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This article seeks to explore the emerging term commonly referred to
in Persian-speaking contexts as Electronic/Digital Literature. By
examining some of its core characteristics—such as interactivity,
multimediality, reliance on computational processes, and nonlinearity
and hard-to-navigate structures—it aims to provide a concrete
understanding of the phenomenon. Over recent decades, due to
evolving theoretical frameworks, defining electronic literature has
become a complex endeavor. This article outlines five developmental
phases: (1) the emergence of hypertext and initial concepts (early
1990s-2000), (2) Aarseth’s ergodic theory and the role of interaction
(late 1990s-2000), (3) Kirschenbaum and the materiality of electronic
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texts, Hayles and the literary (2000-2010), (4) the rise of interactive
storytelling and gamification (2010—present), and (5) the challenge of
definition in the age of artificial intelligence). Through this historical
lens, the article revisits the work of prominent scholars in the field and
ultimately offers a clarifying definition of electronic literature.
Additionally, the article argues against the literal Persian translation of
Electronic Literature (adabiyat-e elektronik) due to its semantic
ambiguity, and instead proposes the coined term codabiyat (“Code-
Literature™) as a more accurate and contextually meaningful alternative.
Keywords: Artificial intelligence, Codabiyat, code, digital humanities,
digital literature, electronic literature, multimedia art.

Extended Abstract

This paper offers a comprehensive analysis of electronic literature (e-
lit) as an emerging literary phenomenon situated at the intersection of
digital technology and literary creativity. Contrary to the assumption
that e-lit is merely the digitization of print-based texts, the study
argues that electronic literature constitutes a “digital-born” ecosystem
with distinctive affordances that challenge and redefine traditional
paradigms of authorship, textuality, and reader engagement. Through
a historical-evolutionary lens and by drawing upon the theoretical
insights of scholars such as N. Katherine Hayles, Espen Aarseth, and
Matthew Kirschenbaum, the article traces the development of
electronic literature across five key phases.

The analysis begins by identifying core features that distinguish e-
lit from conventional literature. Interactivity emerges as a defining
characteristic, whereby the reader is no longer a passive consumer but
becomes an active agent in meaning-making. Espen Aarseth’s concept
of ergodic literature and Nick Montfort’s exploration of the parser
illustrate how reader input and navigation shape the textual
experience. Multimediality further distinguishes e-lit by incorporating
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text, sound, images, and animation into cohesive literary forms,
thereby shifting the emphasis from linguistic to sensory and
procedural literacy, as emphasized by Noah Wardrip-Fruin. The
computational dependency of e-lit—its reliance on executable code
and digital platforms—is another foundational element, aligning with
Lev Manovich’s idea of transcoding, which highlights how cultural
logic is restructured through computation. This computational nature
renders e-lit inherently incompatible with print, as the loss of
interactivity and procedural structure undermines its ontological core.
Furthermore, the nonlinearity and hypertextuality inherent in e-lit—
compared to the linear progression of print narratives—require readers
to traverse fragmented and multidirectional pathways, akin to
navigating an interactive environment. Scholars such as Hayles have
argued that such features necessitate the development of new critical
frameworks capable of addressing the dynamic architecture of these
texts.

Historically, the evolution of electronic literature can be mapped
across five stages. The first phase, emerging in the 1990s, centered on
early notions of hypertext and the search for new terminologies, as
discussed in the work of George Landow. The second phase, in the
late 1990s to early 2000s, saw the consolidation of theoretical
foundations with Aarseth’s Cybertext and Hayles’s How We Became
Posthuman, both of which examined the interplay between
computational systems and human cognition. The third phase (2000
2010) emphasized the materiality of the digital medium, with
Kirschenbaum’s Mechanisms foregrounding the forensic analysis of
code and hardware, while Hayles advanced a broader definition of the
“literary” that transcended genre distinctions. The fourth phase (2010—
present) has been marked by the rise of interactive storytelling and the
gamification of literary forms, where digital literature increasingly
converges with immersive technologies such as VR and augmented
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reality. Scholars like Scott Rettberg have since emphasized e-lit as a
form of computational writing. Finally, the fifth and ongoing phase
confronts the challenges posed by artificial intelligence, especially in
relation to authorship, creativity, and the ontological status of Al-
generated texts.

In synthesizing these discussions, the paper defines electronic
literature as a digital-native art form that depends on computational
environments not only for its execution but also for its interpretive logic.
Its distinguishing attributes include interactivity, multimediality,
nonlinear narrative structures, and ontological incompatibility with the
print medium. These features collectively point to a new kind of literary
experience—one that is procedural, participatory, and performative.

In addition to its conceptual focus, the paper briefly addresses
terminological concerns in the Persian context. It critiques the prevalent
literal translation of “electronic literature” as “adabiyat-e elektronik™,
arguing that it fails to convey the centrality of code and computational
logic in these works. As an alternative, the study proposes the neologism
clwd(“Codabiyat”, or “code-literature”) to more accurately reflect the
digital essence of this evolving literary form.
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