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Abstract: This paper argues that literature – story telling in particular – can 
be an effective way of teaching ethics. Exposing readers to good role models 
can help impart ethical values. The Qur’an itself uses story telling to convey 
many of its ethical principles. Literature can serve as a powerful instrument in 
the cause of civilisational renewal, not only by promoting a culture of learning 
and literacy, but also by contributing to the development and strengthening 
of moral integrity.

Art, science and literature – commonalities and differences

Literature is a collection of writing on a particular topic or in a specific area, 
with the purpose of conveying knowledge or insight of one kind or another to 
the reader. Literature is a means of communication. There is literature as art as 
well as literature on the subject of science. Literature as art differs from scientific 
literature in important ways. This is due to differences between art and science.

Science is typically classified into natural (empirical) science and social 
science. Natural science focuses on the world of nature. Social science, by 
contrast, looks at man. Religious sciences focus on the relationship between 
the Creator and his creation. They also help man understand his duties to the 
Creator as well as to fellow human beings. Religious sciences comprise the 
study of sacred text, beliefs, ethics, languages, interpretation, jurisprudence, 
and history. 

Natural science seeks to comprehend, explain and to transform the world. 
Its aim is to make life better in the material sense. Art, by contrast, seeks to 
understand, explain, and reform man. In other words, art and science complement 
one another.

Art seeks to capture and express the sublime (the spiritual). Art in the form 
of literature can help a person to become a better human being by making him or 
her aware of his or her limitations. Exposure to a work of art opens a new world 
to man, one that need not exist merely in the imagination. In this sense, art can 
help man realise his potential to the fullest. 

The power of art to educate is due to its ability to convey, in a literary manner, 
wisdom conveyed by religion. Unlike science, art speaks directly to the heart. 
By reforming individuals, art can help reform society. It can also do this by 
raising social awareness, for example by highlighting the plight of the poor and 
vulnerable minorities. 
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Art can be classified into visual, performing and literary art. Visual arts 
comprise calligraphy, painting, and sculpture. Performing arts include music, 
drama, and film. Literary arts include poetry, drama, short stories and novels. 

Art can also be categorised according to the period in which it flourished. 
Thus we speak of classical, medieval or romantic art. However, art can also be 
classified into Umayyad, Abbasid, Persian, and Ottoman art, each exhibiting 
significantly different features and characteristics of their own.1  

Art and science constitute different ways of interacting with, and expressing 
insight about reality. The methodology for discovering knowledge in the modern 
sciences is encapsulated in what is known as the “scientific or empirical method.” 
But what is the methodology of capturing and expressing insight by art? 

The artist never produces art from nothing; a work of art is a product of the 
artist’s engagement with his or her own experience of life and a response to it. In 
that sense, every work of art is a statement. The imagination plays an important 
role in art.2  With the help of the imagination the artist can escape the narrow 
confines of his or her own experience. 

Art aims at perfection. What is striking about works of art is that they 
appear to be perfect and flawless. A “masterpiece” is a work of art that is free of 
defects, is internally consistent, and conveys a powerful message to the reader. 
It leaves a lasting impression, and is both aesthetically pleasing and ethically 
endowed. 

In general, art is intuitive while science tends to be rational. Art communicates 
an articulation of reality to the viewer or the reader in a different way than 
science. The latter observes, measures, records and analyses data; it also 
discovers patterns and predicts outcomes. It identifies and describes cause and 
effect relationships.3  It does this by studying relationships between measurable 
variables and discovering what are known as “scientific laws.” 

Science relies mainly on the intellect (reason) while art utilises intuition. 
However, this does not mean that science can dispense with the imagination, or 
that art can do without precision. It just means that precision manifests itself in 
a different way in the arts than it does in the sciences. In the sciences precision 
is a measurable phenomenon. In the arts, precision takes an intuitive form. The 
imagination is also important in scientific research, as it would be difficult to 
make scientific discoveries without the use of the imagination. 

While art does not appear to have any immediate practical use, the products 
of science are viewed as eminently useful and practical.4  However, art need not 
merely entertain or please; art can also, and indeed should have a didactic or 
educational function.5  For example, children can learn ethics through stories, as 
good stories are interesting and easy to comprehend. 

EDUCATIONAL ROLE OF LITERATURE IN ISLAM
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At its best, art seeks to expresses truth, in particular truth about what 
matters most. Art alerts the reader to the need for spiritual growth, inclusive of 
the purification of the soul. Art teaches man that he or she can rise above the 
constraints and limitations imposed on him or her by the demands of a given time 
and place. 

Art also alerts the reader to the need for ethical consciousness, or the idea that 
a person is responsible for his or her actions. Artistic experience alerts a person 
to the fact that his or her actions impact other people in different ways, that can 
hurt as easily as gratify. 

Art, in other words, teaches man to act with justice. The ethical teaching of 
a story is typically summed up in the expression, “the moral of the story is …” 
The core message in every good story, its “moral” constitutes its most important, 
educational part. 

Literature in culture and civilisation

Literature as art takes the form of poetry, stories or drama. Poetry is written in 
verses that rhyme and generally give expression to feelings. While poetry is a part 
of literature, not all literature is poetry. The greater part of literature comprises 
inspirational works: short stories and novels. 

Every nation has its own literature. The quality of its literature reflects the degree 
of its spiritual development. National literature consists of various narratives that 
express and encapsulate the unique identity of a particular community. 

Literature is a response to, and a commentary on the prevailing conditions of 
a given historical period. Literature attempts to transcend the limitations imposed 
on the artist by historical circumstances. It seeks to discover and communicate 
the highest or universal truth. 

Literary effort seeks to solve the riddle of human existence, to answer questions 
such as “Who am I?” “Where did I come from?” “What is the meaning of life?” 
It tries to do this by reconciling the temporal with the eternal, the subjective with 
the objective, and the particular with the all-encompassing. It can accomplish this 
by alerting man to his roots and helping him to understand better his place in the 
greater scheme of things. 

It is neither possible nor desirable to separate literature from its social and 
historical context. In that sense, all literature is “historical.” This does not mean, 
however, that literature cannot express what is known as “higher” or “timeless” 
truth, an awareness that transcends the constraints of a particular time and place. 

Different types of literature achieve their objectives in different ways. Classical 
literature emphasises tradition, respect for elders, order, duties, and a sense 
balance, harmony and hierarchy. Medieval literature gave expression to religious 
feelings and devotion. The Romantic movement, by contrast, emphasised love, 
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the family, the individual and spontaneity. These periods broadly reflect different 
stages in the social and moral development of man.  

Literature as an art form – fiction, non-fiction or science fiction – communicates 
meaning to readers.6  “Meaning” is a specific conception of reality and of man’s 
place in the world. This conception is shaped, to a large degree, by the artist’s 
own experience of, and response to the conditions of his or her time.

Various articulations of meaning compete for the allegiance of man. 
“Meaning” as it finds its expression in literature, takes the form of a “worldview.” 
This worldview is expressed in the way various characters relate to each other 
and to the environment in which they find themselves, how they struggle with, 
and eventually overcome or succumb to, as the case may be, the challenges that 
face them. 

Awareness of his or her community’s worldview enables a person to fit in 
better. The worldview of a particular community teaches him or her his duties, 
his place, responsibilities, what he can expect, what he must or must not do and 
how to conduct himself or herself in general. 

Every worldview holds up some value as being the most worthy of realisation. 
One ideology may emphasise equality, while another may place a greater 
emphasis on liberty. Yet another worldview may emphasise piety as the most 
important quality worthy of attainment. 

Despite a great diversity of ideals that one encounters within the world’s 
leading civilisations, some values appear to be shared by all civilisations. For 
example, all major civilisations view justice as a universal value. Differences 
arise because different people tend to understand justice differently, and as a 
result have different notions about how to realise it.  

Because of the diversity of values and the different ways of life they signify, 
an important challenge in life is to identify and commit oneself to a way of life 
that is indeed worthy of commitment. The choice is important, as man’s destiny 
depends on the way of life he chooses to follow. Different choices or alternatives 
are identified and explored in all great literature. 

Making the right choice requires knowledge. Knowledge not only enables 
man to make the right choices, but also to rise above the confines of particular 
historical periods in which he or she may find himself. The attainment of 
knowledge, however, presupposes the ability to distinguish truth from falsehood. 

As there are different types of truth, there are also different types of knowledge, 
each kind of knowledge encapsulating a certain kind of truth. The highest truth 
is religious truth. Indeed, the Qur’an refers to God as the Truth (al Haqq).7  The 
challenge in life is to attain knowledge of the highest truth. This takes place by 
becoming conscious of God. Once a person attains knowledge of the highest 
truth, he or she is ready to receive and benefit from guidance.8  
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There are many ways to gain knowledge. The invention of the printing press 
and of the Internet has made possible the dissemination of knowledge on an 
unprecedented scale. As a result of the wide availability of information, critical 
thinking skills have become more important than ever before. 

Readers need to assess the quality of the information now available on the 
Internet and elsewhere. Critical thinking is also important for literary criticism, 
the discipline that evaluates literary works in the light of credible criteria.

Globalisation has resulted in a major democratisation of information 
dissemination. This offers opportunities but also presents risks. The opportunities 
include the possibility of new art forms, and reaching rising numbers of people. 
The risk is that excellent literature may get buried under a heap of mediocre, 
commercial production. 

Literature plays an important role in both in culture and civilisation. The 
difference between the literature of a culture and that of a civilisation is that 
the appeal of culturally determined literature tends to be limited to members 
of a particular ethnic class, while literature of a civilisation transcends tribal 
differences and speaks with universal appeal. Great literature is “borderless.”9 

Each civilisation has its own literature. This literature expresses the identity 
of the civilisation and helps maintain its cohesiveness over time. In the process 
of interacting with its counterparts, a civilisation may incorporate ideas or 
knowledge from other civilisations. A degree of “cross-pollination,” in other 
words, takes place over time.10  

The books that a given civilisation cherishes tell a great deal about that 
civilisation. It is the responsibility of knowledgeable persons to call the attention 
of their fellow citizens to the best books available to them.  

In one sense one may perhaps speak of “a battle of the books.” At a deeper 
level, however, this “battle” reflects a battle of ideas and even ideologies, a 
competition of different worldviews for the allegiance and support of mankind. 

Ideas confront each other in books, the mass media and cyberspace. They 
also confront one another on battlefields. Adherents of one ideology (such as 
socialism) may come into conflict with the supporters of another ideology (such 
as national socialism). 

Ideas that form the core of an ideology explain to a significant degree the 
success or lack of it by the adherents of that ideology. Flawed ideologies and the 
ways of life they propagate do not last, as the fate of communism, for example, 
has shown. 

Additional examples of conflicts fought on battlefield between different 
ideologies can be found in various “revolutions.” These have ushered in what 
is known as “modernity.” Modernity emerged as a result of various intellectual, 
political and economic developments. 
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The most important among these appears to have been a re-articulation of the 
relationship between reason and revelation. This resulted in the elevation of human 
reason to a position higher than what it occupied previously and its engagement as 
an active participant in the quest for knowledge. These developments collectively 
culminated in what came to be known as the Enlightenment.12  

The elevation of reason (and by implication science) and the side-lining of 
religion altered the relationship between the two, at least as it was commonly 
understood until then. Reason and science found new prestige, while religion was 
relegated to the realm of private pursuits. 

The political upheavals that accompanied the Enlightenment include the 
English, American, French, and other revolutions.13  These events represented not 
only major transformations of a political nature; they also heralded the emergence 
of new notions about ethics. These notions differed in significant ways from their 
predecessors.14  

Significant upheavals have also taken place in Muslim history. These have 
been marked by the disintegration of various dynasties and their replacement 
by others. Even in contemporary times we find various upheavals taking place 
in different parts of the world. Examples can be seen in the changes of various 
regimes that have taken place, and are still taking place, during and in the 
aftermath of what has come to be known as the Arab Spring. 

Good literature 

Good literature is enjoyable as well as educational. Such literature helps the 
reader to become a better person (ethical). It does this by exposing the readers to 
good role models, represented by leading characters within literary narratives.15  

Literary narratives alert readers to the consequences of different ethical choices, 
as illustrated within the narrative of a story. 

One example is a life of crime. A novel can show that “crime does not pay,” by 
showing the consequences of a criminal lifestyle. Literature appeals to fitrah or 
human nature. It is only natural to be interested in stories. Human nature (fitrah) 
is such that the human being responds to, and is moved by stories. 

In order to be truly internalised (learned), knowledge needs to be apprehended 
not only intellectually but also in some sense “experienced.” In Islam, sufis 
distinguish between mere knowledge (‘ilm) and a higher form of cognition in the 
form of the experience of knowledge (ma’rifa). 

Literature explores various archetypes and contrasts them to each other, 
typically by casting them as antagonists. Good literature alerts the reader to the 
difference between good and evil and to draws him or her to join the struggle 
on the side of the good. The writer should make good characters attractive and 
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worthy of emulation. Bad characters, by contrast, should be cast in a poor light, 
so that readers will not want to become like them.16   

An important quality of good literature is realism. Writers can gain the trust of 
their readers by being realistic, and by writing about the concerns of the readers. 
Unrealistic scenarios will not likely hold the attention of readers for long.

Interest can be enhanced by the use of literary devices. These include dialogue, 
description, suspense, metaphors, similes, and allegories. There is a need to strike 
a balance in the use of literary devices, for example between description and 
dialogue. Stories can be told in the first person or the third person.  

Literature develops compassion in a reader, a concern for the “other.”  
Compassion is emphasised extensively in the Qur’an. Literature can help make 
readers more compassionate by making them aware of the suffering of other 
people. By calling the reader’s attention to the plight of the poor, literature can 
also help readers develop social consciousness, and in that way contribute to 
social change. In other words, literature serves not only as a mirror to reflect 
social conditions, but also as a catalyst to change them.17 

Good literature should illustrate the triumph of good over evil.18  By alerting the 
reader to the need be ethical, good literature can strengthen the reader’s morale. 
The role of the writer is to serve as the “conscience” of his or her community. By 
writing, he credits acts of goodness and censures acts of wickedness. In this way he 
or she can contribute to “commanding what is good and prohibiting what is evil.”

Literature and religion

There is on-going debate about literature and the role it can play – if any – in 
the lives of Muslims. Strict interpretations of Islam appear to limit the role of 
literature (and art) in Islam. Artistic representations are often identified with vain 
indulgence and thus discouraged.

Some critics view literature with apprehension, as undesirable and even 
harmful; it may keep people from more important commitments. Others – 
including non-Muslims – perceive literature as “dangerous.” The danger stems 
from “corrupting” the morals of the people and thereby contributing to the 
disintegration of the community. 

Concerns about possible harmful effects of literature on readers are justified. 
Indeed, such concerns have been around for as long as literature. Many stories, 
novels and plays portray questionable behaviour. Some works even appear to 
justify such behaviour by making it appear “normal.” Positive role models are 
often lacking. In so far as no element of worship is involved, however, writing 
and reading literature are not incompatible with an Islamic outlook. 

Even the Qur’an directs the believers not to ‘follow’ the poets (26:224), 
for they often say what they do not do. However, the text here does not say 
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anything negative about poetry as such. Rather, it touches on what the poets 
do or believe. A lesson to draw here is that the poets should infuse realism and 
ethics into the fabric of their poetry. So if poets write poems that promote right 
values and causes, there should be no basis for objections from the perspective 
of Islam. 

The fact that storytelling is in principle not objectionable in Islam is confirmed 
by the fact that the Qur’an itself narrates many stories (qasas). It does this with an 
educational purpose in mind. Where writers of stories follow the Qur’anic model 
– and seek to educate – literature in principle would be acceptable in Islam, as it 
helps to realise the aims of Islam. Qur’anic messages often need to be delivered 
in lighter language for children, the youth, and those lacking direct familiarity 
with the Qur’an. In this way, literary effort can contribute to a re-invigoration of 
the Islamic civilisation.19  

Literature can also help build bridges of understanding between different 
civilisations. Such literature enables the reader to see things form other people’s 
perspectives, by “putting the reader in other people’s shoes,” and serve as a 
means of promoting good relations and friendship among people. 

It is best to focus on books that have emerged over time as “classics.” These 
can be found in every civilisation. These books have attained the status of 
“classics” by articulating the basic human choices (the human condition) in ways 
that people from different backgrounds can relate to easily. Indeed, many classics 
have drawn inspiration from religion. 

The study of literature needs to be accompanied by learning how to analyse 
literature, an activity known as literary criticism. In the case of Islamic literary 
criticism, the reader is taught to read and comment on literature from the Islamic 
perspective. In this way, any weaknesses of the work, such as the absence of 
noble and admirable characters, can be highlighted. In a similar vein, the merits 
of a give work can be pointed out, where and when appropriate. 

There is no prohibition of telling of stories in the Qur’an. The Shariah upholds 
the principle of original permissibility (ibahah): everything is permitted unless it 
is prohibited by a clear text. Literary merit should be measured by its content and 
message. Whether it serves a good or a bad purpose is the decisive criterion from 
the perspective of Islam. 

Literature and the Qur’an 

The Qur’an is eminently well suited to provide guidance to writers, as it is in 
itself, a masterpiece of communication. This is attested to by the Qur’an itself, 
especially in those of its verses which call attention to its own inimitability 
(i’jaz).20  I’jaz is manifested not only in the linguistic excellence of the Qur’an but 
also in the overall psychological effect that it generates on the part of the reader. 
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The language, rhythm, message, narrative, emotional appeal and psychological 
impact of the Qur’an all combined become the embodiment of i’jaz. 

By common acknowledgment, the Qur’an had a major impact on the 
development of Arabic literature. The Qur’an is rich in the use of literary devices, 
use of illustrations, imagery, and metaphor, thus adding beauty, life, and colour 
to plain words.21  

The Qur’an has without doubt provided a level of linguistic excellence 
unparalleled in the history of the Arabic language … The Qur’an 
remains a book of inimitable quality, not only from a linguistic, but also 
from an intellectual, point of view.22  

A good example of a narrative with an ethical teaching can be found in the 
story of the prophet Joseph.23  This story is presented in the Qur’an as a “most 
beautiful story” (ahsanul qasas). As a young man, Joseph was betrayed by his 
own siblings, who were jealous of the apparent preference given to him by their 
father, the prophet Jacob, son of Isaac, one of the two sons of Abraham. 

Out of jealousy, Joseph’s brothers conspired against him – initially even 
considering killing him – and dropped him into a well. The story illustrates the 
trials and tribulations that may be experienced by a person over the course of his 
or her lifetime. However, patience, perseverance and above all faith in God will 
carry a person through, God-willing. 

Joseph was eventually rescued by travellers and sold into slavery in Egypt 
for a “small price.” The wife of his master tried to seduce him but Joseph did not 
go along. She falsely accused him and he was imprisoned. However, on account 
of his ability to interpret the King’s dream about the coming famine, he was 
eventually released from prison. He then became a very important person in 
Egypt, the keeper of the storehouse. 

Later his siblings came to Egypt for the purpose of trading. They did not 
recognise him but he recognised them. He arranged for his father to be brought 
into Egypt also. The story has a happy ending, where the family is re-united and 
settles in Egypt. 

The story explores a number of themes. Among them are sibling rivalry, 
conspiracy, betrayal, suffering, exile, slavery, false accusation, need for patience, 
redemption, clearing from false accusation and finally reconciliation. 

The story illustrates that no matter how badly things may look for a person, 
one should never give up hope and put one’s trust in God. It also illustrates that 
God “is the best of planners.”24 

On account of its universal appeal, Leo Tolstoy in What is Art identified the 
story of Joseph as one of the most universal of stories.25  Thomas Mann wrote 
an entire book, Joseph and his Brothers, after having been inspired by it.26  The 
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story of Joseph thus constitutes an excellent example of a story with a powerful 
message, which can serve as a model for all writers. 

Literature in the Muslim world 

The Islamic civilisation produced a notable literary legacy, which includes the 
works of Hafez, Rumi, Iqbal, Naguib Mahfouz and others.27  The origin of Arabic 
poetry goes back about sixteen centuries. It emerged within the context of a tribal 
culture, and initially took the form of oral recitations. Literature in written form 
did not emerge until after the revelation of the Qur’an.28  

Poets were important persons in the tribe. Poets provided their tribes with 
narratives that expressed the identity and aspirations of the tribe. The poet was an 
important spokesperson for the tribe. Central to his work was the expression of 
tribal solidarity or asabiyyah.29 

Poetry was also the primary means of education in good manners (adab). 
Poets extolled the virtues of the Arab tribes and motivated them in battles by 
emphasising the strength of one’s own tribe and highlighting the weaknesses 
of the opposing tribes. Poems depicted in detail various heroic exploits and 
adventures by brave warriors. The theme of love also figured prominently in the 
literature of the Arabs.

Well-known stories include The Thousand and One Arabian Nights or the 
exploits of Sindbad the Sailor.30  The hakawati (storyteller) played a major role in 
the Arab community right up to the advent of the mass media. 

The revelation of the Qur’an transformed the Arab society and its way of life 
in a profound way. It weakened tribal loyalties, and in their place introduced the 
universal, civilisational outlook of Islam. It brought focus on ethical concerns 
and weaved them into the fabric of Arabic literature.

Gradually, the poet gave way to the imam, and the recitations of poetry gave 
way to recitations of the Qur’an. The praise of the tribe gave way to the praise 
of God. In this way the Qur’anic revelation transformed a tribal culture into a 
universal community of believers. 

Under the banner of Islam, the warring Arab tribes united into a single nation. 
Later, other nations were drawn in to form a civilisation, in which tribal or ethnic 
differences gave way to a faith-based community.31  

Islam also had a significant impact in Persia. Under the influence of Sufi 
teachings, mysticism became a significant element of Persian poetry. This poetry 
had a robust didactic component: many poems conveyed wisdom to readers. 
Nowhere was the influence of Islam on Persian literature more evident than in 
the work of Jalal al-Din Rumi, in particular his Masnavi.32  

Rumi lived during the time of the sacking of Baghdad by the Mongols in 
1258. The Masnavi comprises 26,000 verses. Persian sufis regard it as second 
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only to the Qur’an as a source of enlightenment and mystical experience. The 
Masnavi is a story of a “spiritual hero in quest of the Fountain of Life.”33  

Rumi’s work influenced various sufi orders in Persia, Turkey and India. 
Another example of Persian poetry may be found in the work of Mohammad 
Shams al-Din Hafez. He lived in Shiraz and was a master of the ghazal.34  His 
collection (divan) contains 400 ghazals.35 

The origins of Turkish literature date back to the time of the Mongol occupation 
of Anatolia, at the end of the thirteenth century. As in Persia, Turkish poetry was 
likewise influenced by mysticism. The fourteenth century saw a blossoming of 
Turkish literature. A well known poet of this era was Asik Pasa. His Book of the 
Stranger was a didactic poem exploring ethical and moral themes.  

A popular type of poem was the heroic epic. The oldest example of this kind 
of poem is The Book of My Grandfather Korkut, known in English as The Book 
of Dede Korkut. It contains twelve tales, recounting the exploits of various Oghuz 
heroes.36  

The novel did not emerge in Turkish literature until the end of the nineteenth 
century, notably in the works of Ahmet Mithat, published from 1875 to 1910. 
Under the influence of Mithat, both poetry and prose took on a distinctly didactic 
character, a trend that was to continue subsequently. 

Naguib Mahfouz, the recipient of the Nobel prize for literature in 1988, was 
a noteworthy Egyptian writer of the twentieth century. His Cairo Trilogy traced 
the lives of three generations, headed by the patriarch el-Sayyed Ahmed Abdel 
Gawad, starting with World War I and ending with the overthrow of King Farouk 
by the Nasser regime in 1952. 

The Trilogy documents a family conflict as well as the efforts of ordinary 
people to adapt to modernity. He emphasised the need to think imaginatively.37  

His social criticism led to the banning of some of his books. 
Naguib Mahfouz called for a “new world,” one in which Arabs would 

participate and collectively pursue scientific empowerment, economic 
development, and peaceful co-existence with the other.38  

Urdu literature found an eloquent representative in the work of Muhammad 
Iqbal, a well-known poet in Pakistan. On account of his participation on the 
Muslim independence movement, Iqbal has been hailed as a “spiritual” founder 
of modern Pakistan. 

Iqbal’s thought is rooted in the Qur’an, and shows a deep concern with 
reforming the education of Muslims. The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in 
Islam was a collection of lectures published in 1930. Here Iqbal tried to articulate 
the universalism of Islam that, as he saw it, was being eroded by parochial 
tendencies. 
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Iqbal saw the purpose of life in the need to actualise one’s potential to 
the fullest by developing the self. This was to be done by means of attaining 
knowledge. His theory of knowledge (epistemology) identified empiricism, 
rationalism, and intuition as different ways of perceiving reality, all 
complementing one another.39  

He liked to refer to the verse in the Qur’an, which states, “Verily God will not 
change the condition of a people till they change what is in themselves” (Q ar-
Ra'd, 13:12). He emphasised action. He saw the best representation of the ideal 
person in the prophet of Islam (pbuh). 

Literature in the West

Literature plays an important role in other parts of the world as well. Much of it 
explores the themes of social and personal reform. One example can be found in 
Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist, published initially in 1837. The novel is set against 
the Industrial Revolution. The novel depicts a life of poverty and hardship. The 
book exposes the harsh treatment of orphans by the Victorian society. 

Oliver was an orphan who worked in a workhouse and was later employed 
by an undertaker. He escapes to London and is adopted by Fagin, the leader of a 
gang of young thieves. The book chronicles Oliver’s many attempts to escape the 
life of crime forced on him by circumstances.

The novel is an indictment of Victorian society and its harsh exploitation of 
child labour. In a different way, the novel also teaches that “crime does not pay,” 
as all evil characters come to a bad end in one way or another.40  

Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables was first published in 1862, twenty-five years 
after Dickens’ Oliver Twist. It is set against a time of revolutionary transformation 
of France from a medieval to an industrial society. Like Dickens’ novel, Les 
Miserables illustrates the plight and social alienation of the poor.41  

The story begins just after Napoleon’s second defeat at Waterloo. The main 
character, Jean Valjean, attempts to escape his criminal past and find a “straight 
path.” He eventually achieves success through repentance and personal reform.42  

Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina narrates how the main character in the novel, 
Anna comes to a tragic end. She followed her desire for love without regard 
for the consequences of her actions. As a result, she paid a heavy price.43  By 
contrast, two other characters in the novel, Levin and Kitty, are able to have a 
good marriage. 

The novel explores the themes of infidelity, family break up, social isolation 
and personal tragedy. All these were illustrated by Anna’s experience. The 
relationship of Levin and Kitty was balanced, and in that way it illustrated the 
“middle path.” Theirs is the only truly happy family in the novel.
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Faust was published in 1808. Goethe worked on it for many years. It tells 
a story of a scholar who sells his soul to the Evil One in exchange for power 
and pleasure. Goethe based his work on a German legend. A Faustian person 
is someone who sacrifices moral principles for worldly gain. Faust’s story is a 
tragedy. 

Faust was dissatisfied with his life as a scholar. He felt something was 
missing from his life. He thought it was power and pleasure. With the devil’s 
help, Faust seduced an innocent young girl, Gretchen, and destroyed her and her 
family. However, God forgave her and she was saved. In order to obtain his own 
salvation, Faust needed to go through a series of additional trials. 

Dante’s Divine Comedy, a masterpiece of Italian poetry, is an allegory narrated 
in the first person. Written between 1308 and 1321, it shows influence of Islam. 
Its publication in Europe signalled the end of the Middle Ages and the beginning 
of European modernity, in the form of the Renaissance.

The Divine Comedy describes a man’s journey to God, a man who is initially 
lost and in search of “the straight way.” This journey takes place in three stages: 
hell, purgatory and heaven. Each constitutes a separate part of the work. The 
narrative is an exploration of the “unseen” world or metaphysical reality.44  The 
emergence of the Renaissance during Dante’s time was due in part to the rise of 
secularism, challenging the widespread dominance of institutionalised religion.45  

Conclusions and recommendations

Literature enables readers – especially young readers – to step outside of the 
confines of their experience and gain a broader perspective. This helps the reader 
to see the “bigger picture,” and hopefully develop in him or her empathy for 
the other. Exposure to literature can educate the reader and make him or her 
more tolerant of differences between people and in this way contribute to a more 
peaceful co-existence on the earth. 

Literature offers opportunities for teaching of ethics. It gives concrete 
expression to abstract concepts and illustrates them in real life scenarios. These 
abstract concepts include what are known as virtues and vices, such as piety, fair 
play, gratitude, patience, generosity, and compassion. 

Vices by contrast include impiety, injustice, self-centeredness, and cruelty. 
Literature provides readers with good role models to emulate. This learning 
experience takes place with the help of the imagination.

Ethically endowed narratives represent moral qualities in the form of different 
characters, both good and evil. The struggles between the various characters 
represent the struggle between good and evil. Literary narratives enable people 
to see the consequences of wrong choices in the lives of other people, without 
having to experience personally the suffering caused by those choices. In this 
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way, educational literature can help people live better lives, more in harmony 
with the ethical teaching of religion. 
Given the important role literature plays in the development of a community, it 
is advisable to support the writing and teaching of good (educational) literature. 
Institutions of learning should offer courses in creative writing, literature, 
comparative literature and literary criticism. 

• Muslim institutions of learning appear to be slow in appreciating the 
literary contributions of other traditions. It is high time to change this by 
offering courses in Islamic and Western literature.

• Courses on Islamic literary criticism should focus on major and more 
mature literary traditions and disseminate the best in Arabic, Turkish, 
Persian, Egyptian and Urdu literature to wider levels.

• Translations of worthy literary works from other languages should be 
supported. This will enrich each civilisation thus benefiting from the 
literary masterpieces found in other civilisations. 

• Competitions should be held and prizes offered for outstanding 
contributions. Exposure to good literature should help to develop better 
taste in the reader. 

• Courses in comparative literature in Muslim institutions of learning should 
explore themes common to different traditions, with the objective of 
highlighting their commonalities and differences in the spirit of advancing 
harmony and cooperation between them. Interdisciplinary courses on 
literature and ethics or literature and social reform, should also be offered.
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