The nature and future of English Literature; its place within the humanities.

The definition of humanities according to UNESCO is ‘the study of human culture, thought, and experience.’ Arguably, these are all achieved through literature which encapsulates the human experience by exploring philosophy, ethics, and history. For this reason, one cannot deny that literature has played a fundamental role in our society. Nevertheless, the recent yet rapid development of AI poses a direct threat to literature, causing us to wonder what the future of literature will look like. 
Storytelling has always been a crucial aspect of human existence, capturing our creativity and imagination. In the Medieval era, the English language was beginning to be formed with texts primarily being produced in Latin and French before the 14th century when texts were produced in the vernacular. A well-known medieval text is the history of the Kings of Britain, an Arthurian legend, and draws heavily on Welsh and prehistoric texts. The Renaissance was a period of radical and drastic change which directly shaped the concept of Englishness. Thanks to the rise of literacy rates and printing presses, literature saw a grand transformation which focused on creating a perfect society and aimed to challenge norms. Notably, this period saw the works of William Shakespeare whose work is still treasured to this day. Arguably, the greatest development in literature took place in the 18th century which saw the neoclassicism movement which revived the principles of ancient Rome and Greece as well as the rise of romanticism. Romanticism aimed to express authentic feelings and was heavily influenced by the turmoil of revolutions which spread across Europe, notably the French Revolution. Poetry during this period sought to discuss the most deprived aspects of society with poets such as Wordsworth writing about the poor, children, and in particular nature, as the romantics were strongly opposed to industrialisation. The Victorian era saw the continuation of the rise of the novel and saw the publication of some of the most celebrated pieces of literature by authors such as Charles Dickens. Additionally, during the Victorian era, there was a rise of female authors, such as the Brontë sisters and Elizabeth Gaskell, and a push for women’s rights. Nevertheless, many female authors used pseudonyms to bypass the prejudices of the time. During the 20th century, the rise of the modernist novel took place which deliberately broke with 19th century realism, linear plots, and omniscient narrators. This can be seen in novels like ‘Mrs Dalloway’ and ‘To the Lighthouse’ which focus on psychological depth. Similarly, 21st century literature focuses on human identity and the self, exploring the struggle for personal purpose. An example of this is Ann Napolitani’s ‘Hello Beautiful’ which explores family turmoil after two sisters fall for the same man. The journey and transformation that literature has undertaken is fascinating, demonstrating literature’s active role in society. 

Literature has many objectives however; the principal aim must be to enjoy. The ability to transport anyone to new worlds and provide a source of escapism makes literature very powerful, enabling creativity and to fully explore one’s imagination. Not only is it a source of stress relief, but it is also a great source of comfort, enabling many to find friends in characters in their novels. Often, people can resonate with characters, allowing them to gain more confidence and determination which is especially important for children. Many find inspiration in characters such as Matilda from Roal Dahl’s classic who despite facing cruelty from her family and the infamous Miss Trunchbull uses her intelligence and determination to aid others and change her life. Furthermore, I would argue that literature also aims to challenge society and provide a source of inspiration with novels such as ‘To Kill a Mockingbird’ which humanises the devastating realities of institutionalised racism and prejudice whilst exposing the broken justice system in America’s deep south. Overall, the purpose of literature is profound and has a deep impact on people.
Literature’s relationship with the humanities is fascinating. English literature and philosophy have a close relationship as both disciplines explore human connections and experiences. Nevertheless, whilst philosophy explores these concepts through questions and debate, literature examines this through imagination and creativity. An example of this is a poem by Emily Dickinsons called ‘Hope is the thing with feathers’ where a bird who persists in singing despite being tormented by pain and poor weather is used as an extended metaphor to explore hope in the human soul. Through this metaphor, Dickinson raises the question about the nature and significance of hope in times of suffering, thus demonstrating the power of literature in conveying these deep and contemplative thoughts. 
Furthermore, the debate around ethics is explored, in particular women’s rights. Despite living through repressive times, authors such as Jane Austin and the Brontë sisters were breaking down barriers by writing novels which discuss women’s rights, education, employment, and choice to marry. This is explored in the 1847 novel Jane Eyre where Charlotte Brontë highlights female empowerment through Jane’s independence and autonomy. It is made clear throughout the novel that Jane is a self-sustaining person; she doesn’t depend on anyone, she advertises for her job and defends herself when confronted. When Mr Rochester teases Jane about moving to Ireland, Jane defends herself, ‘I am no bird; and no net ensnares me’.  Novels such as Jane Eyre demonstrate how literature contributes to wider humanities debates by examining how moral principles impact people.
I strongly believe that studying English literature without historical knowledge is unattainable as to truly understand the author’s intentions, one must consider the time in which the author was writing and what was inspiring them. Similarly, a strong indication of what was happening at a certain point in history is to consider the books of that time. The work of George Orwell is notable as his novels reflect the fear of totalitarianism. A strong example of this is ‘Animal Farm’, which is an allegory for the Russian revolution, and ‘an Homage to Catalonia’ which explores the Spanish Civil War. Overall, it’s made clear that English literature is at the centre of the humanities as it truly captures what it is to be human.  
Nevertheless, English Literature does have its weaknesses. Often, great writers aren’t recognised until after their death such as the poet, William Blake and the author Emily Brontë. Recognition for William Blake’s poetry didn’t occur until 1863, thirty-six years following his death, when the poet Algernon Charles Swinburne published a biography and compilation of Blake’s work. Moreover, Emily Brontë’s only novel, ‘Wuthering Heights’, was viewed by many contemporary readers as scandalous and controversial due to its cruelty and savage love story. However, nearly 200 years after its publication, it is viewed as one of the greatest pieces of Victorian literature due to its revolutionary narrative structure and psychologically griping characters.  This implies that English literature is quite stubborn and rigid, failing to appreciate talent until it’s too late. This leads on to the debate that perhaps we are archaic when it comes to studying literature which can be seen by the fact that we continue to study Shakespeare over 400 years after his death thus preventing us from exploring other great pieces of work. It could be argued that by staying so rigid and strict to the past, we are deterring the younger generation from studying literature.  In an article about studying Shakespeare in American schools, Professor George S. Counts in 1926 said that Shakespeare’s plays "are hardly suited to the abilities and needs of the great masses of boys and girls who are finding their way into high school” This implies that studying Shakespeare deters pupils from studying literature as it’s too challenging and complicated. 
On the other hand, according to Robert F Willson Jr, ‘Shakespeare is a major writer among major writers, the strongest link in the British Survey chain. He is also a shining star in the cultural firmament.’ From this, we could infer that studying Shakespeare’s work is imperative as he is the nucleus of literature whose impact is still felt to this day. Arguably, there are countless benefits to studying Shakespeare’s work even if the language may be quite complicated. The most notable reason is Shakespeare’s ability to contain the most intricate and deep of emotions into his characters which continue to align with our lives. The story of King Lear tells the tale of a King from his fall of power after making the decision to divide his kingdom exploring power, love, family, and greed. If we take into consideration the definition of the humanities whilst analysing Shakespeare’s work, it is made abundantly clear that literature is the beating heart of the humanities, allowing us to fully capture the essence of humanity.
When considering the future of English literature, one cannot help but think about Artificial Intelligence and the threat it poses to writing. According to figures in a report from the University of Cambridge, 51% of published authors believe that they will be replaced by AI in the future. Ernest Hemingway said that ‘there is nothing to writing. All you do is sit down at a typewriter and bleed,’ thus implying that a story comes from the author’s heart and without a true writer, then stories will lack the ability to connect with people and to truly capture the profoundness of life. An article in the Daily Mail reports on a travel writer who was told that AI could now do his job, leaving him with stress and high bills. Many authors are also saying that their work is being used to train AI without their knowledge or any form of payment. Moreover, there has been an increase in the number of fake books being published under actual authors’ names and AI made reviews, giving their books bad ratings and impacting future sales. It is now considered fortunate and luxurious to encounter a piece of writing that isn’t made with AI. This does cause us to wonder whether we will be reading more AI novels in the future and whether authors will soon cease to exist.  
Artificial intelligence is also threatening journalism due to our constant surrounding of disinformation. AI tools are being used to create fake videos, which include key figures such as politicians or celebrities, fake articles and images to spread false information. This often leads to misunderstandings among the public, in particular the older generations who are limited in their ability to spot AI made content, thus making AI a threat to public safety. This is an added strain to journalists who now have the burden of deciphering information and finding a way of regaining the public’s trust. This also raises the question as to whether journalists will exist in the future as Artificial Intelligence becomes more advanced.  
Moreover, the future of literature is impeded by the mass literacy crisis we find ourselves in. According to figures, about one in four children leave primary school unable to read and only one in three of children enjoy reading in their free time. This suggests that books in the future will have to accommodate readers with low stamina and strip away dense vocabulary and complex subplots. This also means that many won’t be experiencing the benefits of reading leaving them with language and vocabulary deficiencies, potentially hindering their professional and academic advancements. From this, the future of literature looks bleak. Nevertheless, I am certain that nothing can impede human’s true creativity and that novel writing will never truly die out.
In conclusion, English Literature is a dynamic and evolving discipline whose significance extends beyond the study of literary texts. Its engagement with philosophy, ethics, and history demonstrates its contribution to a broader understanding of human experience. Despite the challenges imposed by AI, its ability to accommodate diverse perspectives and engage with complex ethical, social and cultural questions remains one of its greatest strengths, securing us in the notion that literature will never truly be destroyed by AI. 
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