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Abstract. This paper questions the usefulness of literature. As an element of culture and art, 

literature seems to have difficulties to present itself as a valid cultural construct, nowadays. So, why 

should we study/read literature? This is the main question that orientates this paper. 

Introduction 

The verb "to read" is averse to being put in the imperative, an intolerance it shares with certain other 

verbs, such as "to love" and "to dream". 

One can always try, of course – so try: "Love me!" "Dream!" "Read!" "So read then, for heaven's sake, I'm 

ordering you to read!" 

(...) Which produces? Nothing.” (Pennac, 1994, p. 3) 

Already in 1949, Sartre wrote: “literature is dying” [1] and “There is no guarantee that literature is 

immortal” [1]. Seventy years later, what can we say about it? Literature has continued to die, but 

mostly to resist. It reinvented itself, recreated itself. We still cannot claim that literature will be 

immortal. But why have it resisted so much? And why is it worth continuing to talk about literature 

and fight against its death? 

We will try to answer these questions throughout this paper. For this, we will start from a brief 

presentation of the current globalized society, developing the idea of the need for literature, the 

spaces it provides and the skills it develops. 

Literature and society 

We live in a society where “to have” prevails over “to be”. It is  “liquid modernity” [2] that 

“dissolves everything that is solid” [2]. It is a consumer society in which “the function of culture is 

not to satisfy existing needs, but to create new ones – while simultaneously holding needs already 

entrenched or permanently unfulfilled” [2]. In these liquid and uncertain times, it is important to 
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defend the right to literature [3]. However, talking about literature is complex, because literature is 

complex, dialectical, and contradictory. 

In times of acceleration within the social, professional, family and personal daily life, what place is 

left for an activity such as reading that requires time and loneliness? As Daniel Pennac states: “Time 

to read is always time stolen. (Like time to write, for that matter, or time to love). Stolen from what? 

From the tyranny of living”. However, we must steal this time, because "by making time to read, 

like making time to love, we expand our time for living" [4]. We live in times centered on the 

present and maximizing productivity [5], competitiveness and efficiency. In a society where the 

simultaneity reigns [6] with which we can zap across hundreds of television channels, the past and 

the future are no longer important. Everything revolves around the present, here and now. What is 

lost then? The memory of the past is lost, as well as the construction of the future. 

For this memory and conscious construction to take place, it is necessary to take breaks [7]. But do 

we know how to take breaks? Do we know how to do nothing? Can we be silent? As Zizek states: 

"Sometimes doing nothing is the most violent thing we have to do" [8]. In reality, what we should 

do is create times of contemplation and claim “places of rest, spaces that are usually regarded as 

useless and which may ultimately prove to be intensely useful in the tired, depressed, and hollow 

society in which we move” [9]. This tired society to which the Portuguese academic refers is the 

western society. Is this tiredness happening globally? And how can we create these gap spaces for 

these societies? The answer is: by the in art. Through literature, storytelling, and the silence that 

reading imposes, the gap is being provided. After all, as Isabel Pires de Lima points out, 

neuroscientists, and in particular Portuguese António Damásio, argue that art may have started as a 

“means of communication” and “homeostatic expedient” for the artist and those who enjoy his art 

[10]. 

Literature as a creative action presents the subjectivity of a changing society [1]. Art, in general, is 

the object and fruit of creativity, and creativity also allows scientific advancement. The human 

being needs harmony between these two fields. As Lehrer writes “we are made of art and science” 

[11]. Thus, the teaching of arts and humanities contribute to more and better citizenship. 

Neuroscientists argue that the teaching of technical-scientific knowledge enables cognitive 

development. This knowledge sometimes creates the contradiction of “deep learning”, because the 

increase in knowledge does not always correspond to the growth of the ability to understand and to 

know [12]. On the other hand, teaching the arts and humanities contributes to the development of 

emotional intelligence. Emotional intelligence, in turn, makes it possible to form harmonious people 

and generous citizens. 
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What is meant by literature? 

Literature is a transfigured construction of structured reality and meaning. Literature is a 

manifestation of emotions and vision of the group from which it emanates. It is sometimes an 

unconscious form of knowledge. Literature is an image and transfiguration of reality and may have a 

personality-forming role. It neither corrupts nor builds, but humanizes [13], as it speaks of life itself 

and presents good and evil in confrontation. 

Literature represents life, so perhaps of that, it arouses the interest of thinkers, philosophers, teachers, 

psychologists, sociologists, and politicians. It works as a place of “restlessness” [14] and a cultural 

environment. Literature provides aesthetic experience and confrontation with our identity and that 

of others, showing us the diversity of social and cultural behaviors. 

Literature has symbolic prestige, artistic and cultural significance, educational and entertainment 

value [15]. Literature presents originality and aesthetic vitality, which relates to life in a special way. 

Literature tells stories, gives life to characters, speaks of the past, the present and projects the future, 

creates emotions, stirs ideas, conveys a message. It refers to implicit cultural codes, by which we can 

cite the rules governing the different genres, the coherence, the likelihood of stories, the use of 

language [16]. 

Literature is, therefore, a form of access to culture. Through literature, students can develop a set of 

language and cognitive skills, cultural knowledge and sensitivity [17]. The question now is: what is 

the added value that literature can bring in classes? 

Literature what for? 

I asked my students: “What is literature for?” In a class where students are not used to studying 

literature, a long silence ensued and only monosyllables came out. In another class, where students 

are used to studying literature, they began to write. The literature serves to: 

a) “kill time, extend horizons” (Violet); 

b) “provoke interest, allow the reader to think of another point of view and another dimension” 

(James); 

c) “fill my soul because it is spiritual food, to become a better person with broad horizons; to 

distinguish the true from the false ”(Afonso); 

d) “create an invisible bond between writer and reader” (Leandro). 
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In fact, literature exposes students to meaningful contexts; contributes to vocabulary enrichment; 

enables the development of language skills; enhances creativity and imagination; helps to 

understand other people and cultures; opposes stereotypes; shows diversity; lets you look at each 

other with respect; develops cultural awareness and encourages critical thinking. In a word, 

literature is transformative. 

In a utilitarian society where communication skills are privileged and curriculum objectives are 

oriented towards the utilitarianism of the profession, literature allows the development of 

communicative competence. Bobkina and Stefanova [18] summarize the studies conducted so far in 

this area, to identify the benefits of the literature. These benefits are: complexly encoding culture in 

a time that combines present, past, and future; reproduce vivid and complex images through reading; 

expose the language to intercultural aspects; promote cultural and intercultural awareness; improve 

the language and cognitive skills of the reader; enable holistic development of students; change the 

perspective on the world and social problems; develop critical thinking and creativity; allow 

emotional impact, and thereby lead to the motivation to read. The development of this critical 

thinking is done through analysis, synthesis, argumentation, interpretation, evaluation, 

problem-solving and reasoning [19]. 

 What distinguishes, therefore, a literary text from other texts is the form. “Content only acts 

because of the form” [20]. Poetry is a good example of this. See the following poem by Li Bai. The 

form and language used activate the reader's sensibility, transporting him to an alternate reality that 

forces him to a pause in everyday life: 

 

“Question and answer on the mountain” 

Ask me what reason stay green mountain 

Smile but not answer heart self idle 

Peach blossom flow water far go 

Apart have heaven earth in human world 

You ask for what reason I stay on the green mountain, 

I smile, but do not answer, my heart is at leisure. 
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Peach blossom is carried far off by flowing water, 

Apart, I have heaven and earth in the human world. [21]  

Through the combination of content and form, literature allows the ordering of the world, proposing 

interpretations of meanings. Literature develops humanity in us since it “makes us more 

understanding and open to nature, society, to what is similar” [22] and diverse. This humanity is 

also developed by emotions, acquisition of knowledge, reflection on the sense of beauty, perception 

of the complexity of life that literature provides. 

Art and literature, in particular, are associated with enjoyment. Oral or written literature as a 

universal manifestation crosses peoples and eras. It is translocal, and transtemporal, in a word, it is 

global. “Perhaps there is no social balance without literature” [23] because it is “an indispensable 

factor of humanization and, thus, confirms man in his humanity, including because it acts largely in 

the subconscious and unconscious [24]. Thus, “each society creates its fictional, poetic and dramatic 

manifestations according to its impulses, beliefs, feelings, norms” [25] and values. This is the result 

of the inclusion of literature in school curricula as an instrument of education. 

To defend literature is to defend humanization, the time to be, because literature defends us from 

chaos, contributes to the organization of the inner world and prepares us for the outer world. 

Literature “confirms and denies, proposes and denounces, supports and fights” [26], offering us the 

possibility of “dialectically living the problems” [27]. 

However, as Daniel Pennac writes, we cannot force anyone to read: “The verb "to read" is averse to 

being put in the imperative” [28]. We live in a society in which the fragment reigns. We live by 

fragments. We read in a fragmentary way: part of real news mixed with the so-called “fake news” 

and the events and contacts that come to us through social networks. We are living in the society of 

image, photography, rather than letter/character. In these circumstances, despite the indisputable 

advantages of reading, what place remains for literature? What place do we want to give to literature? 

The answer to these questions depends very much on family nuclei and the school. 

UNESCO has been advocating the benefits of art such as developing a search for creative solutions 

to problems, alternative thinking, tolerance and sensitivity, appreciation for diversity and openness 

to intercultural dialogue. For UNESCO, the teaching of culture and the arts is therefore fundamental 

to the development of individual capacities: “The extensive educational literature illustrates, 

experiencing and developing appreciation and knowledge of the arts enables the development of 

unique perspectives on a wide range subject areas; perspectives which cannot be discovered through 

other educational means” [29]. For this, the construction of educational programs that incorporate 

art is encouraged. 
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Conclusion 

Given that there is not just one kind of intelligence, the integration of the arts in the learning process 

is necessary. Literary language develops sensitivity. By being exposed to aesthetic judgments and 

personal interpretations of texts one can become a better Human. Only by investing in reading and 

literature curricula can the effects of contact with this art be allowed to contribute to aesthetic and 

personal happiness and so meaning general happiness. 
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