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Abstract

This study examines the intricate intersection of Islamic thought and Arabic
literature within the Nigerian context, highlighting their profound influence on
cultural, religious, and intellectual paradigms. By tracing their historical evolution,
the research reveals how these narratives have shaped identity formation, social
cohesion, and education while remaining dynamic in the face of modern challenges.
The analysis draws on historical texts, oral traditions, and contemporary works to
illustrate the enduring adaptability of these traditions. Through a multidisciplinary
approach, the study emphasises Nigerian Arabic literature's thematic richness and
stylistic diversity, demonstrating its capacity to address contemporary issues such
as corruption, gender equity, and social justice. The findings show the
transformative potential of this interplay, with implications for education reform,
cultural policy, and interfaith dialogue. Ultimately, this research contributes to a
deeper understanding of Nigeria's intellectual heritage and offers pathways for
leveraging this intersection to foster inclusivity and social harmony.
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INTRODUCTION

The rhetorical interplay between Islamic thought and Arabic
literature in Nigeria represents a deeply rooted and evolving
intellectual tradition that continues to shape the country’s religious,
cultural, and socio-political landscapes. Far from being isolated
phenomena, Islamic philosophy and Arabic literary expression have
historically converged to form a mutually reinforcing discourse
through which faith, identity, and knowledge are articulated and
transmitted within Nigerian Muslim societies. This convergence can
be traced to the eleventh century, when Islam entered the region
through trans-Saharan trade networks. Alongside religious doctrines,
the Arabic language and its literary forms were introduced and
gradually adopted as authoritative vehicles for spiritual instruction,
moral formation, and cultural communication (Abdalla, 2025; Bhatt et
al., 2025; Hassan, 2023; Salem, 2021). Over time, this epistemological
matrix took firm root, particularly in northern Nigeria, giving rise to
enduring centres of Islamic scholarship such as Kano, Katsina, and
Sokoto. These centres reached their intellectual and institutional
zenith during the establishment of the Sokoto Caliphate in the early
nineteenth century, a politico-religious formation that placed Islamic
knowledge production and Arabic literary creativity at the core of
governance, reform, and social organization (Bunza, 2020; Sule, 2024).

The intellectual legacy of the Sokoto Caliphate is inseparable
from the contributions of its foundational figures, notably Shehu
Usman dan Fodio, Nana Asma’u, and Abdullahi dan Fodio, whose
writings exemplify the fusion of theological reasoning and literary
eloquence in Arabic. Their works did not merely articulate abstract
legal or spiritual ideals; they engaged directly with the lived realities
of their societies, advancing arguments for justice, education, moral
accountability, and communal reform (Bashar, 2025; Musa et al., 2024;
Shehu & Muhammad, 2025). Through Arabic poetry, juridical
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treatises, and theological commentaries, these scholars established a
discursive tradition that proved resilient in the face of later colonial
disruption and postcolonial reconfiguration, sustaining its relevance
across shifting historical contexts.

The colonial encounter of the early twentieth century introduced
a new ideological and educational regime that marginalised Islamic
epistemologies and disrupted indigenous literary and religious
structures. In response, revivalist currents emerged within Nigerian
Muslim communities, seeking to reclaim Islamic intellectual
autonomy through renewed investment in Arabic literary production
and the revitalisation of Islamic thought (Hassan, 2023; Sheikh, 2025).
This revivalist impulse was not merely reactionary. Rather, it
generated creative syntheses in which local cultural forms, especially
oral traditions, were mobilised as effective vehicles for Islamic moral
instruction. Nana Asma’u’s literary corpus, for instance, demonstrates
this synthesis through its integration of Hausa oral poetry with Arabic
Islamic themes, thereby expanding women’s access to religious
knowledge and social participation (Alidou, 2025; Jeffers, 2024; Mack,
2021). Similarly, reformist scholars such as Shaykh Adam Abdullah
al-Ilory responded to the challenges of modernity by combining
classical Islamic curricula with innovative pedagogical strategies,
particularly within the institutional framework of the Arabic school
(Alabi, 2021). These adaptations illustrate not only the resilience of
Islamic thought and Arabic literature in Nigeria but also their capacity
to negotiate and shape changing socio-historical conditions.

In the postcolonial and contemporary periods, the convergence
of Islamic thought and Arabic literary expression has continued to
exert significant influence across education, cultural policy, and
interfaith engagement. The evolution of the madrasa into hybrid
institutions that incorporate both Islamic and secular subjects reflects
a sustained commitment to harmonising spiritual and worldly
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knowledge, a defining feature of the Islamic intellectual tradition
(Babatunde et al., 2025; Kurfi, 2022; Zubairu, 2025). At the same time,
contemporary Arabic literary production in Nigeria has become an
active site for interrogating pressing social concerns, including
corruption, gender equity, and social injustice, often through explicitly
Islamic ethical frameworks (Yusuf, 2025). These developments
underscore the continuing relevance of Arabic and Islamic discourses
as resources for addressing the moral and civic challenges of modern
Nigerian life.

Despite this vitality, the enduring synergy between Islamic
thought and Arabic literature faces persistent challenges. Linguistic
and educational barriers limit access to classical texts, extremist
appropriations distort mainstream Islamic teachings, and systemic
weaknesses constrain the integration of Islamic intellectual heritage
into broader educational and cultural infrastructures. These tensions
highlight the need for sustained scholarly inquiry into how Islamic
and Arabic discourses are preserved, transformed, and contested
within contemporary Nigerian contexts (Garba, 2023; Nwankwo,
2024).

This study therefore undertakes a diachronic analysis of the
rhetorical convergence between Islamic thought and Arabic literature
in Nigeria, tracing their development from the precolonial period,
particularly the intellectual flowering of the Sokoto Caliphate,
through the colonial and postcolonial eras, to their contemporary
manifestations. It examines how theological, juridical, and mystical
dimensions of Islamic intellectual traditions, collectively framed here
as Islamic thought, are articulated, refracted, and sustained through
Arabic literary forms. The term Arabic literature is used in an inclusive
sense to encompass classical and modern Arabic texts, including
poetry, prose, and exegetical works, produced within Nigeria or by
Nigerian scholars, with attention to their rhetorical strategies,
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thematic preoccupations, and sociolinguistic adaptations. By critically
engaging with these converging discourses, the study seeks to
illuminate the enduring significance of Islamic and Arabic intellectual
traditions in shaping Nigeria’s cultural and ideological landscape (El
Naggar, 2024).

Against this backdrop, the study is guided by four interrelated
objectives. First, it seeks to examine how Arabic literary forms have
historically mediated Islamic thought within Nigerian Muslim
societies. Second, it analyses the rhetorical strategies through which
Islamic scholars deploy Arabic literature to address moral,
educational, and sociopolitical concerns across different historical
periods. Third, it explores the civic and pedagogical implications of
this interplay, particularly in relation to identity formation, gendered
knowledge transmission, and the construction of ethical vocabularies
in public life. Finally, the study reflects on the contemporary relevance
of this intellectual tradition, identifying lessons for education, cultural
policy, and interfaith engagement in modern Nigeria.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The relationship between Islamic thought and Arabic literature
in Nigeria is rooted in long-standing processes of historical, cultural,
and intellectual transformation. From the eleventh century onward,
the gradual diffusion of Islam into the region facilitated the
incorporation of Islamic epistemologies into indigenous political,
educational, and social structures. This process was mediated largely
through trans-Saharan commercial and scholarly networks that linked
northern Nigeria with North Africa and the wider Islamicate world
(Dewiere, 2023; Thurston, 2022). As a result, urban centres such as
Kano, Katsina, and Sokoto emerged as important hubs of Islamic
learning and Arabic literary production, a development that
culminated in the establishment of the Sokoto Caliphate in the early
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nineteenth century. Within this polity, Arabic was institutionalised as
the principal language of religious scholarship, administration, and
reformist discourse, thereby consolidating its centrality to Islamic
intellectual life in northern Nigeria (Bakare, 2025; Buba, 2021).

Within this historical context, Arabic literature developed not
merely as a vehicle for religious instruction but as a sophisticated
medium for intellectual engagement with moral, political, and
epistemological questions. The writings of Shehu Usman dan Fodio
exemplify this convergence of theology, law, and rhetoric. His
reformist vision is articulated most clearly in foundational works such
as Bayan Wujub al-Hijra and Kitab al-Amr bi al-Ma 'riif, in which juridical
reasoning is inseparably linked to ethical exhortation and social
critique. Through these texts, dan Fodio deployed Arabic prose to
address questions of legitimate authority, moral accountability, and
communal reform within the specific socio-political conditions of
nineteenth-century Hausaland (Ogunnaike, 2020; Yaseen, 2025). His
scholarship illustrates how Arabic literary forms functioned as
instruments of both doctrinal clarification and social transformation.

Closely associated with this intellectual project were the
contributions of Abdullahi dan Fodio and Nana Asma’u, whose works
expanded and diversified the literary expression of Islamic thought
within the Sokoto milieu. Abdullahi dan Fodio’s writings extended
the reformist agenda through more technical theological and legal
exposition, reinforcing the intellectual foundations of the Caliphate’s
moral vision. Nana Asma’u, by contrast, represents a distinctive
pedagogical and literary intervention. Her didactic poetry,
particularly compositions such as Wakar Yantaru and elegiac texts like
Lamentation for ‘A’isha, demonstrates how Arabic and Hausa poetic
forms were mobilised to advance women’s education, moral
instruction, and communal cohesion. Through these works, Nana
Asma’u translated Islamic ethical principles into accessible literary

364 | Millah Vol. 25, No. 1, February 2026



Islamic Thought and Arabic Literature in Nigeria

forms, effectively bridging elite scholarship and popular pedagogy
while foregrounding gender as a critical dimension of Islamic
knowledge transmission (Muazu, 2025; Reese, 2014; Saul, 2006; Soares,
2014).

The institutionalisation of Islamic learning through madrasas
and the circulation of handwritten Arabic manuscripts further
reinforced the centrality of literature in sustaining Islamic intellectual
continuity. Arabic texts functioned simultaneously as repositories of
authoritative knowledge and as pedagogical tools through which
Islamic norms were transmitted across generations. This manuscript
culture not only preserved doctrinal traditions but also enabled local
adaptation, allowing scholars to respond creatively to changing social
realities (Sani & Anwar, 2020).

The imposition of British colonial rule in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries profoundly disrupted this intellectual
ecosystem. Colonial educational policies privileged Western secular
curricula and marginalised Arabic and Islamic forms of learning,
effectively displacing them from formal state institutions. Yet this
marginalisation paradoxically stimulated a renewed Islamic literary
and educational revival. In response to colonial epistemological
dominance (Aziz, 2026; Milligan, 2020; Mirza, 2024; Nakissa, 2022),
Muslim scholars sought to reclaim Islamic intellectual autonomy by
revitalising Arabic scholarship and rethinking pedagogical strategies.
A prominent figure in this revival was Shaykh Adam Abdullahi al-
Ilory, whose reformist vision is articulated in works such as Ad-Din
Nasiha. Through this and related texts, al-Ilory advanced a model of
Islamic education that sought to reconcile classical scholarship with
modern organisational and instructional methods. His intellectual
project reflects a sustained effort to negotiate continuity and change,
preserving Islamic epistemic authority while adapting to the demands
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of modern educational contexts (Al-Kiyumi & Hammad, 2020; Al-
Shugqairat et al., 2025).

The postcolonial period witnessed further diversification in
Nigerian Arabic literary production, as scholars engaged new themes,
audiences, and stylistic innovations. Zakariyya Idris Oseni occupies a
pivotal position in this phase. His work Al-Mahdiubat al-Adabiyya
represents a significant moment in the evolution of Nigerian Arabic
literature, blending classical poetic conventions with contemporary
concerns such as social justice, moral decay, and political
accountability. Oseni’s writings illustrate how Arabic literature
continued to function as a critical medium for ethical reflection in the
postcolonial Nigerian state (Getachew & Mantena, 2021; Ndlovu-
Gatsheni, 2021). Similarly, the poetic interventions of Umar Ibrahim
demonstrate the adaptability of Arabic as a language of social critique,
particularly in addressing corruption, inequality, and governance
failures through metaphor, irony, and modernist stylistic devices
(Alwagaa, 2025; Hammond, 2022).

Thematically, Nigerian Arabic literature exhibits a wide range of
concerns, including religious instruction, moral education, social
equity, and resistance to political oppression. The political treatises of
Usman dan Fodio, for example, integrate theological reasoning with
sustained critiques of leadership and social injustice, grounding
political authority within a moral and spiritual framework (Chigbu et
al., 2025; Idoko, 2022). Nana Asma’u’s poetic engagement with
women’s education and communal ethics exemplifies a parallel
concern with social reform, articulated through culturally resonant
literary forms (Jeffers, 2024). Stylistically, this corpus is marked by
hybridity, combining classical genres such as qasida and magama with
vernacular idioms and performative elements drawn from Hausa oral
culture. Oseni’s poetry exemplifies this synthesis, while Umar
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Ibrahim’s modernist verse further expands the expressive possibilities
of Arabic literature in Nigeria.

This literary tradition is inseparable from broader processes of
cultural syncretism and identity formation. The Islamisation of
identity in Nigeria involved the adoption of Arabic language, texts,
and calligraphic practices as markers of religious affiliation and
scholarly legitimacy (Alidou, 2025). The works of Nana Asma’u are
particularly instructive in this regard, as her integration of Hausa
proverbs and performance poetry reflects a deliberate effort to
harmonise Islamic orthodoxy with local cultural expression (Hima,
2020; Naylor, 2021). Likewise, the writings of dan Fodio and his
intellectual circle were deeply attuned to the social and political
realities of their environment, producing a reformist discourse that
was simultaneously locally grounded and universally oriented.

The colonial encounter intensified the urgency of preserving
Islamic cultural and intellectual identity, giving rise to revivalist
literary efforts that sought to reaffirm Islam’s ethical and
epistemological centrality. Arabic literature functioned as a medium
of resistance, identity reclamation, and intellectual continuity, even as
it incorporated elements of modernity (Akhtar et al., 2023; Al-
Shuqairat et al., 2025). Contemporary scholars such as Oseni and
Umar Ibrahim have extended this legacy by engaging the socio-
political challenges of postcolonial Nigeria, thereby sustaining
Arabic’s relevance as a living language of critique and moral reflection
(Mami, 2022; Salhi, 2023).

In recent decades, the interaction between Islamic thought and
Arabic literature has expanded into digital spaces, marking a new
phase in Nigerian Islamic intellectual history. The use of online
platforms for disseminating sermons, texts, and poetry has
transformed modes of authority, access, and participation. Studies on
Islamic cyber practices in northern Nigeria demonstrate how digital
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media reshape religious discourse, enabling new forms of engagement
while also raising questions about authority and authenticity. This
digital turn underscores the continued adaptability of Arabic
literature and Islamic thought as they negotiate historical continuity
alongside contemporary technological realities (Ibrahim, 2022).

The literature reveals a dense and evolving constellation of
rhetorical, theological, and literary practices that continue to shape
Nigeria’s Islamic intellectual heritage. The convergence of Islamic
thought and Arabic literature emerges not as a static historical
phenomenon, but as a living discourse that draws on inherited
traditions to address present challenges and imagine future
possibilities within Muslim Nigeria.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Discursive Convergence of Islamic Thought and Arabic Literary
Practice in Nigeria

The convergence of Islamic thought and Arabic literature in
Nigeria emerges from the analysis as a discursive tradition shaped by
historical continuity, theological reasoning, and sustained socio-
cultural negotiation. Rather than functioning as parallel or
autonomous domains, these epistemic formations operate within a
shared intellectual ecology in which Arabic serves simultaneously as
the language of revelation, a medium of literary creativity, and a
vehicle for pedagogy and ethical instruction (Ibrahim, 2022). Within
Nigerian contexts historically connected to trans-Saharan Islamic
scholarship, this interaction has generated a durable corpus of Arabic
literary production that translates Islamic theological principles into
culturally legible rhetorical forms.

A recurring thematic axis across this corpus is the articulation of
tawhid (the unity of God), which structures both literary content and
moral orientation. As observed, tawhid constitutes the ontological
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foundation of Islamic thought and consistently informs Arabic poetic
and prose traditions as both doctrinal assertion and existential
demand (Aweida, 2025; Kazeem, 2022; Yaseen, 2025). Nigerian Arabic
poets and prose writers repeatedly organise their compositions
around affirmations of divine oneness, drawing on Qur anic
intertextuality and Prophetic traditions to fuse metaphysical reflection
with didactic purpose. This pattern demonstrates how theological
commitment and rhetorical form coalesce to produce literature that is
simultaneously devotional and instructive.

Closely related to this theological focus is the use of Arabic
literary expression as a medium for moral enlightenment and ethical
formation. Qur anic injunctions and hadith-based teachings are not
merely cited but narrativised, stylised, and embedded within
culturally resonant rhetorical frames (Ayodeji, 2021). Through this
process, Arabic literature functions as a pedagogical instrument
through which Islamic ethical concepts such as ‘adl (justice), ikhlas
(sincerity), and taqwa (piety) are localised and internalised across
diverse linguistic and social settings. The results indicate that ethical
instruction is not ancillary to literary production but constitutes one
of its central communicative functions.

Mystical discourse further intensifies this convergence,
particularly through the sustained influence of Sufi aesthetics and
symbolism. The Sufi tradition, characterised by metaphor, paradox,
and affective language of longing, permeates Nigerian Arabic literary
culture. Poetic texts authored by mystic-scholars encode themes of
divine love, spiritual struggle, and inner purification, drawing readers
into an experiential engagement with Islamic cosmology (Aweida,
2025; Ben Hammed, 2022). This mystical register reinforces Arabic
literature’s role not only as a vehicle of doctrine but as a medium for
cultivating interior transformation, thereby expanding the scope of
pedagogy beyond formal instruction into embodied spiritual practice.
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Institutional contexts play a decisive role in sustaining these
literary-theological dynamics. Nigeria’s extensive network of madaris,
Qur’anic learning centres, and advanced seminaries has historically
functioned as the primary site for the transmission of Arabic literacy
and Islamic knowledge. These institutions reinforce the centrality of
reading, interpreting, and producing Arabic texts as core components
of religious formation (Felsenthal & Agbaria, 2023). The findings
suggest that Arabic literature operates here as both curriculum and
method, shaping communal identity through disciplined engagement
with textual authority.

Translation practices further consolidate this intellectual
symbiosis by mediating access to authoritative texts. Nigerian
scholars’ efforts to translate the Qur’'an, Prophetic traditions, and
juridical writings into Arabic and local languages have expanded the
reach of Islamic knowledge beyond elite scholarly circles. Ringim'’s
analysis of 'Abdullah bin Fodio’s translation strategies and Solihu’s
documentation of early Yoruba Qur’an translations reveal how
fidelity to classical meaning is negotiated alongside sensitivity to
indigenous cultural grammars. These acts of translation emerge not as
neutral linguistic transfers but as interpretive interventions that
reaffirm Arabic literature’s role as a bridge between textual authority
and lived religious experience (Yenprasit & Naknawa, 2025).

Thematic coherence becomes more visible when examined
through the contributions of seminal figures whose works exemplify
distinct dimensions of this convergence. Shaykh Usman dan Fodio
(1754-1817) emerges in the analysis as a paradigmatic figure of moral
reform and political ethics articulated through Arabic literary forms
(Ngom et al., 2023). His writings, including ‘Umdat al-Muta ‘abidin,
‘Umdat al-Bayan, and lhya’ al-Sunna wa lkhmad al-Bid'a, integrate
jurisprudential reasoning with ethical exhortation, frequently
employing Qur’anic allusion and Sufi metaphor (Aweida, 2025;
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Demircigil, 2025; Elmahjub, 2021). In Bayan Wujub al-Hijra, migration
(hijra) is framed as both a legal obligation and a moral imperative
under conditions of religious corruption, illustrating how literary
rhetoric is mobilised to legitimise reformist action (Zehnle, 2020). Dan
Fodio’s work thus exemplifies the use of Arabic literature as a medium
for ethical mobilisation and political critique.

In contrast, the intellectual legacy of Shaykh Adam ‘Abdullahi
al-Ilory (1917-1992) illustrates the thematic cluster of educational
reform and authority negotiation. Through texts such as Ad-Din
Nasiha (1992), Al-Islam al-Yawm wa Ghadan fi Nijiriya (1990), and Tarikh
ad-Da ‘wa wa Du ‘at (1965), al-Ilory addresses the challenges posed by
modern education, secularism, and postcolonial dislocation. His
Arabic prose combines classical stylistic discipline with explicit
concern for pedagogical renewal, redefining scholarly authority in
contexts where traditional ‘ulama’ institutions were increasingly
marginalised. The findings show that al-Ilory’s rhetoric positions
Arabic literature as a tool for reasserting intellectual legitimacy while
adapting Islamic pedagogy to contemporary realities.

Nana Asma'u (1793-1864) exemplifies a distinct yet
complementary thematic configuration centred on gendered
pedagogy and enlightenment. Writing in Arabic, Fulfulde, and Hausa,
her poetry deploys literary expression as a means of expanding
women’s access to Islamic knowledge. Works such as Lamentation for
‘A’isha intertwine personal reflection with communal instruction,
demonstrating how Arabic literary forms can sustain affective depth
while serving pedagogical ends. The analysis highlights her role in
reconfiguring educational authority, showing that women were not
peripheral but central to the production and dissemination of Islamic
knowledge in West African Muslim societies.

Other figures, including Isa Alabi Abubakar, reinforce the
philosophical and contemplative dimensions of this tradition. His
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Arabic compositions, marked by metaphysical inquiry and stylistic
restraint, demonstrate how legal scholarship and meditative prose
converge to sustain intellectual depth within Nigerian Arabic
literature. Similarly, contemporary scholars such as Zakariyya Idris
Oseni extend these thematic currents into the modern period,
employing Arabic literary forms to address corruption, social justice,
and ethical responsibility in Nigerian public life. His work confirms
the continuing vitality of Arabic literature as a medium for moral
critique and civic engagement (Thurston, 2022).

These findings reveal a transgenerational network of scholars
and texts in which rhetorical form, religious authority, pedagogy, and
civic ethics are mutually reinforcing. Arabic literature emerges not
merely as an aesthetic complement to Islamic thought but as an active
site where moral reform, educational practice, and social imagination
are negotiated. This thematic coherence across historical periods
underscores the enduring capacity of Arabic literary expression to
translate Islamic intellectual traditions into responsive, contextually
grounded discourses.

Civic, Educational, and Cultural Implications of Islamic Thought
and Arabic Literature in Nigeria

The interplay between Islamic thought and Arabic literature in
Nigeria offers a profound lens through which the sociocultural,
educational, and political trajectories of the country may be
interpreted and reimagined. This study has demonstrated that the
convergence of these traditions constitutes not merely a historical
artifact but a dynamic and evolving discourse capable of responding
to Nigeria's contemporary challenges. Drawing upon centuries of
intellectual development, these intersecting narratives remain salient
in shaping identity, fostering social cohesion, and informing policy
development in an era marked by pluralism, technological
advancement, and political flux.
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The enduring influence of Islamic thought and Arabic literature
is most palpable in the formation of cultural and religious identity
across Nigeria’s Muslim communities. In a context marked by ethnic,
linguistic, and sectarian diversity, Arabic literary traditions infused
with Islamic philosophical and ethical underpinnings provide a
shared ideological framework. This unifying potential is especially
visible in literary expressions that emphasise themes such as justice,
communal welfare, and divine accountability —motifs that resonate
powerfully with Nigeria's aspirations for equitable governance and
intergroup harmony (Thurston, 2022). For instance, the works of
Zakariyah Oseni and Umar Ibrahim do not merely articulate Islamic
principles but actively reinterpret them through the lens of modern
Nigerian concerns such as political corruption, gender equity, and
social injustice (Ibrahim, 2022). These writers employ Arabic literary
forms as platforms for moral critique and civic engagement, thereby
enriching Nigeria’s moral vocabulary and strengthening the fabric of
its civil discourse.

Educational structures constitute another domain wherein the
synthesis of Islamic thought and Arabic literature has yielded
substantive influence. The proliferation of Islamic schools (madaris),
especially in northern Nigeria, represents a tangible legacy of this
synthesis. While historically oriented toward religious instruction,
these institutions have increasingly integrated modern curricula
encompassing science, mathematics, and social studies, thus
embodying a dual-knowledge paradigm (Sani & Anwar, 2020). This
hybridisation of Islamic and Western pedagogical systems mirrors the
reformist ethos of seminal scholars such as Sheikh Adam Abdullah Al-
Ilory, whose efforts to harmonise classical Islamic scholarship with
contemporary educational needs continue to inform Islamic pedagogy
in Nigeria (Chande, 2023). However, this evolving model faces serious
structural challenges—including underfunding, lack of teacher
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training, and inadequate infrastructure —that threaten its long-term
viability. Addressing these deficiencies will require concerted policy
efforts aimed at strengthening institutional frameworks, enriching
teacher competencies, and embedding ethical reasoning rooted in
Islamic traditions into curricular reform. By fostering critical inquiry
and spiritual consciousness concurrently, the education system can
produce citizens who are not only intellectually equipped but morally
attuned to Nigeria's developmental imperatives.

Beyond education, Arabic literature serves as a reservoir of
cultural memory and intellectual capital, which, if strategically
institutionalised, can inform cultural policy and nation-building. The
preservation and dissemination of Arabic literary heritage —ranging
from didactic poetry to political treatises —can help cultivate national
pride and intercultural dialogue (Zainal Abidin et al., 2025). As
Hunwick and Ibrahim have shown, Arabic in Nigeria is not a foreign
import but a domesticated medium of intellectual production,
reinterpreted through local oral idioms and indigenous themes
(Ibrahim, 2022). Consequently, initiatives that promote the translation
of classical Arabic texts into local languages such as Hausa, Yoruba,
and Igbo are crucial. These efforts not only democratise access to a
traditionally elite knowledge base but also reinforce Arabic literature’s
embeddedness in Nigeria's multilingual and multicultural context
(Ayodeji, 2021). Similarly, policy frameworks that support Arabic
literary festivals, interfaith academic symposia, and community
publishing houses can transform Arabic literature from a scholarly
pursuit into a living cultural force.

The interfaith potential embedded within Islamic thought and
Arabic literature also warrants attention. In a country where religious
identity often delineates social boundaries and political affiliations,
the ethical universals articulated in Islamic philosophical texts —such
as justice, compassion, and humility —can serve as a common ground
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for interreligious dialogue. Arabic literature, when viewed not merely
as theological exposition but as a humanistic enterprise, offers a
medium through which diverse communities can engage in mutual
recognition and shared moral reflection (Arifinsyah et al., 2025).The
literary legacy of figures like Nana Asma’u, who combined Sufi ethics
with Hausa poetic conventions to promote women’s education and
social harmony, exemplifies the power of such synthesis (Solagberu,
2021).Her writings, far from being relics of the past, continue to inspire
intercommunal understanding and gender advocacy. In this light,
Arabic literature becomes a vehicle for advancing not only Muslim
self-definition but also peaceful coexistence in Nigeria’s religiously
plural society (Okeke, 2025).

Nonetheless, the rise of religious extremism has presented
significant threats to the constructive potential of Islamic thought and
Arabic literature. Radical groups have appropriated Islamic
vocabulary to legitimise violence and sectarian exclusion, thereby
distorting Islam’s intellectual traditions and moral vision (Jiskani,
2026). This ideological hijacking poses dual risks: it undermines public
trust in Islamic institutions and jeopardises the rich legacy of Arabic
literary scholarship in Nigeria. As this study shows, reclaiming
Islamic discourse from the grips of extremism necessitates robust
counter-narratives rooted in authentic Islamic teachings. Community-
based education initiatives, accessible literary publications, and digital
media campaigns grounded in Qur’anic hermeneutics and prophetic
traditions can serve as effective tools in this regard. Moreover, the
digital dissemination of Arabic texts, particularly those foregrounding
tolerance, pluralism, and scholarly rigour, can subvert extremist
narratives and restore confidence in the emancipatory dimensions of
Islamic thought.

A further impediment to the wider impact of Arabic literary
heritage is the linguistic barrier it poses to the majority of Nigerian

Millah Vol. 25, No. 1, February 2026 | 375



Kankawi et al.

Muslims. Although Arabic retains its sacral function in Islamic rituals,
it remains an unfamiliar language for most Nigerians outside of
formal madrasah education. This linguistic disconnect restricts access
to foundational Islamic texts and diminishes engagement with Arabic
literary creativity. While translation is essential, it must be
complemented by proactive efforts to institutionalise Arabic
instruction as a subject of intellectual pursuit rather than mere
religious obligation. Community-based Arabic literacy programmes
and state-supported curricular integration can serve to normalise
Arabic literacy as a cultural and educational objective (Ayuba, 2012;
Ringim, 2024). Such an approach would not only enable wider
participation in Islamic intellectual traditions but also contribute to
Nigeria’s epistemic sovereignty by allowing local scholars to engage
directly with source texts.

Despite these challenges, the prospects for revitalising the
intersection of Islamic thought and Arabic literature in Nigeria are
both promising and multifaceted. The creative industries —ranging
from poetry and prose to film and music—offer fertile ground for
reimagining Arabic literary themes in contemporary modalities.
Writers such as Zakariyah Oseni exemplify how Arabic literature can
transcend its classical confines to address urgent social questions,
thereby broadening its audience and impact. Similarly, the ethical
principles embedded in Islamic economic thought, particularly
around equity and non-exploitation, can inform Nigeria’s growing
Islamic finance sector, fostering inclusive economic development and
ethical investment. These applications demonstrate that Arabic
literature and Islamic thought are not static artefacts but living
traditions with transformative potential (Umar et al., 2022).

A comparative reflection shows the uniqueness of Nigeria’s
Islamic literary culture when set against other African contexts, such
as the Swahili coast. While Swahili Arabic literature evolved through
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maritime trade networks and Indo-Arabic cultural exchanges,
northern Nigeria’s tradition emerged from trans-Saharan routes and
the legacy of the Sokoto Caliphate (Bang, 2022). These distinctions
shape the thematic concerns and institutional trajectories of Arabic
literature in both regions and suggest the importance of context-
specific policy and curricular designs.

International collaboration remains an underutilised but vital
strategy for amplifying Nigeria’s Arabic-Islamic intellectual heritage.
Cross-border academic partnerships, translation exchanges, and joint
archival projects with institutions in North Africa, the Middle East,
and Southeast Asia could strengthen Nigeria's research base and
global scholarly visibility (Fathurahman, 2024). Exposure to
comparative discourses also enables Nigerian scholars to situate their
work within broader Islamicate traditions, thereby enhancing both the
analytical depth and the international relevance of their contributions.

CONCLUSION

This study has illuminated the intricate convergence between
Islamic thought and Arabic literature in Nigeria, revealing it as both a
repository of cultural memory and a living discourse that continues to
shape the nation's intellectual and social trajectory. Through an
engagement with figures such as Shehu Usman Dan Fodio and Nana
Asma’u, whose works exemplify the moral and epistemic richness of
Islamic scholarship, and through the modern interventions of scholars
like Adam Abdullah Al-Ilory, the research shows a sustained dialectic
between inherited tradition and contemporary exigencies. These
intersecting narratives do not merely conserve a historical and
spiritual legacy; they actively inform responses to present-day
challenges, including ethical governance, educational reform, gender
justice, and cultural pluralism.
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The analysis further demonstrates how Islamic and Arabic
literary discourses operate not in isolation but as mutually reinforcing
modalities that mediate identity, ethics, and power within Nigeria’s
pluralistic society. The pedagogical implications are especially
significant: embedding Arabic literary traditions within formal
educational structures—while also supporting translation into local
languages — could democratise access to this intellectual heritage and
stimulate cross-cultural literacy. Similarly, recognising Arabic
literature's potential as a medium for interfaith and intercultural
dialogue offers a viable platform for confronting the fractures often
exacerbated by religious extremism and social exclusion.

Yet, this inquiry is not without its limitations. The study’s
reliance on translated materials, in lieu of inaccessible original
manuscripts, inevitably introduces interpretive constraints. Moreover,
the emphasis on northern Nigeria, while methodologically justified by
the historical concentration of Islamic scholarship in the region, risks
marginalising the diverse contributions from southern Muslim
communities. Future research would benefit from a broader regional
scope and deeper engagement with vernacular articulations of Arabic-
Islamic traditions.

Despite these constraints, the intersection of Islamic thought and
Arabic literature remains a potent axis for scholarly, cultural, and civic
engagement in Nigeria. Its dynamism lies in its capacity to evolve, to
accommodate the moral imperatives of the present without severing
ties with the intellectual architectures of the past. As Nigeria continues
to navigate the complexities of postcolonial modernity, these
converging discourses offer not only critical resources for social
renewal but also alternative imaginaries for envisioning an inclusive
and ethically grounded national future. Sustained academic and
institutional investment in this field is therefore not merely
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desirable —it is imperative for cultivating a pluralistic, reflective, and
culturally self-aware society.
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