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The Relationship between Legends and Cultural Values

Each culture has its own fables: stories cherished and passed down through generations because they embody the values and traditions of the culture.  Any child can discern which characters are “good” and which are “bad,” for generally the “good” characters are beautiful, noble, kind, honorable, and respectful of their obligations.  Yet the specific attributes possessed by the heroes and heroines, and the definitions of these values, can be very culturally specific and are rooted in the religion and past traditions of the culture.

The social value of a story lies principally in the moral system it embraces.  Through the way it describes its characters and presents the world, the story becomes an expression of fundamental beliefs:

Traditionally, the arts of man have been the medium in which his ideas about life are enfleshed, so as to be examined and understood more fully.  In practically all cultures throughout human history, art has been intimately allied with religion, asking the great questions about existence: ‘What is man? Who am I? Why am I? Where am I? And where am I going?’”
 

If this holds true in the age of television when hundreds of new movies are produced every year, promoting a myriad of different worldviews, it is even more true of times when entertainment came from a few story tellers.  Inasmuch as legends are then passed down to future generations however, the cultural values are carried forward; unless the culture has consciously repudiated them, the virtues and vices of the heroes remain the same centuries after the stories were first recorded.  Thus stories’ worth as social commentary endures so long as the culture retains them.  In short, the culture that embraces a legend can be reasonably assumed to endorse the values of the heroes and to condemn the villains.


Whether the stories themselves shape culture by “indoctrinating” the young into their values, or are retained to show what the culture wants to think about itself will never be proven.  Either way however, stories are an essential tool of society:

A nation lives by its myths and heroes. Many societies have survived defeat and invasion, even political and economic collapse.  None has survived the corruption of its picture of itself.  High and popular art are not in competition here.  Both may help citizens decide what they are and what they admire.

While some stories are blatantly moralistic as Aesop’s Fables or the Elsie Dinsmore books, where the ill-used heroine continually utters moralizing statements and criticizes her own faults, however slight, these are not the only tales which teach.
  Most children are sensitive enough to extract virtues from a tale without having them explicitly laid out:


It is through hearing about wicked stepmothers, lost children, good but misguided kings, wolves that suckle twin boys, youngest sons who receive no inheritance but must make their own way in the world and eldest sons that who waste their inheritance… that children learn or mislearn what a child and what a parent is… Deprive children of the stories and you leave the unscripted, anxious stutterers in their actions as in their words.

The child so untutored is left bereft of the guidance he ought to have had when starting life: “We cannot know, except within the context of the entire story, why what seemed to be courage in one character turned out to be stupid bravado, while what looked like disloyalty in another character turned out to be creative fidelity to a greater good.”
  This is why stories are so important: in them the author has absolute control over the characters and can present the end as it as it should happen, with something closer to perfect justice than we usually have on earth.

The fairy story is not an incitement to violence; it is an incitement to reflection on the truth.  It does not really propose violence against the sinner (the witch); it reminds us to do violence against the sin (in this case, witchcraft), but more importantly against our own sins… The merit of a bad end to a bad fictional character is that it imparts a warning about the act.  There are worse things than turning into a donkey or dancing to death in red-hot shoes, eternal damnation and diabolical possession being two of them.

Essentially, when looking at piece of literature which has been widely read and passed down, the reader must consider what causes grandparents to recommend it to their children and grandchildren’s attention.  

Of course, within any set of tales involving characters who are believable human beings, the protagonists display flaws with their strengths.  Thus to consider the flaws present in one “hero” as indicative of the culture would be as logical inconsistent as to say that the ancient Hebrews favored adultery because of the example of King David.  If, however, a certain character trait is frequently applied to sympathetic characters and made to appear worthy of emulation, it is fair to assume that this trait was culturally acceptable and encouraged at the time the stories were written.  


An examination of the Thousand Nights and One Nights, a collection of tales which come to us from Muslim Arab countries, and the Arthurian legends in the Mabinogeon and Le Morte D’Arthur, which come out of the Christian Celtic and French traditions, reveals the heroes to be similar in their devotion to their ruler and their God, their generosity, their protection of personal and familial honor, and their concern for justice.  However, the definitions of honor and the treatment of justice are remarkably different, as are the views characters take concerning their responsibility for undesired consequences.  When one compares America and Britain to the Islamic East, the cultural differences manifested in these Medieval stories appear to have remained largely unchanged: a very high correlation appears to exist between the virtues embraced in stories cherished by a culture and the moral attitudes of that culture, even centuries after the stories obtained their final form. 

Cultural Stories

Even as they take place in different countries and times, the tales of the Arabian Nights were the product of many authors.  Scholars believe that one author began to compile them in the ninth century, but the collection was incomplete at the time of his death; it is even possible that the original author did not have the full one thousand tales at his disposal.  Subsequent authors added to the work until all “thousand nights and one night” had been accounted for, finishing the popular work in the fourteenth century.
  The very fact that later authors added to a work already in existence shows that they considered it to be significant and worthy of completion, and the multiplicity of authors proves that the tales are not solely the creation of one, perhaps morally deviant, writer, but speak for cultural sensibilities across several centuries.  Even though the stories are fictional, the characters within them act in a manner which is culturally acceptable; as Robert Irwin argues, “It remains true, of course, that the fact that the attitudes and practices conveyed in those tales were not wholly alien to Arab knowledge and taste.”
  Further, these tales still seem to be viewed by members of the Arab world as fair depictions of some aspect of cultural consciousness: “The Thousand and Nights and One Nights has been a popular resort for modern writers in all genres… that illustrates the central place of this and other collections in the collective consciousness of the Arab world.”
  Since these stories have persisted for hundreds of years, they must express something more enduring than the opinions of the century in which they were written.


The Arthurian legends come from Wales, England, France, Germany and Ireland.   Historically, Arthur was probably a chieftain who lived during the decline of the Roman presence in England, restored some semblance of order to the men under him, and was successful and generous enough in war to possess great social prestige among other chieftains.  Beyond that, little is known about him, though he is credited with everything from beating local giants to finding the Holy Grail.  The Mabinogion is a collection of tales from the eleventh century, some of the tales from an earlier period, and most containing features and social ideals from an earlier century.
  The exact history of the tales is rather vague: they had been in existence since the fifth century and were adopted into the French tradition with the migration of a group of Celts to Brittany.  With the Norman invasion, the French legends melded with the Celtic ones to form the combined tradition which is recorded in Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur.

The Virtues Compared: Piety


The opening line of the Thousand and One Nights sets the tone for the entire piece when the narrator begins: “It is related—but Allah is all wise and all knowing, all powerful and all beneficent….”
  Piety and devotion to the required spiritual exercises of the Islamic faith are the most reoccurring motifs in the Thousand and One Nights.  In practically every story, even in the tales of birds and beasts, some character declares the religion of Islam to be the only true faith and the declaration that “there is no God but Allah” is frequently proclaimed for all people (or sometimes merely the dumb elements) to hear.  


Whenever Sinbad’s perilous adventures threaten death, he stalwartly puts his faith in the protection of his god saying “there is no power or might to save, save Allah.”  During his first voyage, the unfortunate sailor’s ship attempts to harbor on the back of a whale, which dives below the water and leaves Sinbad to swim with no land in sight.  Although his feet have been converted to fish food by the time he finds an island, he recognizes that his salvation is due only to the hand of Allah as he relates, “Allah saved me from drowning.”
  This character could easily have credited himself with his salvation, for he only had a piece of driftwood which he figured out how to maneuver like a boat using his hands as oars.  Finally cast up on shore, he does not curse God for landing him upon a deserted island but rather as he regains his strength he spends his hours, “admiring the handiwork of All-Powerful Allah.”
  At each point in the seven voyages where he speaks of his deliverance, he punctuates it with a word of praise, and the more dire the situation appears, the more faithfully Sinbad turns to Allah in prayer: on several occasions he says “we shall surely perish unless Allah sends something to save us.  Let us pray to Him.”
  This humility before their Lord occurs in many of the other tales as well: it is clear from her speeches that Shahrazad as the principle narrator thinks in terms of divine providence and her sympathetic characters do as well.


There is no difference in tone between the overall narration of Shahrazad’s tale and the rest of the stories contained in the collection, which are recounted by the Wazir’s daughter herself.  From the beginning, the queen is obedient, humble before Allah and her king, and expresses the faith of Islam.  After she has told her sister the plan to avoid execution in the morning following her marriage, she adds, “Then will I tell you tales which, if Allah wills, shall be the deliverance of the daughters of the Mussulmans.”
  Many of her tales end with an exhortation to the listener to contemplation such as “[The Kalifah] had the palace scribes write out the whole history of Ghanim… that it might serve as a lesson to future generations and, by delighting the minds of wise readers, lead them to an admiration of the works of God.”
  The truth is that the “Tale of Ghanim Ibn Ayyub” is not particularly religious: it is merely a story about devout Muslims trying to live honorably and go about their daily affairs, but there is an understanding that Allah will care for the people who do their best to obey him, even if when the situations get quite complicated.  Similarly, in the tale of “King Umar Al-Numan,” all of the impressive military feats and successes of the Islamic army are attributed to their faith, not their prowess at arms.


Although the heroes of the Thousand and One Nights accord all honor to the “mercies of Allah” when they are saved from tribulations, they do not consider their trials to proceed from Him but typically from Fate, spawned by their own carelessness.  Sinbad the Sailor again serves as a prime example of this humility.  In many of his adventures, the voyage is only intended to be a routine trading expedition and all typical precautions are taken.  The adventures of the first voyage begin when they accidentally moor on whale whose back was overgrown with vegetation because it hadn’t moved in the last thirty years.  He does not, however, blame Allah for the pain he endured after the ship sank: he only thanks Him that he reached land, albeit slightly nibbled on by fishes.  Similarly, when Sinbad is accidentally left behind during his second voyage, he does not blame Allah for allowing such a loyal servant to be abandoned, but blames himself:

Oh miserable fool, why did you so rashly tempt the sea again, when you were living in all delight at Baghdad? Was not your meat, your drink, your clothing, all that could be desired?  Was not there any happiness which you lacked?  Was it as if your first voyage had been unsuccessful?  We belong to Allah and all return to Him at last.

In subsequent voyages, as he faces more frightening monsters and crueler human beings, he does not stop thanking Allah for his rescue or blaming himself for inviting yet another hardship.  His reaction is the same when he is dropped by a ruhk in a stone valley from which there is no escape, while he watches his companions being roasted on spits for ogres and cannibals, when a gigantic serpent eats one of his friends a day, and finally when he is buried alive.
  As he lies in the tomb he reproaches himself: “You deserve this fate, O Sinbad.”


This acquiescence to fate and the will of Allah appears in most of the stories where the characters are forced to deal with catastrophic events.  In the “Tale of Kamar Al-Zaman and the Princess Budur,” when the princess awakes to find her husband gone she does not waste her time bemoaning her now precarious position: she dresses in his clothes and continues the journey assuming his identity.  Even when a king is so impressed by her that he offers the hand of his daughter in marriage she does not panic, but reasons that as she is a devout Muslim the situation will work out in her favor: 

If I tell him that I, Kamar al-Zaman, am already married to the lady Budur, he will answer that the Book allows me four wives… If I tell him the truth, he may force me into marriage with himself, and the story is bound to be noised abroad to my everlasting shame.  If I simply refuse his paternal offer, his love will turn to great hatred, and when I leave his palace, he will set snares to destroy me.  Therefore, I must accept, and let Destiny work itself out in its own way; for who knows what the gulf of the future may hide?  At least, by becoming King, I will have acquired a fair land for Karam al-Zaman when he returns.  As for the consummation of my marriage with the child, I shall have to think out a way.

Later in the tale when her husband has endured yet another thwarted attempt to return to her, he says as he sees the ship sailing out of sight, “Who can tell what calamity hangs over my head?  Yet there is no help save in Allah!” and makes preparations for his eventual departure.
  The prince in “The Tale of the Young Man and the Fishes” faces even more painful and prolonged agony than either Budur or Sinbad: his wife has turned half of him to stone and beats the other half daily.  Even so, he tells the king who has come to rescue him that he waits on the “deliverance of the Sword of Allah/With patient eyes.”
  The stalwart and humble bearing of these Arab heroes and heroines in the face of extreme circumstances shows their intense devotion to religion and shows how fervently they believe that Allah would never give anything but good to His people.

Piety in the Arthurian Legends

The stories of King Arthur are infused with Christian religion and imagery: the good knights are always described as Christian and give frequent confessions to their faith or appeals to God as their strength.  King Ban says, “It shall soon be revenged… for I trust in God mine eure [fate, destiny] is not such but some of them may sore repent this.”
  Later, after Sir Pelleas has fallen in love only to be betrayed by his friend, he conquers his affection by the intervention of Nimue, a Damosel of the Lake.  When he realizes this, he renders his thanks: “And now such grace God hath sent me, that I hate her as much as ever I loved her, thanked be Our Lord Jesus!”
  Yet another beautiful expression of faith is when Beaumains has just beaten six thieves whom he happened upon by chance while they were harassing a weaker lord; when he is thanked and the knight begs him to accept a reward he elegantly declines saying, “I will no reward have, but God reward me.”

In an attempt to discern justice, the king, the accused woman, and the aggrieved knight forcefully evoke the Lord’s name when Sir Mador mistakenly accuses Queen Guenever of poisoning his kinsman.  First, King Arthur refuses to fight for her, not because he does not believe her innocence, but rather because he cannot defend her and maintain his role as impartial arbiter: “Me repenteth of this trouble, but the case is so I may not have ado in this matter, for I must be a rightful judge; and that repenteth me that I may not do battle for my wife, but as I deem this deed came never by her.”
  Rather than abrogate his duty as judge, he appeals to the knights to defend her righteous cause.  The queen’s defense, which convinces many of the knights is simply a religious appeal: “Alas, I made this dinner for a good intent, and never for none evil, so Almighty God me help in my right, as I was never purposed to do such evil deeds, and that I report me unto God.”
  Sir Launcelot defends her honor, and the happy issue of the affair is that, after much It must be noted, however, that although it is clear from the tales that King Arthur and his knights are Christians, their Christianity is not so outwardly obvious in their speech as is the Islamism of the Muslims.

Explicitly Christian imagery of sacrifice and redemption appears throughout these stories.  During the quest for the Holy Grail, before the knights can begin, they must be purified and must prepare their souls for the divine task—a process of purification which has many direct parallels to Biblical themes.  In one adventure, the knights watch as a white hart is pierced, dies and rises again, then later as four identical lions transform into a lion, child, ox, and eagle, the traditional symbols for the four gospel writers.  The death of Sir Percival’s sister likewise provides a powerful symbolic representation of Christ’s sacrificial death in more striking imagery than the visions.  As the band goes about their quest for the Grail, they come upon a castle where the inhabitants threaten them and tell the sister that they require a dish of blood from her so that the lady who owns the castle will not die.  Galahad and Percival object vociferously and, although vastly outnumbered, say “Blame have ye… that brought up such customs, and so God me save, I ensure you of this gentlewoman ye shall fail while that I live.”
  The battle does not happen, because Percival’s sister freely risks her life so that the lady will be cured as soon as she understands what is being asked of her and why.  She tells the lady of the castle, “Madam, I am come to the death for to make you whole, for God’s love pray for me.”
  Although the sister cannot be considered to represent Christ, the parallels are obvious: the quest is doomed unless she willingly offers her life for that of another. 

The Similarities in Piety

King Arthur’s knights, for all that they do call God as witness to their promises and do frequently fight in the name of the Lord, do not use his name as frequently in most expressions as do the Muslims.  For the Muslim characters “Allah be praised” is the most frequently repeated phrase in the collection of tales.  The Arthurian characters are Christian they are less consistent and obviously so.   Also, although Christian festivals mark time in the Arthurian legends, there are far fewer direct statements of faith and fewer still required religious observances.  In many of the tales, Shahrazad states that the character went about his business “after he had performed the necessary ablutions;” Arthur’s Christian knights do not display their religion with the same level of ritual.   The closest to any recurring proclamation of the characters’ religion occurs when they beat non-Christian knights; the losers are required to take baptism, not simply to pledge fealty to Arthur.  This happens very prominently in the tale of Peredur Son of Efrawg.  After beating an evil marauding knight, whose daughter pleads mercy for her father, Peredur assents, saying: “That shalt have it, on condition that thy father and each one of those who are under him go to do homage to the emperor Arthur, and to tell him that it was Peredur his man did this service…. And that you receive baptism.”
  In short, although the Catholic calendar informed the lives of Medieval Christians, the depiction of the heroes reveals Christianity to be a matter displayed only through the hero’s actions and not particularly evident in the speech patterns.   

Loyalty in the Arabian Nights

The next striking characteristic shared by Arthur’s knights and Shahrazad’s admirable characters is their loyalty to their family, friends, or sovereign.  No matter how far the separation or how difficult the task set before them, the faithful servants do not abandon a mission or quest until it is accomplished; this is true both for supporting characters and protagonists.  The devotion to the divinely appointed ruler is one of the most striking and recurring characteristics of all of the respectable characters.  The tales abound with stories of wise and supportive wazirs and slaves serving their masters, caring for their substance when they are absent, and providing sound and reliable advice.  

The Muslim characters are as loyal to their king as they are to Allah.  Perhaps the most striking example of this loyalty towards Sultan occurs in “The Tale of Ghanim Ibn Ayyub and his Sister Fitnah” where Ghanim saves the life of the Sultan’s beautiful favorite. Unaware of her status he makes advances to her which she repulses again and again without an explanation.  Finally he has resolved to take her by force when she reveals her identity and intimacy with the ruler.  As the story continues the girl warms to Ghanim, loses her inhibitions, and throws herself at him.  The knowledge of her position, however, has worked a serious change in the youth and he “did not return her kisses” and reproaches her saying “Allah save me [from taking you] my dear mistress… Can a dog go up in the place of a lion or a slave take that which belongs to his master?”
  In all of the other stories, the honorable servant is defined by loyalty to his master: honorable persons never rebel against an authority structure, even to save their own lives.  In “The Tale of the Woman Cut into Pieces,” the Wazir Jafar, although he and his whole family are about to be executed, does not complain against the decree of the Sultan nor does he attempt to avert the penalty.
  The collection is replete with tales where the success of the mission hinges on the loyalty of the servant, wife, or loyal subject; it is this loyalty alone which is praised and defines the character as being honorable.

Ironically, it is the women and servants in the tales who provide the strongest examples of loyalty.  In “The Tale of Kamar Al-Zaman and the Princess Budur,” it is Budur who finds the way to gain a second kingdom and second wife for her husband before he has returned to her.  In the “Tale of Farizad, Rose-Smile,” the title character’s two brothers are driven by their love for their sister to seek out three fantastic and magical objects for her. When they fail at their quest, several wise men advise the girl that the task is too difficult for a woman, but these admonitions are insufficient to keep Farizad at home. Because her brothers have been turned to stone in their quest on her behalf, she will not be content until she has rescued them or perished in the attempt.  It is her loyalty which is rewarded, for she gets special help along the way, allowing her to be successful.  As the old man tells her, “O Farizad, O king’s daughter, here is the granite ball which will lead you upon your brothers’ tracks…. Yet, as you do not risk your immortal soul for desire to vanquish the impossible, but only from love of your brothers, the impossible shall become your slave.”
   Whereas Farizad’s loyalty makes her task easier because her perseverance and love are rewarded with help, in other cases the loyalty is not honored until the end of the tale.  

In most of the stories in the Arabian Nights, dogged perseverance does bring the tale to a happy issue, but the loyalty is even more striking because the task ought to have been abandoned by anyone with a sense of self preservation—no extra help comes from the loyalty, but the result is blessed in the end.  The damsel in “The Magic Tale of the Ebony Horse” is in yet more dire straights than either Budur, who still has her entire entourage, or Farizad, who is facing very little imminent danger before she sets out on her self appointed quest.  Just as Budur feared that her marriage would not be honored by this new king, who might simply covet her for himself, Shams Al-Nahar is also separated from her lover and finds herself in a vulnerable position.  Kidnapped from her husband by an evil magician and placed in a neighboring king’s harem, she feigns madness so that he will not come near her until her husband has found her.  She manifests this craziness by “beating her breast and tearing her clothes to ribbons” and never once abandons her ploy until she is sure of her husband’s identity.
  Admittedly, she is successful and is happily reunited with her spouse; had she not resorted to abusing herself, however, she feared that the king would have taken her by force, not praised her chastity and loyalty.  The stories show that both the people and the elements of the world can be cruel to the dutiful, but because Allah works out everything for the good of the people who do their duty, the final reward for loyalty is a perfect outcome.

Loyalty for Arthur’s Knights


King Arthur would not have as powerful a hold on the imaginations of readers if it were not for the feats done in his name by the Knights of the Round Table.   Arthur’s knights serve him, bring him honor, are honored by him, and regard those who rebel against him as traitors.  Whenever one of the knights has vanquished a foe, whether at Arthur’s behest or for some other reason, the defeated must go to the king, tell the tale, and receive mercy from him or his queen, for it is not the knight’s place to give it.  When Geraint has finally beaten a boorish knight and avenged the wrong done by him to one of Gwenhwyfar’s maidens, he sends him off: “I grant thee quarter on this condition… that thou go to Gwenhwyfar, Arthur’s wife, to make her amends of the injury done her maiden by thy dwarf.  Sufficient for me, however, is that which I have done to thee for what injury I received from thy dwarf.”
  Similarly, Sir Launcelot has occasion to say more than once, “go unto the court of King Arthur and there shall ye yield you unto Queen Guenever, and put you … in her grace and mercy” even when he beats someone who has not directly wronged the king or the queen.
  It is clear that honor is owed to Arthur because he is the head and to undermine his honor is to attack the entire state.  This appears most clearly during the treason of Launcelot and Guenever.  Launcelot addresses Sir Gawain:


Alas, most noble Christian realm, whom I have loved above all other realms, …and now I shall depart in this wise.  Truly me repenteth that ever I came in this realm, that I should be thus shamefully banished…. And if ye, most redoubted king, will come upon my lands with Sir Gawain to war upon me, I just endure you as well as I may.  But as to you, Sir Gawain, if that ye come there, I pray you charge me not with treason nor felony, for and ye do, I must answer you.

It is clear in this speech that Launcelot will not take the punishment from one of Arthur’s servants, but only from the king himself.  He is holding firmly to his claim of innocence; thus, he will fight off lower executioners of justice, but the honor he owes his king forbids him to defend himself with violence towards his ruler, even if the accusation is false.


The loyalty Arthur’s knights bear towards their king is as real as that which the subjects of Harun Al-Rashid and other rulers in The Arabian Nights bear to their lord, but it is not of so unquestioning a variety.   This appears most clearly when Guenever has been accused of treachery and King Arthur assumes his role as a fair judge but asks if the accuser might be we willing to accept his wife’s plea of innocence.  Sir Mador replies respectfully, but assertively,

My gracious lord… ye must hold me excused, for though ye be our king in that degree, ye are but a knight as we are, and ye are sworn unto knighthood as well as we; and therefore I beseech you that ye be not displeased; for there is none of the four and twenty knights that were bidden to this dinner but all they have great suspicion unto the queen.

Sir Mador shows clearly by his speech that his is unwilling to allow that Arthur is above justice and the laws of knighthood: no matter how much he loves his queen, she must stand trial and, as the arbiter of justice, Arthur cannot show partiality and fight for her.

Generosity within The Arabian Nights


The other exceedingly prominent virtue which appears within The Thousand Nights and One Night is generosity which manifests itself in beneficence to strangers and friends alike, and in kindness to guests.  The protagonists and those who help them display this attribute; often it is the difference between life and death for the hero.  It is one of characteristics which distinguish the “good” characters from the “bad.”  “The Tale of King Umar Al-Numan” centers around the understanding of hospitality: first in Izbrizah’s protection of Sharkan, second in the fireman’s protection of Du Al-Maken.  Du Al-Maken is a youthful price who, while returning from a pilgrimage, becomes deathly ill and is found half-dead by a kindly and pious fireman.  Although the man can barely support his own family, he takes care of the boy until he recovers, sparing no expense.  Ibrizah’s protection of her guest Sharkan is yet more interesting: she is a Christian princess and he an enemy soldier.  When her father’s soldiers invade her house looking for the man she tells them:

[My guest] is a wandering stranger whom I am entertaining. But if he were Sharkan, the laws of hospitality would oblige me to protect him against the whole earth.  It shall never be said that Ibrizah betrayed a guest, when there was bread and salt between them. 
   

This stalwart protection of her guests, although it appears that she is putting her kingdom in danger by harboring the enemy, is rewarded.  First, it allows her to avert war from her father’s kingdom, but more importantly, Sharkan gives her refuge in Baghdad, which is the cause for her eventual conversion to Islam.  In “The Tale of Kamar Al-Kaman,” the young hero’s life is saved by a devout gardener living in a city of infidels.  After bewailing the horrible state of religion and cleanliness in his conquered city the narrator tells us: 

When he had made an end of these words, the gardener saw, by his listener’s face, that the young man was tired and hungry; so he led him to his modest house at the bottom of the garden, and gave him food and drink.  After his guest had eaten, he discreetly questioned him concerning his reason for coming to that place.

In this tale, it is critical to note that the gardener, who takes care of Kamar Al-Zaman, asks nothing of him, accepts no payment, and gives him food and substance before he knows anything about the youth other than the fact that he is a Muslim.  Sinbad the Sailor experiences similar care at the hands of a stranger.  When a ship’s captain has plucked him from almost certain death on a deserted island.   He offers him jewels as a gift and but the man declines, saying:

It is not my custom to ask for payment when I do a good deed. You are not the first whom I have taken up alive out of the sea; I have served many a wrecked mariner and carried his to his own country for Allah’s sake, giving him food, water, and clothes, and also a little something for the expenses of his further journey.  For Allah’s sake men should behave to men as men.

Of all the heroes, Sinbad is the one who profits most from the kindness of strangers; after two of his voyages, captains store his goods for him for years after he is presumed dead.  In both cases, these captains are retaining his goods either to return to his family or to give them to the poor, in the event that they find an impoverished fellow Muslim in need of substance.


The lack of generosity and the abuse of hospitality set the villains apart from the heroes in The Arabian Nights.  The “Tale of the Ebony Horse” relates the story of a magician who violated what he owes to his host by kidnapping the beautiful princess.  Similarly, in “The Tale of Zumurrud and Ali Shar” the evil Christian abuses and violates all standards of hospitality in order to kidnap Ali Shar’s concubine.  The exchange between the parasitical guest and his honorable host clearly highlights some cultural standards of hospitality.  After Ali Shar has noticed the man following him home from the market he tries to leave him behind but the broker follows him and then begs, “Oh, my master… it is quite by chance that I am here.  But now I beg you to give me a mouthful of water, for I am burning with thirst.  Allah will reward you!”  Ali Shar mutters to himself the reason for acquiescence: “As Allah lives, it shall never be said that a Mussulman refused a drink to a mad dog!”
  Each time Ali Shar satisfies his guest’s request, the guest asks for yet another favor until he gives Ali Shar a drugged banana and importunes him to eat it out of friendship.  Like many of the characters he cites the poets as his authority: “The wisdom of nations teaches us that he who refuses to eat with his guest is undoubtedly an ill-born bastard.”
  Only after he has exploited the cultural and religious requirements can the evil Christian kidnap Zumurrud.  The examples of evil, malevolent guests, who abuse their hosts, or potential hosts, and who abuse the misfortune of the heroes, abound in these tales.

Generosity for the Arthurian Legends


Generosity and the associated hospitality are not as prominent or as important virtues within the Arthurian tales as they are within the Muslim tales. Arthur’s ability to give hospitality and grant requests distinguishes him from other men: it is not the cultural norm nor an expectation to be expected of other men.  When the knights ask for hospitality, kind people grant it and those who are selfish do not, but it does not serve as the same character-defining attribute that it does within the Arabian Nights, nor is it so recurring a motif.


Arthur’s hospitality underscores and sustains his rule as a liege lord: several of the tales revolve around coming of a knight or young man of noble birth his request of a gift from the king.  In the tale of Culhwch and Olwen, the entire quest is the result of Culhwch’s request that Arthur would help him win the hand of Olwen, a giant’s daughter.  Arthur as a king has no particular interest in completing a myriad of tasks for Culhwch, but because the youth is of the status where he can ask the boon and since it lies within Arthur’s power, he must grant it.  This is shown by Culhwch’s first speech:

Quoth Arthur: ‘My heart is grows tender towards thee: I know thou art sprung from my blood.  Declare who thou art.’ [Culhwch reveals himself to be Arthur’s cousin; Arthur then says] ‘Truly thou shalt have it, whatever thy mouth and thy tongue shall name.’ ‘God’s truth thereon to me, and the truth of thy kingdom?’ ‘Thou shalt have it gladly.’ ‘My claim on thee is that thou get me Olwen daughter of Ysbaddaden Chief Giant.  And I invoke her in the name of the thy warriors.’

The Mabinogeon shows Arthur’s duty as the gift-giver when Culhwch complains that Arthur has not kept his word to him to deliver the hand of the fair Olwen.
  Culwch’s accusations sting the king because he has assumed responsibility for the quest—since he is able to assist in the achievement, he cannot withhold his interest on the grounds that he has no compelling reason to marry Culwch to Olwen.  Cei’s intervention in the final exchange lays out the demands on Arthur and the limits on Culwch’s expectations:

At the end of the year, when Arthur’s messengers had found nothing, said [Culhwch] ‘Every one has obtained his boon, yet am I still lacking.  I will away and take thine honour with me.’ Said Cei, ‘Ah, chieftain, overmuch dost thou asperse Arthur.  Come thou with us.  Till thou shalt say she exists not in the world, or till we find her, we will not be parted from thee.’

This conversation captures eloquently what other stories also touch on: a promised boon must be granted if it be in the power of the bestower, but the person who requested the boon must be fair in judgment and contribute what he owes.  For Culwch to leave the court with his request unsatisfied would “asperse Arthur,” because he did not give him the opportunity to satisfy the request.  Even if the request is unreasonable, the king loses honor if he fails to satisfy it, thus Cei reproaches Culwch for threatening to leave before the request could have been fulfilled. The quest is successful when Culwch and Arthur join forces to win the maiden’s heart and complete the tasks assigned by her father.

This same motif appears within the story of Beau-mains in a less drastic form: Beau-Mains asks for food and drink for a year.  In the opinion of some of the knights, he has requested to be lazy for a year, but Arthur grants it because it was within his power.  Beau-Mains then proves himself by taking up the quest of a damsel in distress on behalf of Arthur’s court.
  Arthur honors the request as legitimate and recognizes that the request itself proves nothing about the knight.  Sir Gawain even goes so far to say, “I dare lay my head he shall prove a man of great worship.”
  Only Kay and the damsel herself view Beaumains with utter contempt for his request, but even if the request itself does not cast aspersion on the knight’s character, he still must exhibit proof of his valor.  After Beaumains has completed his quest and won the heart of the lady, Arthur, Lancelot, and Gawain’s faith in the youth is justified and Kay and the lady put to disgrace.  This underscores the same idea as the story of Culwch: it is Arthur’s duty to the grant the boon when it is legitimately asked, and a man of good character will ask a boon that will help him: the host assumes the best of his guest, and the guest then later proves himself worthy of the boon.

Striking Differences in the Virtues between the Two Collections


For all of the similarities between King Arthur, Harun al-Rashid, Merlin, Dandan, Sinbad, and Lancelot, there are fundamental differences in the requirements of honor and justice between the Arthurian heroes and the Muslim ones.  Whereas, for the Muslim heroes, honor consists in being a generous host and doing no wrong, the Christian heroes are required to right wrongs and sometimes to fight against all odds to maintain their honor.  Justice is also subtly different within the two sets of tales: in the Arabian Nights there is no way for amends to be made—a crime is forgiven or it is not.  This is absolutely at odds with the portrayal of justice for Arthur’s knights: there is no crime which cannot be pardoned, but penance must be made, even crimes repented for.


For all of their piety, most of Sharharazad’s heroes may be described as fundamentally lazy.  The heroes: the most frequently praised characters and the ones who achieve their aims (such as winning the fortune or marrying the fair princess) are woefully inactive.  In the “Tale of the Second Kalendar,” the prince meets a Jinn’s slave and concubine (she was kidnapped by it the day before her wedding), sleeps with her, and then decides that he is going to summon her husband home early.  When the Jinn appears, however, he is terrified and runs away, leaving the girl to face her husband alone when she begged him all along to stay out of the matter.  Earlier he had made brave promises: “I am going to desire that alcove with its magic inscription, and then the Ifrit will come and I shall kill him.  For a long time it has been my custom to amuse myself by killing Ifrit.”
  But when the Ifrit arrives, the prince cowers in a corner and watches as the Ifrit 

stripped her naked, crucified her between four pegs fastened in the earth, and, putting her to the torture, began to question her.  I could not bear to see this or to hear her sobs, so I ran trembling up the stairs and, reaching the outer air, put back the cover and removed all traces of the entrance…. From this I fell to lamenting my father, my own lost kingdom, and the miserable descent I had made to be a woodcutter.

When he is finally tracked down by the Jinn, he denies everything but when offered the opportunity to kill the girl, she shames him out of it by reminding him that she had just been given the same opportunity and declined it. Thus he says, “Great Jinni, robust and unconquerable hero, if she, as being a woman has neither faith nor reason, found it unlawful to cut off my head and threw away the sword, how can I, who am a man, find it lawful to cut off her head, especially as I have never seen her before?”
  The most disturbing feature of this tale is that he is solely responsible for bringing the judgment upon them, yet he cheerfully flees and leaves her to face the penalty.  One of his friends reveals the cultural attitude towards this action when he says after the tale is completed: “Upon [this one], misfortunes fell solely through the workings of Destiny and Fate.”
  To the Western reader, it would certainly seem that he is responsible, both because he committed the crime he was accused of (by violating the wife of Jinn) and then invited the punishment (by summoning the Jinn home while there was still evidence of his presence).  Even if the reader could justify the adultery, the fact remains that the man knew that the Jinn would be enraged: for him to summon the spirit, then flee leaving his shoes and ax is either the height of carelessness, arrogance, or stupidity.

This lack of responsibility also carries over into a callous disregard for human life; the most flagrant example of this occurs in the “Story of Sinbad.”  During one of his voyages the sailor is buried alive after his wife has died.  He complains, whines, and appeals to justice, before he is thrown into the tomb, but he is finally sealed into it.  In this city, when they bury the living relative with the dead, they give him seven loaves and a pitcher of water.  Although he eats sparingly, he has soon finished this light fare.  Feeling the approach of his own death, he recites the Act of Faith and prepares to give up hope:

When the cover as removed above my head and a dead man was let down in his coffin, accompanied by his wife with seven loaves and a jar of water.  I waited noiselessly possessing myself of a great bone from one of the dead, threw myself upon the woman and brought my weapon down upon her head; I gave her a second and third blow to make sure that she was dead, and then took the seven loaves and the water which kept me alive for several further days.

From a Western, Christian perspective, one notes with surprise that Sinbad follows the profession of his religion with a murder.  He then continues to subsist in this manner and, after he has done this an unspecified number of times, he discovers a way out of the cavern which allows him to set up a camp on an isolated beach.  Even then, he does not have access to food, so he continues to return to the cave for food and water which, as he tells his listeners, “I obtained by dashing out the brains of those who were buried alive.”
  After a boat sees him and pulls him aboard, he once again attributes his salvation to Allah.
  This should not imply the Muslims view murder lightly: to Sinbad’s perspective, the murder in this particular case is excused because the practices of the people are so barbaric that desperate measures are called for.

Inaction, laziness, or anything which can be possibly perceived as dereliction of duty, is roundly condemned all through the Arthurian legends.  Culwch complains about the inaction of the king and almost ‘asperses Arthur’ and the accusation of laziness forces Beaumains to kill several knights before he proves himself to be worthy of his blood.  The same fear of being perceived as lax in duty almost destroys the marriage of Gereint and Enid.  Wed to the beautiful Enid, Gereint, who had been previously noted for his bravery and knightly prowess, has grown lazy.  The noble knight descends from carrying out justice, to fighting in tournaments, to simply going on hunts, to listening to entertainment, finally to dallying in his chamber.  The narrator tells us that “he was losing his noblemen’s hearts… until there was a secret murmuring and scoffing at him by the people of the court because he was so utterly forsaking their company for love of a woman.”
  When his father tells this to Enid and blames her she replies “Not I, by my confession to God… and there is nothing more hateful to me than that.”
  Enid’s devastation at the news and Gereint’s subsequent discovery that she is upset obliges him to go on a quest, beat giants, enforce justice, attack thieves, and otherwise imperil his life until he can convince himself and his wife that he is still a strong and brave knight.


Inattention to one in distress, even when there is another, possibly more pressing concern at hand is equally condemned by the Arthurian heroes. Shortly after his arrival in Arthur’s court, King Pellinor goes off to rescue a lady who was carried away by force. As he rides in pursuit of her, he sees “a damosel [sic] sit by a well and a wounded knight in her arms.”
  She calls to him, “Help me, knight, for Christ’s sake, King Pellinor.”
  But he does not stop for her, the wounded knight dies, and the lady dies of grief after calling down a curse upon the knight who would not help her.  Pellinor succeeds in his quest, but when he returns to Camelot he receives reproaches from Guenever, not the praises he expected: “Ah! Sir Pellinor, ye were greatly to blame that ye saved not the lady’s life.” Even then he does not accept the guilt quickly and it is the seer Merlin who gives him reason for repentance: 

Truly, ye ought sore to repent it, for that lady was your own daughter… and that knight that was dead was her love, and should have wedded her, and he was a right good knight of a young man, and would have proved a good man, and to this court he was coming…. And because ye would not abide and help her, she shall see your best friend fail you when ye be in the greatest distress that every ye were or shall be.  And that penance God hath ordained you for that deed that he that ye shall most trust to of any many alive, he shall leave you there and ye shall be slain.

This story clearly shows that one cannot ignore a pressing task if the requested help can be proffered, even if there is a previous, but not exclusive, obligation.  The fact that Pellinor already had a quest did not exonerate him from ignoring the lady who needed his help when he could have both rescued the first damsel and provided aid to the second with God’s help.


Several of the tales pit Arthur’s knights against overwhelming odds—the most charming occasion occurs in “The Lady of the Fountain.”  This tale lays clear principles for action: no amount of danger furnishes sufficient excuse, and, even if success hangs in the balance, a knight must always be fair.  In this section of the story, Owein has found a damsel in the woods, an old friend who helped him and is now being threatened by two earls because of her high opinion of him.  Owein challenges the two men in order to save her life, but the two younger knights soon have the upper hand.  Fortunately, a lion he had saved earlier in the tale comes to his rescue but the two youths object vociferously, “Ah, chieftan, it was not our compact to fight save with thee alone; and it is harder for us to fight with yonder animal than with thee.”
  Instead of objecting that it was not a fair fight to begin with, Owein locks the lion away and returns to the fight.  Seeing his master being overwhelmed, the lion again intervenes: it breaks out and proceeds to kill both of the youths before Owein has a chance to stop him.
  The moral demands and constraints on Owein in this story are clear: he is obligated to defend the powerless against ridiculous odds, especially since she defended his honor.  Luck or Providence does not abandon this dutiful and brave knight; instead, she affords him extra protection in the form of the lion.  As an honorable man, he does his best to keep the fight even, and he is saved in spite of his precautions.   The Arthurian knights are required to help anyone in need, no matter what the cost or risk they run to their persons, but it is always with the understanding that the Lord will provide the necessary help.  This is markedly different from the Muslim understanding which does not require the men to be proactive in danger and expects them to exercise prudence before rushing into perilous situations.


The next principal difference between the Arab characters and the Christian Knights is the authors’ view of their culpability for crimes and what is required of them for atonement.  King Umar Al-Numan is no paragon of virtue in the Christian sense, but for the purposes of the tale Shahrazad describes him in the most laudatory terms and none of the other characters expresses judgment.  After she describes his military exploits, the narrator says “he had spread the garment of his generosity over all his tributaries, had drowned them in the waters of his benevolence and, out of the greatness of his soul, had spread safety and sweet concord among them all.”
  She also praises his judiciousness in respect to his wives and concubines: since he has four wives and three hundred and sixty concubines, he allows one night to each.  Shahrazad tells her husband that “this was a rule to which he adhered during all his lifetime, so that he became renowned as much for his wisdom as for the strength of his manhood.”
  

According to one reading, this lust for any beautiful woman is the cause of his undoing.  Having bought a pretty slave he sleeps with her without first inquiring after her parentage: in this case she is Saffia, the daughter of the king of Constantinople, and that king is angry that his very marriageable, beautiful daughter is concubine number three hundred and sixty-one to a Muslim; this begins their feud.  King Umar next angers the king of Caesarea by raping his daughter Ibrizah while she is visiting him as his guest.  Finally, the assassination is effected when Mother-of-Calamity gains entrée to the court by offering him five stunningly beautiful well-educated virgins. She uses this ploy to gain his trust and give him a deadly poison.  When his servants find him the next morning, “The king [is] not there, but on his couch there [are] shreds of flesh mingled with black and crumbling bones.”
  The murder can be seen as almost perfect justice because it is vengeance for the fact that he has deflowered two Christian princesses; he fell easy victim to the assassination because he was so fixated on Mother-of-Calamity’s young charges.  

The narrator, however, never holds King Umar Al-Numan responsible.  In Sharhrazad’s estimation, he has done what a judicious and wise ruler with a correct appreciation for women ought to do.  Saffia is very much in love with him. He reproaches her for not letting him know about her parentage so that he could have given her a house in his harem in accordance with her station but she laughingly tells him “Generous King… what could you give me that I have not got? You have heaped benefits upon me, and made me the mother of these two fair little ones.”
  In Saffia’s eyes, her father’s reaction is angling for war because he could not use her as a pawn and make a more advantageous alliance, not because she was pressed into a marriage against her will or dishonored in any way.  Similarly, the King’s death is not because of his actions.  The king of Caesarea rails, “See what the Mussulmans have done to my daughter! The King has ravished her, a slave has killed her, and that which Coral-Pearl is holding her base-born child,” but his grief is immoderate.
  The slave who murdered her does die for his crime later in the story, but the king is treated differently.  When he goes to his Wazir Dandan and complains about his passion, the Wazir does not tell him to control himself; his advice to the King is that if he drugs her, he can sleep with her without her consent, a plan which is pronounced “an excellent plan, so far as I can see the only one.”
  The king’s murder is not the just reward for his action because the action was legitimate; the fault is laid at the feet of “old Mother-of-Calamity, who was the real cause of these misfortunes.”
  

King Umar Al-Numan is not alone in his lack of restraint towards beautiful women: although there are few other instances of rape in the tales, this is because the beautiful young women invariably give in to the fabulous good looks of the young hero.  Umar Al-Numan’s sons acquire concubines periodically through the tale and in one case his eldest son Sharkan impregnates his sister because she has been kidnapped and sold to him and he neglects to ask her name and identity before he takes advantage of her.  When her identity is revealed, the reactions of the two characters are very telling.  Sharkan cries:

What have I done?  How can I have married my own sister?  There is only one way of salvation: I must find her another husband, I must marry her to one of my chamberlains, so that if the thing becomes know I can say that I divorced her before I lay with her.
  

It seems interesting that the way to expiate sin is to make sure that no one hears about it.  Nuzhat’s reaction is very similar: “She came to herself weeping and lamenting, and beat her cheeks, crying, ‘We have fallen into great sin! What shall we do?  What shall I answer when my father and mother ask me where I got my baby?’”
  Nuzhat’s greatest consideration is that the culture considers the act shameful and she and her child will never have a place within her people if the story gets noised abroad, not that she feels covered with guilt.  Her lack of guilty conscience is evident because she is immediately happily married, raises her daughter with motherly pride and affection, and the tale never returns to negative repercussions for the siblings’ sin, nor does any character express regret later.
  The understanding seems to be that since the shameful act was committed in innocence it could not have been avoided.

This view of sin is utterly alien to the morality shown by the Arthurian characters: in most of the Arthurian stories, religion is the succor and support of the good characters, but when they err judgment is introduced.  Perhaps the most telling instance occurs after Arthur has committed his greatest mistake in the collection of tales.  Early in Book I the king discovers that not only has he slept with the wife of another man but she also happens to be his own sister. At the time he meets the woman he has no idea as to her identity, and the husband never discovers the affair, but this does not expunge the sin.  Merlin arrives with the news, “Ye have done a thing that God is displeased with you, for ye have lain with your sister and on her ye have gotten a child that shall destroy you and all the knights of your realm…. Marvel not, for it is God’s will your body be punished for your foul deeds.”
  Later he says coldly to his king, “thou art more near thy death than I am, for thou goest deathward, and God be not thy friend.”
 Arthur explains, apologizes, he attempts to kill all of the children in the realm with the same birth date as his son, but the infant Mordred escapes to prove that God is not thwarted.   All of Arthur’s attempts to avert his deserved fate come to naught and he is not fully justified until the very end of the books where he dies for his sins: the earthly death is inevitable because of sins, but his final salvation is equally assured.

Perhaps the most telling instance of an utterly different view of justice occurs when one compares two stories which are eerily similar in their beginning, but fundamentally different in their conclusions. Both the “Tale of the Woman Cut into Pieces” and one of the episodes in Le Morte d’Arthur have the same premise. In both, a strong young man brutally murders his wife on the suspicion of infidelity with real, but inconclusive proof while the lady protests her innocence.  In the Arabian tale, the wife has been ill and has only barely recovered. Her husband had gone on an extended journey to find apples for her and when he returns with them, she is sicker than before.  Having gone out, he returns and finds a black man with one of the apples who tells him that he got the apple from his mistress. When he demands the fruit from his wife she cannot produce the third apple, so he kills her and places her diced body in a chest, which he deposits in the river.  In the Arthurian story, Laucelot comes upon Sir Pedivere and his lady who have had a quarrel.  As the lady describes it: For because I love and cherish my cousin germain [closely akin], he is jealous betwixt him and me; and as I shall answer to God, there was never sin betwixt us.”
  Shortly thereafter, the knight removes the head of his wife.  At this point, the stories diverge.  When the body of the woman cut into pieces is discovered, the Sultan is initially quite angry; he is, however, won over by her husband, realizes it was an honest mistake and took “under his protection the young man whose wife had been cut into pieces… To make up to him for the loss of his wife he selected a very beautiful virgin to be his concubine, made him a sumptuous allowance an honoured as an intimate and cupmate.”
  Laucelot, however, beats Sir Pedivere, and Queen Guenever passes judgment on him:

This is an horrible deed and a shameful… But this shall I give to your penance, make ye as good shift as ye can, ye shall bear this lady with you on horseback unto the Pope of Rome, and of him receive your penance for your foul deeds; and ye shall never rest one night there as ye do another, and ye go to any bed the dead body shall lie with you.
  

 The Arthurian story ends with the burial of the lady and Sir Pedivere takes on the life of a hermit.   It is clear from these two stories that there is a fundamentally different view of justice: under the Arthurian model, sin produces a stain which must be atoned for; within the Muslim story it is merely a mistake and the only thing to be taken into consideration is whether the sin is likely to be repeated.  Within the Arab stories, it seems that the view of human nature is that most humans (except for the truly evil ones) are fundamentally good, try to be better, and Allah pardons the small errors. Within the Christian stories is the recurring motif of humans making huge errors, repenting for them, and spending the rest of the tale atoning.   

Twenty-first Century Relevance


The question which remains to be asked is: do these stories bear any relevance for morality in the twenty-first century?  These tales are well over seven hundred years old, and changes and cultural interchanges have come about even in the societies we consider the most primitive. Even given the passage of centuries, however, the moral standards remain relatively constant: Westerners visiting Arab lands are still struck by the overt piety, generosity, and wildly foreign views of morality and justice and even in America we still find Arthur’s knights to be sympathetic and worthy of emulation.

The same level of devotional piety seen in the Arabian Nights appears in everyday Muslim society, evident in everything from public calls to prayer to speech patterns.  Prayers are sung publicly from mosques, and religious Muslims consider it a point of honor to pray equally publicly.  In Arabic, if asked “How are you?” the answer is punctuated with the phrase, “El Hamd le Allah” (thanks be to God) and when plans are made they must be qualified by the statement “In shaa’ Allah” (as God wills) if the planner does not wish to offend.  Even the standard greeting used by Muslims is religious in nature: where we might say “hello” the Arabic greeting is, “Al sallam aleikon wa rahmat Allah we barakato” (Peace and mercy and the blessings of God be with you).
  Even in highly secularized Turkey, religion has infused the speech patterns so that the Turks say, “Allah korusun” (may God protect) where we would use “good luck,” “Allah Allah!” where we would say, “my goodness,” “Allahtan” for luckily, or Allahaismarladik, for “goodbye.”
 

The devotional piety of Muslims is further evidenced by the fact that, whereas the twentieth century has seen the decline of Christianity as a state religion, revolutions in many Muslims countries have been inextricably bound to religion.  This is the explanation offered by some analysts for the Iranian Revolution:

There is, ideally, no distinction in Islam between church and state, religion and politics.  The Prophet Muhammad is deemed to have brought from God not only a body of moral and ethical precepts as embodied in the Qur’an, but to have instituted a community of believers governed by him and subject in all affairs, both public and private, to the law of God derived from His Book and from the saying and practice of His prophet. Islam is both religion and polity, ethic and action.

The increase in the level of religious practice in Egypt and Tunisia in the 1980s can be seen in the same light: “Under Islamist pressure, Egypt has formally taken the position that the Shari‘a [Muslim religious law] constitutes the source of legislation for the country…. Tunisia, with its dramatically secularized Islamic family law, is faced with a potentially powerful Islamist movement that seeds to restore the Shari‘a to its rightful place in Muslim society.”
  Good Muslims living within a Muslim country may have serious disagreements with the decisions made by their magistrates, but in a state where the church and state tend operate as one—and this is the ideal, not the exception—there is unlikely to be a forcible pull from the bottom towards less strict practice.


Generosity and welcome given to guests is another very striking cultural difference to a Westerner because it manifests itself in such a different fashion than is typical in Western countries.  From the view of Betty Mahmoody, an American residing in Iran with her husband’s family who hated her enforced stay and detested many of the gestures made by her husband’s family, the family’s generosity was impressive, if objectionable.  Since fat is a delicacy, all of the dishes were smothered in oil.  To the American palate, this is rather unappetizing, but nonetheless it showed that the family would spare no expense to welcome this American family back into their midst.  Far more inclined to view Muslim society graciously, Carolyn Fluhr-Lobben evaluates its importance:

Generosity (Karam) extolled in the ancient Bedouin poetry, is a core value in Arab society the importance of which had not diminished over the centuries or been fundamentally transformed by urban life and empire, by class division and social stratification.  Karama (honor) is a term that characterizes this sense of generosity and moral integrity that is conveyed by it… Karama is one of the best of human attributes... and can be used  interchangeably in meaning with dignity; by extension, a selfish person loses her or his personal dignity.
 

Cultural witnesses also freely testify to observing a desire for peace and predisposition towards contentment (which may be seen as a propensity to laziness) such as is found in the behavior of the characters in Arabian Nights.  Work and duty do have religious significance: to be derelict in one’s duty is a horrible dishonor for “the intertwining of work, prayer and even… leisure, is of great importance.”
  But, “there is, however, no emphasis in Islam upon the virtue of work for the sake of work… In the Islamic perspective, work is considered a virtue in the light of the needs of man and the necessity to establish equilibrium in one’s individual and social life.”
  Just as the Western mindset encourages endless striving towards unattainable goals and thus encourages excessive greed, the Muslim mindset encourages a contentment which sometimes restrains men from useful labor.  People who desire to be at peace with every situation tend also to be content with those bad situations which might have been corrected because they are acclimated to being content with the whatever the status quo.  Even writers who extol the Muslim work ethic have recognized this: “during the last generation, in many Islamic lands, many of the moral qualities of works and the ethical dimension of work have declined or even disappeared, especially in larger urban areas.”
  The explanation offered most frequently is the advent of postmodernism, but the more likely explanation is that postmodernism did not work alone to create new cultural attitudes, but instead modified existing ones to corrupt them; this was easily accomplished in a culture where the ideal life is one of gardens, pleasure, and peace. This is not to imply that Westerners are immune to laziness: in America the lure is couched in terms of entitlement based on what has already been endured rather than the assumption that the easiest, moral route in life is the best and there is no reason to strive harder if limited goals are recognized with relative ease.

Still darker, the view of justice is skewed, even in the twentieth century.  This is obvious to most people who have lived within a Muslim country.  When Betty Mahmoody’s husband informed her that he lied to her and had no intention of returning her and her daughter to America, she appealed to his entire family in tears.  

“Moody swore on the Koran that he would not attempt to keep me here against my will,” I said, wondering how much Baba Hajji heard and understood. “You are a man of God. How can you allow him to do this to me after he promised on the Koran?”


Moody took the floor only briefly. He admitted to the truth of my story that he had taken an oath on the Koran. “But I am excused,” he said. “God will excuse me, because if I did not do it, she would not have come here.”


Baba Hajji’s decision was swift and allowed for no appeal. Reza’s translation declared: “Whatever Daheejon’s wishes are, we will follow.”
 

Other people she met during her stay in Iran were more sympathetic to her plight, but no one was willing to take a proactive role and help her to oppose her husband.  Yet more extreme was the scene in which he had beaten her in the presence of his cousin’s family.  Barely able to move, Betty was comforted by the cousin’s wife Nasserine:


Nasserine sat down on the bed and slipped her arm around my shoulders. “Do not worry about it,” she said. “It is okay.”


“It’s okay?” I said incredulously. “It’s okay for him to hit me like this?…. Why didn’t you help me? Why didn’t you do something?”


Nasserine tried to comfort me as best she could, to help me learn to play by the rules of this horrid land.  “We cannot interfere,” she explained.…. “We cannot go against Daheejon.” Nasserine repeated, “but it is okay.  All men are like this.”


“No,” I replied sharply. “All men are not like this.”


“Yes,” she assured me solemnly.  “Mammal does the same thing to me.  Reza does the same thing to Essey.  All men are like this.”
 

Admittedly Betty had been exasperating her husband, but Nasserine’s response that “all men are like this” is still very telling.  Within their culture a man who is otherwise upright will be forgiven his small excesses and neither correct them nor expiate them, because on the whole he is good and he performs his necessary prayers and ablutions.  

Although it is quite easy to find a “Muslim” society, it is far more difficult to consider a Christian society.  Americans certainly live in a society which the founders considered Christian, but to suggest such a thing at the local public school would incur the wrath of the administration.  Although the state religion of America is certainly not Christianity, it could be argued that the Christian morality is still accepted, even by people who reject the religion, and that writers approaching virtue from a Christian perspective embrace and praise the behavior of Arthur’s knights.  Malory’s collection may have been was completed and published over five hundred years ago, but his moral concerns are still the concerns of Christians within America: the morality described by C. S. Lewis in Mere Christianity and many other writers commentating on fiction and fairy tales is not alien to that of Arthur’s knights.  

Morality, then, seems to be concerned with three things.  Firstly, with fair play and harmony between individuals.  Secondly, with what might be called tidying up or harmonizing the things inside each individual.  Thirdly, with the general purpose of human life as a whole: what man was made for: what course the whole fleet ought to be on.
 

This view of morality is almost a perfect expression of the morality found in the stories of Arthur’s knights.  Lewis, however, although he studied the Medieval tradition extensively, was not writing this commentary about any literary work but rather about the immutable moral principles in contemporary society.

The aspect of morality which Lewis calls “fair play” is what common parlance considers justice, in all of its meanings.  Even retributive justice is still a concept with which most Americans are sympathetic.  This is clear from the fact that such a large debate rages over the death penalty and that many opponents of the death penalty oppose it on utilitarian rather than moral terms.  Further, those who support it are frequently unconcerned with painless efficiency because “pain and suffering are part of the penalty.”
  This would not be an issue if there were not a notion within our culture that crime must be paid for and that even when the wrong cannot be righted, punishment is still appropriate.  As in the case of the knight who murdered his wife, the fact that he did penance did not make her live again, but it was a good for him to punish himself for the crime he committed.  

C. S. Lewis’ very particular Christian view of justice and morality is equally pertinent to the Arthurian vision of morality.   His view of justice is quite as expansive as that carried out by Arthur’s knights:

Justice means much more than the sort of thing that goes on in law courts.  It is the old name for everything we should now call “fairness”; it includes honesty, give and take, truthfulness, keeping promises, and all that side of life.  And Fortitude includes both kinds of courage—the kind that faces danger as well as the kind that “sticks it” under pain.

This is the kind of honor exhibited by the knights: when Sir Owein is defending Luned he has very little realistic hope of success, but since a positive outcome is possible (a supposition that is confirmed by the fact that he wins) and justice would most certainly not be served if he were to abandon her, he fights.  The virtues of “honesty, give and take, truthfulness, and keeping promises,” are equally prominent.  Taken together, it does seem that the virtues extolled in these Medieval stories are still espoused by Christians and are even familiar and comfortable to average, not particularly religious, Americans. Although there are many people who, if asked, would say that Owein takes his duty a bit excessively, there is are very few who would describe his bravery as wrongful imprudence.

Conclusion: The Connection Between Legends and Morals


These observations of cultural norms accord well with standards set forth in the stories: a fact which is not counter-intuitive.  Children do practice what they have seen and heard.  When they see a movie, they frequently act out portions of the story again.  What boy, after seeing Star Wars has not had fantasies about killing storm troopers with a light saber?  If the very actions of the story have such an impact, it stands to reason that the young hero will also learn to recognize who the “bad guys” are and what should be done about them, if not quite as consciously as how the young hero is going to kill them.  These stories are taken seriously because of the kind of being man is: “man in his actions and practice, as well as in his fictions, is essentially a story-telling animal.  He is not essentially, but has become through his history, a teller of stories that aspire to truth… I can only answer the question ‘What am I to do?’ if I can answer the prior question ‘Of what story or stories do I find myself a part?’”

Admittedly, the influences on people in any time, especially the twenty-first century, are many, and, especially in America there is confusion and disagreement about legitimate moral codes.  This confusion, however, only further supports the link of stories to cultural identity because the conflicts show themselves in our stories.  Popular literature includes everything from the heroic, sacrificing mice of the Redwall series who are always trusting, honorable, and noble to the brotherhood in Song of Solomon which has sworn to protect the black community by avenging every crime committed against one of its members, eye for eye, murder for murder.  Milkman Dead (the main character in Song of Solomon) has a moral code very much at odds with that of Sir Percival’s sister, but he is considered “thought provoking” because he is outside of the cultural mainstream and what is really socially expected behavior.  A modern reader may find her sacrifice extreme but no one will find her less honorable for having willingly given her life for another. Even given that popular sentiment in America is migrating farther from a Christian view of morality, however, we are still profoundly affected by the values of heroes who appear in our stories from ages past.  The same is true of more foreign cultures: in some readings, the Koran can seem to promulgate the same definitions of honor as the Bible, but in practice, Arab Muslim counties have a different code of honor from the Christian countries in the West.  

This difference in the honor code is plain in the stories of the respective regions; both cultures require their heroes to be pious, loyal to their leaders and families, and responsible.  Exactly what loyalty entails and who is required to be served is, however, markedly different within the two collections.  A higher level of sacrifice and more complete level of devotion to justice is required of the Christian knights; when an error is made it can be pardoned, but it is not pardoned until the sin has been expiated, usually by further toil.  The Muslim system imposes fewer duties upon its heroes, but then is harsher on those who fail to achieve the standard as set forth, and there is no mercy for those who fall to the level of villainy.  Understanding these fundamental differences which are clearly displayed within the stories, aids in understanding the values held by the culture even hundreds of years after the stories were written down, so long as the legends are retained. They aid in teaching children, and reminding adults, what the code of honor is and what is expected of them as human beings.
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