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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING QUESTION OF WHAT
LITERATURE IS

For as long as humans have written stories, poems, and plays, we
have  debated  a  surprisingly  difficult  question:  How  do  you
define  literature?  At  first  glance,  the  answer  seems  obvious.
Literature  is  what  we  read  in  school:  Shakespeare,  Austen,
Tolstoy. It is the collection of great books that have stood the test
of  time.  But  scratch  the  surface,  and  the  definition  becomes
slippery. Is a comic book literature? What about a tweet, a song
lyric,  or  a  self-published  romance  novel?  Can  a  piece  of
journalism be considered literature? The question is not merely
academic.  How  we  define  literature  shapes  what  gets  taught,
what gets preserved, and what gets valued as art. This article
explores  the  many  facets  of  this  question,  offering  a
comprehensive look at the characteristics, history, and ongoing
debate surrounding one of humanity's most cherished forms of
expression.
The  word  "literature"  itself  comes  from  the  Latin  litteratura,
meaning  "learning"  or  "writing."  For  centuries,  the  term was
broadly applied to any body of written work. A scientist's treatise
on botany was literature. A philosopher's discourse on ethics was
literature. Over time, however, the meaning narrowed, becoming
associated with imaginative or creative writing that possessed a
certain  quality.  Today,  when  we  ask  how  do  you  define
literature,  we are usually asking about a special  category of
writing that transcends mere information or entertainment. We
are  asking  about  writing  that  has  depth,  beauty,  and lasting
significance.

THE HISTORICAL EVOLUTION OF DEFINING
LITERATURE

The Classical and Medieval
View
In ancient Greece and Rome, literature was broadly understood
as  any  writing  that  demonstrated  skill  and  learning.  Homer's
epics were literature, but so were Cicero's speeches and Virgil's
agricultural poems. The emphasis was on rhetoric, form, and the
mastery of language. During the medieval period, literature was
often synonymous with the study of classical texts and religious
scripture. The idea of a distinct "literary" category, separate from
history or philosophy, had not yet fully formed. The question how
do  you  define  literature  would  have  puzzled  a  medieval
scholar,  who  saw  all  writing  as  part  of  a  unified  tradition  of
learning.

The Romantic and Modern
Shift
The real shift came during the Romantic period in the late 18th
and early 19th centuries. Thinkers like William Wordsworth and
Samuel  Taylor  Coleridge  began  to  emphasize  emotion,

imagination, and individual expression as the hallmarks of true
literature. For the Romantics, literature was not just well-written
prose  or  verse;  it  was  the  spontaneous  overflow  of  powerful
feelings. This era gave birth to the idea of the "poet" as a special,
inspired  figure  and  the  "literary  work"  as  a  unique,  organic
creation.  This  Romantic  definition  still  influences  how  many
people  think  about  literature  today,  even  as  modern  and
postmodern movements have challenged it.

The Twentieth-Century
Academic Definition
In  the 20th century,  the formal  study of  literature,  known as
literary criticism, became a professional discipline. Scholars like
the  Russian  Formalists  argued  that  literature  should  be  defined
not by its  content or  its  author's  intention,  but  by its  use of
language.  They  introduced  concepts  like  "literariness"  and
"defamiliarization,"  the idea that  literature makes the familiar
strange, forcing us to see the world anew. The American New
Critics followed a similar path, insisting that the literary text was
an autonomous object that could be analyzed in isolation from its
author  or  historical  context.  For  them,  how  do  you  define
literature  was  a  matter  of  form,  structure,  and  linguistic
complexity.

CORE CHARACTERISTICS: WHAT MAKES WRITING
LITERARY?

While  a  single,  universally  accepted  definition  of  literature
remains elusive, most scholars and readers agree on a set of core
characteristics that tend to distinguish literary works from other
forms of writing. These are not rigid rules, but rather recurring
features that  help us answer the question:  how do you define
literature in practice?

Aesthetic Quality: Literature is typically characterized by
a heightened attention to language, form, and style. The
way something is written matters as much as what is
written. Literary language is often figurative, rhythmic, and
evocative, employing metaphor, simile, symbolism, and
other devices to create a specific effect.
Imaginative and Creative: While literature can be based
on real events, it is fundamentally a product of the
imagination. It creates fictional worlds, characters, and
situations that allow readers to explore the human
condition from a safe distance. Even non-fiction, when
elevated to literature, is shaped by the author's creative
vision and narrative craft.
Thematic Depth: Literature tends to grapple with
enduring human questions: love, death, justice, identity,
freedom, and the nature of reality. It offers not easy
answers, but a deeper understanding of the complexities of
life. This thematic richness is one reason why great
literature remains relevant across centuries.
Universality and Specificity: Literature often balances
the particular and the universal. A novel set in a specific
time and place, like 19th-century rural England in Jane
Austen's works, can speak to universal themes of marriage,
class, and social expectation. This ability to connect the
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local to the global is a hallmark of literary achievement.
Artistic Intent: The author of a literary work is generally
understood to have artistic intentions. They are not simply
trying to inform, persuade, or entertain in a straightforward
way, but to create a work of art that expresses a unique
vision. This does not mean literature cannot be entertaining
– it often is – but the primary goal is artistic expression.

LITERATURE AS ART VS. ENTERTAINMENT

One of the most persistent debates in defining literature centers
on the distinction between art and entertainment. Popular fiction
– thrillers, romance novels, science fiction – is often dismissed by
critics  as  genre  fiction  or  "pulp,"  unworthy  of  the  literary  label.
But  is  this  distinction  fair?  The  question  how  do  you  define
literature often forces us to confront our own biases about what
is "serious" and what is "trivial."
Proponents  of  a  narrow  definition  argue  that  true  literature
requires a level of complexity, originality, and aesthetic ambition
that  most  popular  fiction  lacks.  They  point  to  works  by  James
Joyce  or  Virginia  Woolf,  which  challenge  readers  with
experimental  forms  and  dense  prose.  Critics  of  this  view,
however,  argue  that  genre  fiction  can  be  just  as  sophisticated
and  thematically  rich  as  so-called  literary  fiction.  The  works  of
Ursula K. Le Guin, Octavia Butler, and Gabriel García Márquez
(who wrote magical realism, a genre) are often cited as examples
of  literature  that  is  both  popular  and  artistically  significant.
Ultimately,  the  boundary  between  art  and  entertainment  is
porous,  and  any  rigid  definition  of  literature  risks  excluding
worthy  works.

THE ROLE OF LANGUAGE AND AESTHETICS IN
LITERATURE

If there is one point on which most definitions of literature agree,
it  is  the  central  importance  of  language.  Literature  is,  first  and
foremost, an art of words. The literary writer uses language not
merely as a tool for communication, but as a medium for artistic
creation.  This  means paying careful  attention to word choice,
sentence rhythm, imagery, and sound. Consider the opening lines
of Charles Dickens' A Tale of Two Cities: "It was the best of times,
it was the worst of times..." The parallel structure, the antithesis,
the rhythmic cadence – these are not accidental. They are the
deliberate choices of a writer crafting a linguistic artifact.
Aesthetics,  the  philosophy  of  beauty  and  taste,  is  therefore
central  to  understanding  how  do  you  define  literature.
Literary works are judged not only by what they say, but by how
they say it. A beautifully written sentence can give pleasure even
when its subject matter is painful. This aesthetic dimension is
what elevates a simple report of events into literature. It is the
difference between a newspaper account of a battle and Tolstoy's
description of  the Battle of  Borodino in War and Peace.  Both
convey information, but only one transforms that information into
an enduring work of art.

LITERATURE AND CULTURAL IDENTITY

Literature does not exist in a vacuum. It is deeply embedded in
culture,  and  it  both  shapes  and  reflects  the  values,  beliefs,  and
anxieties  of  the  society  that  produces  it.  This  relationship  is
crucial  when  we  ask  how  do  you  define  literature  across
different cultures and historical periods. What is considered great
literature in one culture may be unknown or unappreciated in
another. The Western canon – the traditional list of great books
from Homer to the present – has been criticized for its narrow
focus on dead white men. In response, scholars have worked to

broaden  the  definition  of  literature  to  include  voices  from
marginalized  groups,  postcolonial  writers,  and  oral  traditions.
Literature also plays a vital role in nation-building and identity
formation. Epic poems like the Iliad or the Mahabharata helped
define  the  cultural  identity  of  ancient  Greece  and  India.  More
recently, African novelists like Chinua Achebe used literature to
reclaim  narratives  about  their  continent  from  colonial
perspectives.  When we ask how do you define literature,  we
must therefore consider that the answer is always shaped by
cultural context. What counts as literature in one time and place
may not in another, and this is not a weakness but a reflection of
literature's living, evolving nature.

GENRE AND FORM IN LITERATURE

Another way to approach the definition of literature is through its
various forms and genres. Traditionally, literature is divided into
three main genres: poetry, drama, and prose fiction (novels and
short stories). Each has its own conventions and history. Poetry
emphasizes  rhythm,  meter,  and  figurative  language.  Drama  is
written for performance and relies on dialogue and action. Prose
fiction tells stories through narrative prose, often in great length
and detail.
Within these broad categories, there are countless subgenres:
lyric  poetry,  epic  poetry,  tragedy,  comedy,  historical  fiction,
science fiction, mystery, and more. Some critics argue that genre
itself is a way of defining literature, as each genre comes with a
set of reader expectations and conventions. However, the most
innovative literary works often blur or break genre boundaries. Is
Moby-Dick a novel, an encyclopedia, a play, or a philosophical
treatise? It is all of these and more. The question how do you
define  literature  becomes  even  more  complex  when  we
encounter  works  that  defy  easy  categorization.

THE SUBJECTIVE NATURE OF DEFINITION

Perhaps the most honest answer to the question how do you
define literature is that it is, to a significant degree, subjective.
While  scholars  can  identify  formal  features  and  historical
traditions,  the  ultimate  judgment  of  what  is  literature  often
comes down to personal taste and cultural value. A reader may
find  profound  literary  merit  in  a  work  that  another  reader
dismisses as trash. This subjectivity is not a flaw but a feature of
the human encounter with art.
Moreover,  the  definition  of  literature  changes  over  time.  Works
that were once considered popular entertainment, like the novels
of Charles Dickens or the plays of William Shakespeare, are now
regarded as  canonical  literature.  Other  works  that  were once
celebrated have faded into obscurity. The literary canon is not a
fixed  monument  but  a  dynamic,  contested  space.  This  should
give us humility when we try to define literature. Our definitions
are  always  provisional,  always  shaped  by  our  own  historical
moment and cultural perspective.

CONCLUSION: AN OPEN AND EVOLVING DEFINITION

So,  how  do  you  define  literature?  There  is  no  single,  final
answer. Literature is a living, breathing art form that resists easy
classification.  It  is  writing  that  has  aesthetic  ambition,  thematic
depth, and a powerful use of language. It is a cultural artifact that
reflects and shapes its society. It  is an imaginative creation that
allows us to explore the deepest questions of human existence.
But it is also a contested category, subject to changing tastes and
cultural debates.
Perhaps  the  best  definition  is  not  a  rigid  set  of  criteria,  but  an
invitation. Literature is any work of writing that rewards careful
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reading and that continues to speak to readers across time and
space. It is writing that enriches our inner lives and deepens our
understanding of the world. Whether it is a Shakespeare sonnet,
a Toni Morrison novel, a Rumi poem, or a contemporary graphic

novel,  literature  is  ultimately  what  we,  as  readers  and
communities, choose to value and preserve. The question of how
to define literature is not one


