality, creating a claustrophobic atmosphere. However, 

Offred often slips into the past tense when recalling her life before the regime: “Luke and I used to 

walk together, sometimes holding hands” (). These shifts between past and present mirror Offred’s 

psychological state, fragmented between memory and survival. The instability of tense reflects the 

instability of identity in a totalitarian world. Furthermore, the use of present tense underscores the 

novel’s warning: the dystopia Atwood describes is not a distant possibility but an ongoing threat. 

Thus, Atwood uses tense to create a layered narrative that captures both the trauma of the present and 

the haunting persistence of memory. 

Ian McEwan’s Atonement (2001): 

In Atonement, McEwan employs the past tense for most of the narrative, recounting the events of a 

tragic misunderstanding that alters the lives of three characters. However, the novel’s structure — 

and its final revelation — forces readers to question the truth of the narrative itself. Throughout the 

novel, past tense conveys a sense of authority and historical record. Yet, in the final section, it is 

revealed that the story is a fictional creation by Briony, one of the characters: “But now I must sleep” 

(McEwan 371). This subtle shift toward a more immediate, confessional tone blurs the boundaries 

between past and present, fiction and reality. The reader realizes that the certainty usually associated 

with past tense narration is an illusion. McEwan uses tense to play with narrative reliability, exposing 

the limitations of storytelling and the human desire for redemption. Thus, Atonement demonstrates 
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how past tense, traditionally associated with truth and finality, can be subverted to highlight fiction’s 

inherent subjectivity. 

Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go (2005): 

Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go is narrated by Kathy H., a "carer" reflecting on her life at Hailsham, a 

mysterious boarding school. The novel is primarily told in the past tense, which creates a tone of 

nostalgia and melancholy: “My name is Kathy H. I’m thirty-one years old, and I’ve been a carer now 

for over eleven years” (Ishiguro 3). The past tense allows Kathy to reconstruct her memories with 

apparent calmness, but the gradual revelation of her and her friends' true fate — that they are clones 

raised to be organ donors — lends a haunting irony to her retrospective narration. The past tense in 

Never Let Me Go serves several functions: 1. It creates a sense of distance and resignation, reflecting 

Kathy’s acceptance of her fate. 2. It mirrors the unreliability of memory, as Kathy often questions or 

doubts her recollections. 3. It contrasts with the reader’s growing horror, creating a tension between 

the calm narration and the tragic reality. Thus, Ishiguro uses past tense not to assert control over the 

narrative but to highlight its fragility and the human tendency to soften or obscure painful truths 

through memory. 

David Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas (2004): 

Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas is an intricate novel composed of six interconnected narratives, each set in a 

different time and place. The tense varies according to the narrative voice: Adam Ewing’s 19th-

century journal is told in the past tense. Luisa Rey’s 1970s thriller is also narrated in the past tense. 

Sonmi-451’s futuristic testimony is in the present tense. Zachry’s post-apocalyptic tale uses a past-

tense oral storytelling style. The choice of tense for each section reflects the narrative form and 

cultural context. For instance, Sonmi-451’s testimony uses present tense to emphasize the 

precariousness of her situation and to lend immediacy to her resistance against a totalitarian regime. 

By tailoring tense to the needs of each narrative strand, Mitchell highlights the fluidity of time and 

the interconnectedness of human experiences across centuries. Cloud Atlas demonstrates how tense 

can be a crucial tool in constructing multi-layered, temporally complex narratives. 

                 More than a mere repository of stories, English literature is a symbol of human 

experience—capturing emotions, conflicts, and themes that resonate across time. An essential aspect 

of this expressive richness is the use of varying tenses, which constitute the backbone of English 

grammar. Nevertheless, their incorrect usage can translate into communication misfires which can 
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tamper with the essence of a literary piece and the author’s intended message. Fundamentally, tenses 

distribute sequences to a series of events within a narrative, serving as the vital tributary that 

streamlines the storyline. Their careful use helps establish temporal relationships between events and 

enables readers to navigate the story as it spans time and space. Misapplication or incorrect use of 

these tenses can muddle the sequence, leading to communication breakdowns or misinterpretations. 

Tense inconsistencies, mostly found in complex narratives involving flashbacks or simultaneous 

events, stand as prominent examples of incorrect tense usage. Unwitting shifts between past and 

present tenses tend to jumble the narrative timeframe, hindering comprehension and leaving readers 

befuddled. Similarly, the wrong use of subject-verb agreement with individual tenses contributes to 

communication breakdowns. Typically, grammar inaccuracies confuse the reader and blur the 

narrative's clarity. Moreover, distinguishing between perfect and simple past tenses can pose 

challenges, with the incorrect usage distorting the timetable of events, and ultimately misleading 

readers. Misuse of conditional tenses presents another point of discord. While these tenses lend 

themselves brilliantly to illustrate hypothetical situations, their misuse results in clouded or 

ambiguous meanings, potentially alienating readers from the narrative's crux. Incorrect tense usage 

doesn't just tarnish grammatical accuracy; it also impacts the reception and interpretative processes 

of literature. Tenses act as vital agents to invoke suspense, dramatic irony, or foreshadowing. Misuse 

of tenses layers these devices with confusion and paves the way for an array of misinterpretations, 

distancing the reader from the text's intended theme or message. Addressing these issues requires a 

renewed focus on grammatical education, reinforced with meticulous editing and proofreading 

strategies. It emphasizes the need for precision and clarity in writing, demanding an in-depth 

understanding of tense application. The contemporary access to tools such as grammar handbooks, 

advanced editing software, and writing workshops also prop up efforts to minimise such errors. In 

essence, while tenses enrich the narrative depth in English literature, their incorrect use can lead to 

considerable difficulties in comprehension, effectively marring the communication line between the 

author and reader. Therefore, a greater understanding and appreciation of the potential pitfalls in tense 

usage, backed by rigorous editing procedures are needed. Ultimately, improving this facet of 

literature will bolster clarity, enhance readers' engagement, and elevate the overall quality of English 

literature. 
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                    In English literature, tenses play an essential constituent towards the development and 

portrayal of narratives, imbuing them with an essential complexity. The English language exhibits a 

rich tapestry of tenses with explicit applications. As such, an exploration of the totality of the 

challenges and intricacies arising from the application of tenses in English literature is pertinent. 

Tenses are an intrinsic component of English grammar. They contribute significantly to ensuring that 

a piece is coherently structured, capable of narrating events in a sequential order. Yet, the depth 

inherent within English tenses simultaneously instigates complexity and confusion, as seen in English 

literature and language. One of the most glaring issues in English literature is the difficulties related 

to maintaining tense consistency. Authors often oscillate between past and present tenses, especially 

in narration, which jeopardizes the consistency of the storyline and leaves room for potential 

grammatical errors. This inconsistency hinders the fluidity of writing, thus confusing the readers and 

disrupting the author's intent. Another issue entails incorrect subject-verb agreement in certain tense 

formations. This not only leads to grammatical inaccuracies but also affects the intelligibility of the 

targeted message in pieces of writing. An understanding of subject-verb agreement is crucial, and its 

misuse is a core component of the challenges stemming from the complex nature of tenses. The use 

of fictive present tense or narrative present has gained popularity in English literature. This narrative 

style tends to blur the line between past and present events, creating an illusion of immediacy. 

However, such a stylistic choice might leave readers confused about the event chronology within the 

narrative or the coherence of the timeline. Making a distinction between perfect and simple past 

tenses also poses significant challenges in English literature. The misuse or misinterpretation of these 

two tenses can distort the readers’ understanding of the narrative timeline. The misuse of conditional 

tenses is another arising issue in English literature. Clarity is vital when it comes to expressing 

hypothetical situations or unreal past events. Mitigating ambiguity is critical, but this can prove a 

complex task when manipulating the conditional tense. Tenses enable the formulation of various 

literary effects such as suspense, dramatic irony, or foreshadowing. However, literary artists' misuse 

of tenses or readers' misunderstanding of them presents an added level of complexity and potential 

for misinterpretation. To overcome the aforementioned difficulties, recommendations are offered. 

These include placing significant emphasis on grammatical education, ensuring good editing 

techniques, promoting clarity in writing, and utilizing suitable resources such as grammar handbooks 

or software. While tenses introduce an array of benefits to English literature, affording it its depth 
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and richness, they also present significant challenges. By being attuned to these challenges and taking 

steps towards their effective mitigation, we can strive to minimize communication breakdowns 

inherent in English literature and language and maximize the efficacy of literary works. 

                 Tenses are the backbone of English grammar, contributing to the richness and complexity 

of the language. They provide structure, context, and sequentiality to literary works. However, they 

also come with their own set of challenges. A common issue in English literature is inconsistent tense 

usage. Writers often encounter difficulty in maintaining tense consistency, particularly when they 

shift from past to present tense. This is particularly significant in literature where authors must decide 

whether to use past or present tense to narrate stories.  In certain tense formations, inaccurate subject-

verb agreements can be common. This may lead to grammatical inaccuracies and affect message 

intelligibility. With the popularity of "fictive present tense" or "narrative present" in literary 

discourse, the lines between past and present events often blur. This stylistic choice might pose 

difficulties regarding temporal understanding or coherence for some readers.  The distinction and 

appropriate usage between perfect and simple past tense is another challenge. Misunderstanding the 

time lapses that each tense refers to can lead to a distorted comprehension of the narrative timeline. 

Misuse or misunderstanding of conditional tenses can also cause difficulties in English Literature. 

Writers must precisely express hypothetical situations or unreal past events without compromising 

clarity. Tenses can assist in creating certain effects like dramatic irony, suspense, or foreshadowing 

in literature. Utilizing tense for these purposes introduces further potential for confusion if not 

effectively navigated by the writer or reader. Possible solutions to address these issues include a 

stronger emphasis on grammatical education, clarity in writing, careful editing, and the use of suitable 

resources such as grammar handbooks or software.  While tenses present significant benefits to the 

richness and flexibility of English literature, they also bring numerous challenges. Increased 

awareness and understanding of these challenges can serve as a step towards minimizing potential 

communication breakdowns and maximizing the effectiveness of literary work.  

                   Tense, often perceived merely as a grammatical feature, emerges as one of the most 

powerful tools in the hands of a writer. In English literature, especially in the modern context, the use 

of tense has evolved dramatically, reflecting broader cultural, philosophical, and psychological shifts. 

Traditionally, past tense dominated literary narratives, providing a reflective, authoritative stance that 

aligned with a worldview of coherence and stability. Through the nineteenth century, novels anchored 
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in the past allowed readers to interpret human experiences as complete and knowable. However, with 

the rise of modernism and postmodernism, writers began to challenge these conventions. Present 

tense gained prominence, offering a sense of immediacy, uncertainty, and psychological depth. In a 

world increasingly characterized by fragmentation, speed, and ambiguity, the present tense resonated 

with contemporary sensibilities, emphasizing the provisional and unstable nature of human 

experience. The comparative study of past and present tenses reveals how each choice fundamentally 

shapes narrative authority, emotional engagement, and reader perception. Past tense provides 

distance and reflection, present tense collapses boundaries, immersing readers in the rawness of 

ongoing action. The experimental blending of tenses in postmodern literature disrupts traditional 

temporal structures, highlighting the instability of memory, identity, and reality. Case studies of 

works by Margaret Atwood, Ian McEwan, Kazuo Ishiguro, and David Mitchell demonstrate how 

contemporary authors use tense not merely for stylistic effect but as an integral component of 

thematic and emotional expression. Whether evoking dystopian terror, exploring the fragility of 

memory, or constructing complex, layered narratives across time, tense remains a vital instrument in 

modern literary artistry. In conclusion, the relevance of tense in English literature today is profound 

and undeniable. Far from being a static grammatical choice, tense is a dynamic, evolving force that 

reflects the complexities of modern existence and the ever-changing landscape of narrative art. As 

writers continue to explore new ways of telling stories, the manipulation of tense will undoubtedly 

remain central to their creative expression, shaping how readers experience and interpret the vast 

tapestry of human life. 
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