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Verb Tenses in Historical Writing

¢ In history papers, stick to the past tense as much as possible.
o Use the past tense when writing about people who are no longer alive and events that
happened in the past.

e When you are quoting from a primary or secondary source, do not change the verb tense of that
source.

o If your source is in the present tense, keep it in the present tense; if it is in the past tense,
keep it in the past tense.
e Use the present tense only when writing about other historians or authors.
e Avoid the subjunctive tense, which leads to wordiness.

o Subjunctive: After plowing and -planting the tobacco field, terantfarmerjohn would go
on to harvest a large crop in the fall.

o Write instead: After plowing and planting -planting-and-tendingte-the tobacco field,
ternant-farmerJohn harvested a large crop in the fall.

e Avoid using the passive voice. It leads to excessively wordy, weak, and vague writing.
o The pRassive voice is made up of a form of “to be” and a past participle, such as “is
believed,” “was seen,” and “are shown.”
= Passive Voice: The steam boat was steered by the captain.
=  Write instead: The captain steered the steam boat.

Adapted from “Avoid Common Mistakes in Your History Paper,” http://www.bowdoin.edu/writing-
guides/common%20mistakes.htm, Bowdoin College, Accessed March 2, 2015.




