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Abstract
Language and religion are two fundamental forces that shape the culture and identity of a
society. Literature serves as a powerful medium through which religious beliefs, cultural
values, and philosophical ideas are preserved and transmitted across generations. This paper
examines the relationship between religion, culture, and literature with special reference to
English and Tamil literary traditions. It explores how devotional and religious literature
contributed to the moral, spiritual, and intellectual development of society. The study also
highlights the significance of comparative literature in promoting intercultural understanding
by identifying similarities and differences among literary traditions across the world. In
addition, the paper emphasizes the role of translation studies in bringing regional literary works
into the sphere of world literature.
Keywords: Religion, Culture, Comparative Literature, Tamil Literature, English Literature,
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Introduction

Language and religion play a vital role in the formation and preservation of culture.
Literature acts as an important medium through which the principles, beliefs, and values of
religion are propagated. Therefore, understanding the literary classics of a society becomes

essential for comprehending the cultural and spiritual foundations of that society. Literature not

Received 30 March 2026, Accepted 3 Mayl 2026 1


https://fssrjournal.org/index.php/fssr/issue/view/9
https://doi.org/10.24113/v734d049
mailto:princyalackal@gmail.com

Frontiers in Social Sciences Research Volume 2, Issue 5, May 2026

only reflects human emotions and experiences but also provides valuable insights into the
traditions, customs, and ideologies of different communities.

The world consists of diverse cultural groups that follow different traditions and
practices. In such a multicultural environment, mutual understanding and respect among
societies become essential for peaceful coexistence. Comparative literature emerges as an
important academic discipline that promotes intercultural understanding by studying literary
works across languages, nations, and cultures. Scholars engaged in comparative literary studies
are expected to approach texts without prejudice or narrow regional attitudes.

Gayatri Spivak, in Death of a Discipline, argues that a new form of comparative
literature is necessary to challenge the dominance of powerful cultures over emerging literary
traditions. According to her, comparative studies should move beyond the limitations of
Western literary paradigms and include marginalized and regional literatures from around the
world. Comparative literary scholars therefore attempt to identify similarities and differences
between literary works produced in different cultural and linguistic contexts while also
examining the intercultural relationships reflected in those works.

A comparative study in a transnational context requires scholars to understand the
cultural, social, religious, and historical background of the selected texts. Themes, myths,
social structures, and religious movements become important areas of analysis. Comparative
literature thus encompasses regional, national, international, and world literatures, enabling
readers to appreciate the richness and diversity of global cultures.

Understanding Culture and Literature

The word culture is derived from the Latin term cultura, meaning cultivation. In a
broader sense, culture refers to the intellectual, moral, and spiritual development of human
beings. Just as land must be cultivated for crops to grow, the human mind requires knowledge,

experience, and intellectual engagement for its development.
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Human growth depends upon both primary and secondary sources of knowledge.
Primary knowledge is acquired through direct personal experiences, while secondary
knowledge is obtained through books, education, and literary works. Literature therefore
becomes a significant tool for intellectual and cultural enrichment.

Throughout history, religions have played an important role in shaping civilized
societies by promoting moral values and spiritual awareness. Literary works associated with
religion have served as vehicles for spreading ethical principles and preserving cultural
traditions.

Impact of Religion on Literature

Religious principles are often communicated through various literary forms such as
poetry, prose, short stories, novels, and drama. Literature records the social, political, and
religious movements of a society and reflects the emotional and spiritual experiences of people.

Bhakti Literature in Tamil Tradition

Bhakti literature occupies a prominent place in Indian literary history. The term Bhakti
refers to devotional literature composed to express spiritual devotion and propagate religious
values. Although religions differ in beliefs and practices, most of them aim to promote moral
conduct and social harmony.

Tamil literature from the Sangam period contains several references to Hindu religious
beliefs and practices. The celebrated Tamil poet Auvaiyar composed devotional poems praising
Lord Muruga, who is worshipped as the God of the Tamil language. Muruga is often
represented as a youthful deity symbolizing wisdom and spiritual growth. His weapon, the Vel,
represents knowledge and enlightenment.

One of the important devotional literary works dedicated to Lord Muruga is

Thirumurugatrupadai, a classical Tamil anthology praising the deity. These poems reveal the
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richness of Tamil devotional poetry and demonstrate how poets expressed their spiritual
experiences through literature.
Medieval Tamil Devotional Literature

During the medieval period, Bhakti literature flourished in Tamil Nadu through the
works of the Alwars and Nayanmars. The Alwars were Vaishnavite saints devoted to Lord
Vishnu, while the Nayanmars were Saivite saints devoted to Lord Shiva. Their devotional
hymns, namely the Divya Prabandham and Thevaram, remain important literary and religious
texts in Tamil tradition.

Although conflicts occasionally existed between Saivite and Vaishnavite communities,
the devotional poetry of this period primarily emphasized spiritual experience, divine love, and
emotional surrender to God. Many scholars translated Sanskrit religious works into Tamil so
that ordinary people could access spiritual knowledge. As a result, literature became a bridge
between religion and the common public.

Religious Influence on English Literature

Religious themes also played a significant role in the development of English literature
during the medieval period. Similar to the role of Sanskrit in India, Latin functioned as the
primary language of theological and religious scholarship in Europe.

One important religious work of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries is Le Chasteau
d’Amour by Robert Grosseteste. This allegorical poem praises the Virgin Mary and presents
Christian theological concepts through the symbolic image of a castle and its defenders.

The Middle English period was greatly influenced by French following the Norman
Conquest of England in 1066. The introduction of French-speaking rulers enriched the English
language and transformed English literary traditions.

Another significant religious writer of medieval England was Richard Rolle of

Hampole, a fourteenth-century mystical writer known for his devotional works. Rolle’s
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writings focused on personal spiritual experience and devotional piety, although some critics
argued that his works reflected personal religious biases.

Thus, both English and Tamil medieval literature demonstrate the strong influence of
religion on literary expression. Devotional poetry and prose became important means of
expressing love, faith, gratitude, and moral values.

Religion, Literature, and Human Values

Religious literature across cultures often shares universal themes such as love,
compassion, virtue, and goodwill. Human beings have historically attempted to establish a
spiritual connection with supernatural powers while also guiding society through ethical
principles and moral teachings.

Surendranath Dasgupta observes that the individuality of different cultures can be
recognized through their artistic and spiritual expressions. Although cultures and religions may
differ externally, their literary works frequently emphasize common human values and spiritual
ideals.

Art and literature possess the ability to communicate complex ideas effectively to
ordinary people. Religious poets and writers therefore used literature as a medium to spread
messages of peace, morality, and social harmony.

Comparative Literature and Translation Studies

The comparative study of literature enables readers to understand and appreciate
cultural diversity. It helps scholars analyse literary works from different languages and
traditions while promoting respect for other cultures. Translation studies play a crucial role in
comparative literature because they make regional literary works accessible to a global
audience. Through translation, important texts written in local languages become part of world

literature. Jahan observes that every literary translation involves a comparative function,
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especially in multilingual countries like India. Despite criticism from some scholars, translation
remains an essential component of comparative literary studies.

The global spread of religious texts such as the Bible and the Bhagavad Gita
demonstrates the importance of translation in transmitting cultural and spiritual ideas. Former
Indian President Dr. A.P.J. Abdul Kalam frequently quoted verses from the Bhagavad Gita in
his speeches, reflecting its universal appeal. Susan Bassnett also highlights the growing
importance of translation studies as an independent academic discipline closely connected to
linguistics and comparative literature. Institutions such as the Sahitya Academy, India’s
National Academy of Letters founded in 1954, have contributed significantly to the promotion
and translation of regional Indian literatures.

Conclusion

Although some critics question the standards and methods of comparative literature,
the discipline continues to play a vital role in strengthening intercultural relationships.
Comparative literature helps uncover valuable literary works from marginalized cultures and
introduces them to the global literary community.

In the modern technological age, cultural studies have evolved into a multidisciplinary
field where shared human values and collective ideologies receive greater importance. Scholars
of comparative literature must therefore possess a deep understanding of the cultural and social
contexts of the texts they study.

Religious and devotional literature in both English and Tamil traditions demonstrates
how literature can shape civilization, promote moral values, and foster spiritual awareness. By
studying literary works comparatively, readers gain not only literary knowledge but also a
broader understanding of humanity and cultural diversity.
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