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ABSTRACT 

This study is based on 72 children’s and young adult books that met the criteria of 

being about Muslims and published and circulated here in the U.S. They can be divided 

into the varied genres as 49 contemporary realistic fiction, 6 historical fiction, and 17 

autobiographies, biographies, and memoirs.  In-depth reading and coding were used to 

identify patterns based on a theoretical frame of postcolonial theory and the lens of 

cultural authenticity.   

The exploration of ideas focus on the following research questions related to 

children’s and adolescent literature published and distributed in the US that depict 

Muslim cultures: What are the overall characteristics of the books? What are the 

background experiences of the authors, illustrators, and translators who write and 

distribute literature within the U.S. that reflect Muslim Cultures? How do the genres of 

contemporary realistic fiction, historical fiction, and biographies published for 

adolescents and children within the U.S. represent and frame the varied Muslim 

cultures? What are the relationships between the background experiences of the authors 

and the representations of Muslim cultures in their books?   

This work is grounded in the assumption that Muslims are presented in a certain 

manner in popular culture and literature in the U.S., and thus, postcolonial theory is 

relevant in unpacking issues within the literature about these people. This theory draws 

on these suppositions to unveil how knowledge is constructed and circulated in dealing 

with global power relations. It also sheds light on how the identities of natives become 
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hybrids as the process of colonization in certain cases impacts the psyche of inhabitants 

of these regions. 

This study is a ‘critical content analysis’ in comprehending how texts are based in 

the social, cultural, and political contexts in which they are created and read. Content 

analyses examine what texts are about, considering the content from a particular 

perspective. This method scaffolds and explained my research to support my analysis of 

the texts through postcolonial perspectives to observe how Muslims are portrayed within 

adolescent and children’s literature in the U.S.  

1.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Since 9/11 the media has been full of images of the Middle East and Muslims, many 

of which have reinforced stereotypes about Muslim people, their beliefs, and ways of life.  

Adolescent and Children’s literature can play a critical role in either giving voice or silencing 

the “other,” particularly within the colonized world in which authors from both inside and 

outside of a culture write from Eurocentric perspectives that erase and transform the ways of 

living and thinking of peoples from that world (Said, 1978, 1981, 1993; Mills, 1997). The 

purpose of this study is to examine children’s and adolescent literature published and 

distributed in the U.S., that represent Muslims to identify the representations of these cultural 

groups in the books. Some of these books are from other English-speaking countries, for 

example Canada and Australia, but are distributed in the U.S. 

I located around a hundred and fifty children’s and adolescent literature books in 

all genres concentrating on the regions of Middle East and Muslims globally. The books 

range from the genres of realistic fiction to informational. A major bulk of the stories, 

which I have located, focus on present day turmoil in Middle Eastern regions.  

This analysis focuses on 72 books that met the criteria of being about Muslims 

and published and circulated in the U.S. They can be divided into the varied genres as 49 

contemporary realistic fiction, 6 historical fiction, and 17 autobiographies, biographies, 

and memoirs.  In-depth reading and coding were used to identify patterns based on a 

theoretical frame of postcolonial theory and the lens of cultural authenticity.   
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Research Questions 

This study focuses on the following research questions related to children’s and 

adolescent literature published and distributed in the US that depict Muslim cultures 

within and outside of the U.S.: 

1. What are the overall characteristics of the books? 

2. What are the background experiences of the authors, illustrators, and translators 

who write and distribute literature within the U.S. that reflect Muslim Cultures?  

3. How do the genres of contemporary realistic fiction, historical fiction, and 

biographies published for adolescents and children within the U.S. represent and 

frame the varied Muslim cultures?  

4. What are the relationships between the background experiences of the authors and 

the representations of Muslim cultures in their books?   

Personal Position 

My positionality is a necessary component in the research and authoring of this study 

and, therefore, needs to be elaborated upon and explained. My identity, as a Muslim and 

Pakistani, is central to my academic focus. Both the preference of scholarship and the topic 

under analysis are derived from this identity. The global scenario that spotlights the world of 

Muslims has been researched and elaboration is typically provided from outsiders to these 

cultures. The same situation is presented in adolescent and children’s literature. By authoring 

this dissertation I attempt to provide an alternative position as an ‘insider,’ in saying this I do 

not claim to be the authentic insider, as I recognize that my own identity is a ‘hybrid’ of many 

upper middleclass Pakistanis who have varied Western postcolonial influences, which does not 
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represent all the people of Middle East. Even though the authenticity of my identity might be 

debatable, to a certain degree, I have been in the U.S. for a little more than a decade and hold 

the regions of South Asia, Middle East and the religion of Islam especially close to my heart. I 

have, however, tried to remove myself from this personally subjective position and have 

endeavored to be as objective as possible as I researched and analyzed the data of this study.  

Impact of Previous Personal Research on the Topic 

My initial study of the Middle Eastern regions and Muslims was through Islamic 

art for my Masters study in the Department of Art Education in 2005. I culminated the 

program there by creating a curriculum on Islamic Art and then conducting an empirical 

study by teaching the content to a group of pre-service teachers.  What I wanted to 

observe was how, if any, the study of an art form impacts the thinking and reaction of a 

group of participants. The group of pre-service teachers as a result then created their own 

lesson plans on Islamic art. My findings through triangulating the data by analyzing their 

responses through an in-depth study of their reflective journals, my field notes, and their 

demonstration of their lesson plans, found Islamic art to be a peaceful avenue that 

represents a certain people and explains their beliefs and diverse ways of life while 

creating understanding.  During the process of this qualitative study I further endeavored 

to construct a careful distinction between Islamic religious and secular art, which is 

usually confused by Western cultures. All art created by Muslims is, in most instances, 

taken as a whole and known as Islamic art, including that of a secular nature, for 

example, Taj Mahal is a secular rather than a religious building but is taken as part of 

Islamic architecture without explanation of its secular and non- religious connotation.    
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As I began my doctoral program, I discovered the avenue of children’s literature 

and the issues of cultural authenticity within it in the department of Language Reading 

and Culture, College of Education. I critically examined a novel, Shabanu: Daughter of 

the Wind, (Staples, 1989) in 2005 and wrote a paper that integrated reader response 

theory and the incredibly significant work of Rosenblatt in considering the impact of a 

certain book on four educators. The paper, Looking Beyond the Meat in Adolescent and 

Children’s Literature, made me realize the importance of portraying a people 

authentically so that their ‘souls’ are depicted intact rather than fragmented through the 

eyes of authors who might not recognize their social responsibility when their writings 

present stereotypical representations of a culture.  I further recognized the impact of 

children’s and adolescent literature on the mindset of the readers and its far reaching 

impact as it comes in contact with the youth of today. The impact of this is heightened, 

given the diversity within our borders and the present global political atmosphere.  

The most significant study of my academic career was for my comprehensive 

exam in my doctoral program where I conducted a critical content analysis on seventeen 

books that represented the areas of Afghanistan and Pakistan. This paper was titled, 

Postcolonial Perspectives on Children and Adolescent Books about Afghanistan and 

Pakistan. This epitomized my research on representations of Muslims in the U.S. and 

made me realize the importance of this subject matter when I presented a paper on similar 

topic at NRC in November of 2007.   

The critical content analysis was based on seventeen young adult and children’s 

books viewed through the frame of postcolonial theory and the lens of cultural 
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authenticity. I found some informational books for adolescents and children on Pakistan 

but none specifically on Afghanistan, I therefore decided to concentrate and narrow my 

study on the genres of fiction and biography rather than including informational books to 

the mix. The study was conducted through a qualitative data analysis process and 

addressed the following questions: Who are the authors, illustrators, and translators of 

books published in the U.S. that focus on the regions of Pakistan and Afghanistan?  How 

are the regions of Pakistan and Afghanistan and their inhabitants being portrayed within 

children's books published in the U.S.? How does this form of literature represent and 

frame the varied cultures of these regions?  

I read the books and found key issues. I then reread and developed codes for the 

most prominent patterns that I found. I coded their various aspects that seemed to have 

continuous repetition and consecutive patterns, ranging from gender perspectives, 

personal connections, historical aspects, backdrops, references to religion, diversity in 

characters, social justice issues, struggle for survival, patriarchal society, resistance to 

patriarchal society/religion, and representation of the west, while consciously assessing 

patterns by insiders and outsiders perspectives within the discourses.   

I also scrutinized the books for patterns on the book jackets and titles of both picture 

books and novels. The front cover of a book and its title can be regarded as an invitation for 

the reader. It beckons to a reader to look inside. I chose to do this analysis because both 

formats of texts could be analyzed for visual imagery through this manner. I further 

examined the illustrated images in the picture books to see if they were working alongside 

the narratives or if other patterns seem to be emerging from this specific data. The verbal and 
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the visual aspects of the text lend to the complexity of the analysis which is deeper and more 

holistic than the verbal narratives. I coded the images according to patterns such as, facial 

features, backdrops, authenticity within details, references to religion, historical aspects, 

gender perspectives, personal connections, and diversity in characters.  

These above mentioned patterns became the core of the data collection and it was 

these patterns that were further analyzed in relation to cultural authenticity and postcolonial 

theory. Literature on postcolonialism and ‘insider/outsider’ debates and issues of cultural 

authenticity, within the confines of children’s literature, informed the analysis of both the 

words and the images. After an in depth reading and the analysis of the emerging categories 

of the texts, the novels and picture books were examined in relation to the 

illustrators/authors’ backgrounds to see if this portion of the data had any impact on the study 

and to find if they informed and answered the second research question. 

My analyses of the text revealed patterns that raised concerns in relation to 

representations within these books. The patterns that run through and connect most of 

these texts, within the varied plots, settings, and characters, were discussed by dividing 

them into subsections of categories revealed through the analysis. Some of the categories 

may have overlaps of incidents and examples but these overlaps could not be avoided due 

to their significance in each category. The seven categories that were identified include: 

Struggle for Survival, Resistance against Religious, Societal, and Patriarchal Repression, 

Western Perspectives on Eastern Gender Roles, Cultural and Landscapes Frozen in Time, 

West as a Savior, Limited Representations of Diversity within each Country, and 
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Hybridity Issues in Insider Voices. Table 1.1 succinctly captures and depicts the 

categories, the textual examples and their discussion of that study. 

This study significantly addressed my concerns about representation of Muslims 

and led me to select a similar topic for my dissertation, but to do so within a larger body 

of work in the same field. 

Theoretical Rationale 

This study is grounded in the assumption that Muslims are presented in a certain 

manner in popular culture and literature in the U.S., and thus, postcolonial theory is 

relevant to unpacking issues within the literature about these people. This theory draws 

on these suppositions to unveil how knowledge is constructed and circulated in dealing 

with global power relations. It also sheds light on how the identities of natives become 

hybrids as the process of colonization in certain cases impacts the psyche of inhabitants 

of these regions (Bhabha, 1994, 1997; Hall, 1997; Chow, 1997). Those areas that were 

once colonized are viewed by the Western world through a lens that portrays them in a 

certain manner which creates a sense of ‘othering’ for the inhabitants of these regions 

(Said, 1978; Mongia, 1997; Loomba, 2005; Young, 2003).  

The term ‘postcolonialism’ is defined in numerous ways and its varied description 

are sometimes in agreement with each other but also include definitions and explanations 

that are divergent in their beliefs (Mongia, 1997; Loomba, 2005).   

 



 
 
 

21 
 

 

Table 1.1: Categories of Previous Research 

 Categories Examples Discussion 

1. The Struggle for 
Survival 

Shabanu, Haveli,  Breadwinner, 
Parvana’s Journey,  Mud City, 
Broken Moon, Persimmon Tree, My 
Forbidden Face, The Story of My 
Life, Ziba,  

-In war 
-Against parents 
-Against society in the 
form of gang rape and 
bonded labor 

2. Resistance against 
Religious, Societal,  and 
Patriarchal Repression 

 

My Forbidden Face, Persimmon 
Tree, The Story of My Life, The 
Roses in My Carpet 

- Religious 
misrepresentations 
-Suffocating society 
-Parents  
-Governing system as   
patriarchal 

3. Western Perspective on 
Eastern Gender Roles  

Ellis’s trilogy, Staples 3 books, My 
Forbidden Face  

-Westernized  females 
-Muslim feminism 

4. Culture and Landscapes 
Frozen in Time   

All Books Insider or outsider -Visual 
-Verbal 

5. West as a Savior 

 

My Forbidden Face, Staples’s three 
books and Ahmedi’s memoir 
Lofthouse’s Ziba, and Khan’s Roses 
in My Carpet  

-Safe haven 
-Protection 
-Stability 
-Education 
-Freedom 

6. Limited Representations 
of the Diversity Within 
Each Country 

 

All Books. -4 Males 
-13 females 
- poverty,  
-illiteracy,  
- oppressed females 
-camels, desert  
& tents 

7. Issues of Hybridity in 
Insider Voices 

My Forbidden Face, The Story of My 
Life, The Old Woman and the Eagle, 
Silly Chicken, Ruler of the 
Courtyard, The Roses in my Carpet 

-Identity crises 
-Simplistic characters 
-Adhering to world-
views 

 

 Mongia (1997) elaborates that, “I find it more useful to explore and interrogate 

the arguments of different positions, to see contemporary post colonial theory as a sign 
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that should be interrogated, a locus of contradictions” (p. 3). The concept of 

postcolonialism as a separate theoretical frame is negated by many scholars as they 

believe the colonial rule is still ongoing through its impact on previously colonized 

societies and regions that are actual colonies even today. Young (2003) elaborates that, 

“postcolonial theory involves a conceptual reorientation towards the perspectives of 

knowledges, as well as needs, developed outside the west” (p. 6). According to certain 

theorists, post colonialism is a set of theories in philosophy, film and literature that 

wrestle with the legacy of imperialism and colonial rule. This theory deals with literature 

produced by and about the regions that were colonized under the three major colonial 

rulers, mainly consisting of Britain, France, and Netherlands. It also deals with literature 

produced by indigenous authors of those regions which were once under the colonial rule. 

The people living in the regions that were colonized were and are presently being 

educated in a Eurocentric manner and the mode of education within and outside of their 

countries inevitably create a mindset of subservience while participating in outwardly 

liberating academic study. This theory deals with many issues that these peoples and 

regions went through and are presently going through, which include subordinate 

mindsets and a struggle for national identities. Seth, Gandhi, and Dutton (1998) argue 

that:  

The countries of the West ruled the peoples of the non-western world. Their 
political dominance had been secured and was underwritten by coercive means—
by conquest and in blood. It was further underwritten by narratives of 
improvement, of the civilizing mission and the white man’s burden, which were 
secured in systems of knowledge which made sense of these narratives, and were, 
in turn, informed and shaped by them. (p. 7)  
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Edward Said’s work Orientalism (1978) is considered postcolonial theory’s 

founding source. According to Said, the administration and exploitation of the colonies 

also shaped the sense of how the colonizers regarded themselves in turn, as the texts 

created a certain way of seeing the natives of the colonized regions. Knowledge was and 

is created in comparison to an accepted norm; that of a powerful class of European 

(English-speaking) countries. This shaped a different sense of self for the previous 

colonizers as well as the colonies. The physical yoke of subjugation might have been 

over-thrown by many nations who had been under colonial rule but the mental one is still 

ongoing. Colonial rule actually altered the way the colonized nations viewed themselves 

in relation to the ruling class (Dutton, Gandhi, and Seth, 1998; Japtock, 2001). According 

to Seth et al. (1998), “The administration and exploitation of the colonies shaped the 

West’s sense of self, and created new forms and regimes of knowledge” (p. 7). 

I specifically draw on postcolonial theory in writing this dissertation as this study 

focuses on how Muslims are presently portrayed within children’s literature. Most of the 

regions dominated by Muslims, such as the Middle East, were previously colonized by 

European powers. Muslims, where ever they may be settled, are viewed through a certain 

lens (Said, 1978), and so post colonialism in this case becomes, “the critical study of 

those literary and non-literary writings which were produced within the period and 

context of British imperialism, and the effect of colonialism and colonial text on current 

societies” (Mills, 1997, p. 94). Mongia (1997/2003) explains her stance on the 

methodological question about the “strategic location” of the author when they write 

about or refer to the ‘orient’: 
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Everyone who writes about the Orient must locate himself vis-à-vis the orient; 
translated into his text, this location includes the kind of narrative voice he adopts, 
the type of structure he builds, the kinds of images, themes, motifs that circulate 
in his text- all of which add up to a deliberate way of addressing the reader, 
containing the Orient, and finally, representing it or speaking on its behalf. (p. 31) 
 
Mills (2004) articulates that Said (1978) outlines a number of repetitive features 

in texts about the areas of the world that were colonized which he argues cannot be 

simply due to an individual author’s beliefs but “rather due to larger-scale belief systems 

structured by discursive frameworks, which are given credibility and force by imperial 

powers relations” (Mills, 2004, p. 95). Further, colonized people are dehumanized by 

making generalizations about them within texts. Comprehensive generalizations about 

particular cultures give the appearance of not being able to differentiate the mass from 

groups of distinct individuals. Visibility can be considered a ‘trap,’ as is the case with 

societies that are ‘silenced’ due to various reasons within this ‘global village.’ According 

to Said, analysis of most texts that deal with the Muslim world, written by authors having 

Eurocentric roots, shed light on notions of an imperialistic mindset. Simply put, even 

within the realm of the colonized world, the indigenous speakers sometimes become 

Eurocentric authors of texts that distort the image of the natives of these lands (Said, 

1993, 1978/1994). With little or no say in how they are represented, the natives of the 

‘Orient’ were and are given a certain persona, with mostly negative connotations, that 

they have to lug around to either explain or defend. Said (1993, 1978) says that this 

distortion is ongoing and continuing presently, specifically for the ‘enigmatic’ and 

‘mysterious’ Muslim world. 
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A mere glance over the shoulder and down the road of history illuminates the 

colonization of nations occurring within areas regarded as primitive and uneducated by 

the invading cultures (Chalmers, 1999). The atrocities inflicted on these lands and their 

people are not hidden or undocumented knowledge (Said, 1978). The extent of cultural 

erasure and transformation within literature of any genre was very thorough. The 

imperialistic concepts of divide and conquer evolved into divide and rule. According to 

Smith (1999) cultural authenticity for the colonized is clearly different than for those 

regions and their people who never underwent such inhuman treatment, the natives of 

these regions still have to ask for verification of what is authentic to their own cultures 

from outside sources that are usually their past colonizers. Thus, for Smith, authenticity 

has a different connotation: 

The term “authentic” for example, was an oppositional term used in at least two 
different ways. First, it was used as a form of articulating what it meant to be 
dehumanized by colonization; and second, for reorganizing “national 
consciousness” in the struggles for decolonization. (p. 73) 
 
Even when colonies no longer exist, the subservient mindset of the silenced native 

still continues and can be observed in the silenced realm of literature and images of life 

that trickle and filter out from those lands, projecting only certain aspects of life 

experiences. Thus its very existence is altered due to the discourse of the powerful and is 

accepted as a conventional norm, as a fact rather than a philosophy of fiction. The issues 

of social justice are often ignored in the politics of power when dealing with the 

representation of minorities within the U.S. The same issues apply to third world 

countries and their representation, specifically when the representations are in relation to 
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and for an audience that belong to the areas that form these powerful countries. 

According to Rudine Sims (1982):  

There is power in The Word. People in positions of power over others have 
historically understood, and often feared, the potential of The Word to influence 
the minds of the people over whom they hold sway. (p. 1) 
 
The literary representations of Muslims are mostly by authors who have either 

visited these struggling, war torn regions as media representatives and as members of 

other organizations which undertake rehabilitative work or have not been in close 

proximity of the regions, but still write about them. Other authors who are related to the 

regions but who have left them for the English speaking world also write. Postcolonial 

theory is thus necessary to examine how the ‘orient’ was and is still being represented. 

Conclusion 

This chapter succinctly and explicitly introduces the study. Within it I have 

discussed my research questions, my previous relevant research, and the theoretical frame 

I am drawing from to structure this study. I have also elaborated on my personal position 

and subjective interest in the content of this study.   

Overview of Chapters 

The second chapter highlights the literature I am drawing from to analyze the data 

of this study. I then turn to an explanation of multicultural literature and where literature 

about Muslims fits into the multicultural and international literature. I further elaborate 

on the works of literature within adolescent and children’s literature previously published 

which frame the varied Muslim cultures. I also provide the professional sources and their 
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influence on my study such as cultural authenticity, critical theory, reader response 

theory, social justice issues, colonialism, and postcolonialism in fields of children’s 

literature and reading. 

In the third chapter I discuss the methodology in detail. I explain content analysis 

as a qualitative method that can explore textual data and provide an in-depth view of 

where my research stands in relation to the methodology. I observe how other users of 

this methodology frame it. I define the term ‘critical’ as it relates to my study. I outline 

the methodology and share the criteria I had set to choose the books that are part of this 

study and why I chose each genre, and outline the process of data collection and analysis. 

I explain the criteria I used for analyzing each text and placing them in a certain 

categories. I end the chapter with an annotated bibliography of the 72 books and provide 

a conclusion of the chapter.   

In chapters four, five and six, I take the four research questions and analyze the 

data to answer each question. In chapters four and five, I have studied the intersections of 

the data on the characteristics of each work and their representations of Muslims. To 

answer the final research question, I have examined patterns in the books as related to the 

three categories of social conscience, melting pot, and culturally conscious books. I have 

further divided the books within each category into larger groups to make sense of the 

kinds of books that fall under each category. I then take these categories and their groups 

of books and compare them to the backgrounds of the authors to determine whether any 

patterns emerge from this intersection. The fourth chapter addresses the research 

questions of: What are the overall characteristics of the books as well as what are the 
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background experiences of the authors, illustrators, and translators who write and 

distribute literature within the U.S. that reflect Muslim cultures? Chapter five goes further 

and examines the data for answering the third question by studying the patterns for 

representation of Muslims, How do the genres of contemporary realistic fiction, historical 

fiction, and biographies published for adolescents and children within the U.S. represent 

and frame the varied Muslim cultures? The sixth chapter addresses the intersections of 

the data and concentrates on the final research question of: What are the relationships 

between the background experiences of the authors and the representations of Muslim 

cultures in their books?   

In the seventh and final chapter, I conclude my study with discussions of the 

overall patterns, findings, and their intersection with the theoretical frames and 

professional literature. I provide a summary of the overall patterns which run through the 

texts before I discuss the findings of the analyses. I conclude this chapter by outlining 

implications and recommendations for educators, publishers, and researchers etc. 

2.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

There were many points in my doctoral program where I had ‘aha’ moments as I 

read works by theorists and connected each of their theories to my own focus at that point 

in my academic career. From Vygotsky to Freire and Rosenblatt to Said, I learned how to 

argue my own stance using their theoretical frames to work as a scaffold of my own 

studies in courses on methodology, discussions of adolescent and children’s literature, 

and seminars on influential works by renowned theorists.  

As I was exposed to the different theoretical frames that scaffold studies on 

critical discussion of children’s literature, I began searching for, collecting, and reading 

them in-depth. Within this chapter, I not only highlight the studies that I pull from in 

scaffolding this study, but also look at how popular works of literature have represented 

Muslims so far, and the place of Muslims within multicultural literature in the U.S. I also 

observe the different studies that have used content analysis as a methodology. 

‘Culturally Conscious’ Studies that use Content Analyses 

I searched for cultural studies that reflected research on Middle Eastern children’s 

and adolescent literature, but to no avail. I did find, in a few cases, reflective analysis and 

reviews on Middle Eastern children’s literature but no methodological research carried 

out on the subject. I, thus, have had to draw upon other resources in addressing the 

subject, even though it is in an indirect correlation. I turned towards research on African 

American literature, as well as research on gay and lesbian literature because these 

studies signify hegemonic representation of cultures that have either suffered exclusion or 
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were regarded as inferior to the majority culture.  These cultural experiences can be 

compared somewhat to that of Middle Eastern cultures and Muslims when the stereotypes 

about them are examined. There are a number of studies on these topics so I restricted 

myself to the choice of a few touchstone/benchmark texts. The cultural studies that 

inform this paper are: “Shadow and Substance, Afro-American Experience in 

Contemporary Children’s Fiction” by Rudine Sims (1982) and Joel Taxel (1986), “The 

Black Experience in Children’s Fiction: Controversies Surrounding Award Winning 

Books,” and I examined  Yenika-Agbaw’s (2003), “Images of West Africa in Children’s 

Books: Replacing Old Stereotypes with New Ones,” for written narratives, and Audrey 

Thompson’s (2001) study of the picture books in, “Harriet Tubman in Pictures: Cultural 

Consciousness and the Art of Picture Books,” for the visual texts. I used the research of 

Christine Jenkins, (1998), “From Queer to Gay and Back Again: Young Adult Novels 

with Gay/Lesbian/Queer Content, 1969-1997,” to reinforce the concept of stereotypes 

through literature. Denise Agosto, Sandra Hughes-Hassel, and Catherine Gilmore-

Clough’s (2003) study on “The All White World of Middle-School Genre Fiction: 

Surveying the Field for Multicultural Protagonists” provides an analysis of the dearth of 

literature on multicultural protagonists in children’s books. Bishop and Van Orden 

(1998), “Reviewing Children’s Literature: A Content Analysis” was another significant 

source. I, further, draw on “Voices of the Other: Children’s Literature and the 

Postcolonial Context” (2000) by Roderick McGillis, and “Unsettling Narratives: 

Postcolonial Readings of Children’s Literature” (2007) by Clare Bradford for the in-
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depth analysis they provide on literature for children while drawing on postcolonial 

theory. 

In the analysis of the texts, I looked towards Rudine Sims Bishop for direction as 

her work on the depiction of African Americans is considered a point of reference in the 

field of multicultural children’s literature.  The manner in which she goes about carefully 

analyzing texts about her own ethnicity so objectively, who are a minority and against 

whom many human rights atrocities were committed within the U.S., is a source of 

inspiration for me as a researcher. Rudine Sims’s (1982) extensive but holistic analysis of 

150 texts written by a 104 authors, published from 1965 to 1979, is central to my study. 

She found 34 of 104 authors to be of the African-American origin. Her three categories of 

books dealing with African-American characters are extremely significant as well. The 

first category that she developed is that of “Social Conscience.” These were books 

written to help white children understand the experiences of the nonwhites.  The second 

is the “Melting Pot,” books that depict non-whites and whites as the same; and the third is 

the “Culturally Conscious,” containing books written for the African-American youth and 

reflecting their lived experiences. The “Culturally Conscious” books, written mostly by 

insiders to the culture, are reflective of the books I believe are needed for children and 

adolescents. To relate to a Muslim experience, an author who is culturally conscious must 

think through what that means in actuality before touching pen to paper. To include the 

universality and uniqueness of the Muslim experience is imperative. If another culture, 

one that has become negatively noticeable due to the war on terror, is to be made 

sensitively visible within the U.S., the need is to do so without racial stereotypes and 
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Western world views. Bishop regards these authors as ‘image-makers.’  According to her, 

these authors write to alter how people see the world. For her, an author is a “writer-

witness” who translates and transforms reality. The analysis strategies used by Rudine 

Sims as she conducted the above mentioned study in 1982 seems to be a qualitative 

content analysis, although she does not specify it as such. She does “infer” a few norms 

that she developed to analyze the texts.   

Joel Taxel (1986), in his “Curriculum Inquiry” article, examines two historical, 

award winning novels that had some controversies attached to them in regards to the 

representations. He then compares them with a third novel that is written by an insider of 

the culture, Mildred Taylor’s, novel, Roll of Thunder Hear My Cry. He uses Taylor’s 

novel as a benchmark. All three novels were contemporary to each other and were written 

in the 1970’s. Taxel takes into account the manner in which awards are relegated to 

books and questions: “Are aesthetic criteria alone sufficient to judge books for children?” 

(p. 249). He proves through detailed study and analysis how difficult it is to separate 

aesthetic values from moral ones when dealing with minority cultures.  He further 

examines how society, accepted views, and school knowledge impacts the psyche of the 

younger generation.  

Yenika-Agbaw (2003) emphasizes in her study of West African children’s books 

how stereotypes are garnered through colonial perspectives of authors of books and 

filmmakers belonging to the Western and African countries. She took 50 children’s books 

set in West Africa written after 1960, as this was when most African nations threw off the 

cloak of colonization. This study focused on K-12 fiction set in those regions authored by 
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African, African-American, and white authors.  She did an initial examination of the 

settings and characters, the socio-economic practices of the characters, if they lived in 

urban or rural settings, and if they were human beings. She discusses the themes and 

categories in 13 of the 50 books to expand on issues of authenticity and identification of 

“colonial markers that negate non-Western cultures” (p. 233). Through this detailed 

examination and analysis, she notes that books about West Africa may have negative 

messages embedded within them, but critical literacy would be an avenue to dislodge 

previously held views within the youth.   

Thompson (2001) draws directly on Rudine Sims’s study in a detailed analysis of 

a set of three pictorial biographies on Harriet Tubman by three illustrators published at 

different times in history: “Harriet and the Promised Land,” “ Minty: A Story of Young 

Harriet Tubman,’ and” Aunt Harriet’s Underground Railroad in the Sky.” She frames this 

study with Sims’ study and does a comparative study of illustrations rather than written 

narratives. She traces the history and importance of African-American biographies, 

specifically about Harriet Tubman, from The Brownies’ Books periodicals till present 

day.  She examines data related to two research questions: How readings that take such 

matters (of cultural consciousness) into account affect our assessment of particular books, 

and how do pattern and sequence in children’s book illustrations create a political and 

cultural context that shapes the reader’s understanding of nuances in the story? (p. 84). 

Through her detailed analysis of these books’ illustrations, she found that all of the books 

are culturally conscious and their stance is reinforced through their sensitive illustrations 

of renowned African-American illustrators like Faith Ringgold and Jerry Pinkney. Her 
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research critiques Rudine Sims’s (1982) study in ignoring the significance of the visual 

texts in contrast to the written one. By not giving the visual text any import, she states 

that Bishop disregards visual text in being political. Thompson, on the other hand, takes 

into account the significance of apparent and hidden visual nuances in bringing forth a 

thought collective on African-American culture through the study of these texts. Her 

pictorial textual analysis is a necessity in taking into account the impact of picture books. 

As I analyzed the visual text of the picture books, I drew on Thompson’s study of the 

culturally conscious details embedded within illustration.  

Jenkins (1998) draws on instances of negative exposure for gays/lesbians/queers 

through novels. Her research provides a strong scaffold for my argument on visibility as a 

trap for Muslims through media and literature. This study encompasses analysis of 100 

young adult novels written from 1969-1997 that represent the gay/ lesbian/queer culture 

as a socially unacceptable group within the U.S. Texts and media hold a significant place 

in construction of realities. She theoretically frames her study through work by three 

theoreticians: historian Gerda Lerner, whose work on women historiography provide 

valuable insights into textual representations; Rudine Sims Bishop has another 

chronological representation of societal minority on African Americans over time in 

children and young adult literature where she traces stereotypical portrayals of African 

American people by white authors; and historian George Chauncey, who traces gay life 

and culture in pre-World War II New York City and effectively contradicts myths about 

gays and lesbians. Her research questions are varied and especially essential presently. 

This study raises many questions but does not directly answer all of them. She asks about 
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the relationship between fiction and the social context in which it was written, published, 

and read; how this sub-category is portrayed; identifiable patterns in characterization, 

plot, descriptive language, narrative voice; the role this subcategory plays in the lives of 

young adults in these novels; and whether the content is appropriate or inappropriate for 

readership, according to her, “this study is a start toward answering some of these 

questions” (p. 300).  She also draws on Rudine Sims (1982) to reinforce her study. 

Through her research findings, she highlights themes and patterns that suggest the 

progress that has been made in the realistic portrayal of gays and lesbians. Some of her 

interesting questions are listed below: 

What similarities or differences are there between this literature’s portrayal of 
gay/lesbian people and literature portraying other minority status groups? Do 
these books threaten the ‘traditional family’ and, if so, how? Whose stories are 
told? Whose stories are omitted? According to this literature, what is the 
difference between gay and queer, and does it matter? (p. 300) 
 
Agosto et al. (2003) while drawing on Rudine Sims’s (1982) study, reinforce the 

concern that multicultural books are being published currently, but these protagonists are 

still not visible in the genres of fictional texts that are used in middle schools even though 

there has been a noteworthy increase in publishing of multicultural books. This study 

entails a content analysis of book reviews of fiction for the middle grades published from 

1992 to 2001. A total of 4,255 reviews of genre fiction are analyzed. She draws a 

correlation between the census of 2000 which states that the people of color are one third 

of the total population, but only 661 out of the 4,255, less than one sixth, of the books 

have at least one protagonist of color. Her three research questions were: What 

percentage of recent middle-grade genre fiction reviewed in mainstream journals feature 
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protagonists of color? What individual groups of people of color are represented and to 

what extent? Within the 10 year period selected for analysis, how many genre fiction 

reviews featuring protagonists of color were included in each of the targeted journals? 

The boundaries of the research were defined by reducing the existing works to a 

manageable amount, of those written in English, published within a certain decade, and 

the most significant boundary was the choice of six genres, which was done with gauging 

the popularity of their audience. The genres were those of historical fiction, sports, 

romance, western, horror, mystery.  

Agosto et al. argue that the central goal of ‘multiculturalism’ is to, “bring 

recognition and respect to marginalized people, all marginalized groups should be 

included” (p. 261) and ‘genre fiction’ is defined as a “defining theme within a work of 

fiction, such as mystery or science fiction” (p. 262). Thus, even if they would have liked 

to include people with disabilities, they narrowed down their search to race and ethnicity 

as people of color, e.g. African, Hispanic, Asian, Middle Eastern, American Indian, 

Caribbean, and Pacific Islander. They chose content analysis as their methodology and 

made the individual book review as their unit of analysis. Using two prestigious journals, 

School Library Journal and Voice of Youth Advocates, they chose titles that had a person 

of color as the main or secondary character, represented one of the genres, and indicated 

readers from fifth to eighth graders as their audience. They did not start by having 

preselected or defined categories, but permitted the categories to emerge from the data. 

This was the reason there was “no direct match between racial/ethnic categories included 

in our (their) definition of multicultural literature and the categories discussed in the 
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findings” (p. 264). They also intend to replicate the study with data from “religious and 

linguistic affiliation” (p. 261). 

Bishop and Van Orden (1998) in their Library Quarterly article, “Reviewing 

Children’s Literature: A Content Analysis,” present a review of 599 books published 

between 1994-1996, through a study of six journals to analyze if the journals provide a 

complete overview of most newly published children’s book titles. More than 5000 titles 

for children are published in the U.S. each year and it is very difficult to gauge each 

through reading. The purpose of this study was to aid librarians in becoming more aware 

of what is out there and to alert them about any deficiencies in the reviewing media and 

to make them more aware so that they become more informed consumers of the journals. 

They conducted this study to answer the following four research questions:  

Which of the commonly used journals that review children’s books, provide the 
most coverage of all the Notable Children’s Books lists for 1994, 1995, and 1996? 
Are there differences in the bibliographic and ordering information provided by 
these journals? How do the journals indicate their ratings for recommendations of 
a book? To what extent do the journals provide descriptive information, 
evaluative statements, and sociological commentary? (p. 151)  
 
Bishop and Van Orden (1998) use two coding sheets for gathering and analyzing 

the data in relation to the extent of coverage and content of the 599 reviews of Notable 

Children’s Book lists. According to them, the study’s findings noted differences between 

earlier studies, and say “the findings of this study were compared with earlier studies, 

with some noteworthy changes including increases in both evaluative comments and 

attention paid to illustrations” (p. 145). They limit their study to the coverage of journals 

that review young adult titles and the content of the reviews only and do not expand the 

study to evaluate the timeliness and length of reviews. The unit of their measurement is ‘a 
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statement’: a word, phrase, sentence, or sentences, ‘a descriptive comment’ and 

‘evaluative comments’ about the books found in the reviews. Through content analysis, 

they strive towards transforming written communications into quantitative data. Their 

two major categories are: (a) bibliographic and ordering information, and (b) content of 

the reviews. Their findings and interpretation are organized by research questions 1-4 and 

they integrate and intersperse earlier findings throughout this section. Thus, by 

quantifying the data, they use content analysis as a quantitative research methodology 

rather than a qualitative one, but include subjective qualitative data in their interpretation 

and discussion sections.   

 The books, Voices of the Other: Children’s Literature and the Postcolonial 

Context by Roderick McGillis (2000), and Unsettling Narratives: Postcolonial Readings 

of Children’s Literature by Clare Bradford (2007), are significant readings that deal with 

children’s literature as well as the impact of colonization on different societies. The 

former is a collection of essays by diverse authors that addresses the reaction to 

colonization. The book has a “three part structure: theory, colonialism, postcolonialism 

and neocolonialism” (p. xii). It also deals with the concept of children as the ‘other.’ Each 

of its essays deals with children’s literature in various regions of the world and the impact 

of colonization on those parts. This book has become one of the necessary tools for me to 

draw from as it touches and expands on different aspects of the impact of colonialism on 

societies and the harmful change colonialism has bought about within societies that the 

colonizers became settlers of within the regions they invaded or left after transforming 

and erasing the cultures that they had dominated. This anthology also sheds light on 
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ideological nature of children’s literature and deems it beyond just light-hearted tales of 

innocence. Throughout this collection, I was exposed to the concerns of literary 

imperialism; particularly, the impact of literature on the minds of the readers and the 

agenda of the authors of the books. The essays within these books cross boundaries to 

cover regions not just those occupied by Britain to trace the impact of colonization. These 

above mentioned points directly influence my own study.  

Bradford (2007) is a detailed narrative on regions that were colonized and the 

colonizers later became the “settler society.”  She defines the settler society as those, 

“where colonization took the form of invasion by a European power, where colonizers 

(settlers) exercised racial domination over the autochthonous inhabitants of lands they 

invaded, and where indigenous peoples continue to seek recognition, compensation, and 

self-determination” (p. 4). Her focus is regions that were colonized due to British 

imperial expansion. She infers that the children’s literature thus far produced within these 

regions has within them a strong colonial stance of the dominant culture and argues that, 

“colonial discourses persist in the signifying systems of language and pictures” (p. 13). 

Her use of the term ‘postcolonial’ does not imply that decolonization has occurred in 

these regions, on the contrary, she observes a steady “trauma and disruption” in the lives 

of the colonized people due to its presence. She deals with a large body of works of 

fiction which includes examples from Australia, New Zealand, Canada and the U.S. 

Bradford selects literature examples from both indigenous and non-indigenous authors 

written in the past twenty years. Her study focuses on “two broad areas of postcolonial 

textuality” (p. 13), that of language and the treatment of space and place within these 
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texts. She concentrates on texts written in English and not the indigenous languages of 

the areas to decipher how colonization has impacted and silenced the natives.  

All of the above mentioned studies support and highlight my own research even 

though they are not directly exploring the topic under consideration for me, but they do 

reinforce my arguments and provide the examples of methodological procedures.   

Significance of Authenticity/Accuracy and Insider/Outsider Perspectives 

I believe that it is the reader who creates meaning from a text while drawing from 

his or her own life and chooses how to transact with the authors’ words and meanings as 

expressed within a literary piece. I do, however, believe that authors transact with a blank 

sheet of paper and create a text based in their own set of beliefs, values, and biases which 

in turn influences the reader. This study takes into account issues in relation to the novels 

and picture books, along with exploring the contents of the books on the issue of cultural 

authenticity. 

As I read and analyzed the books, I explored the issues of cultural authenticity in 

relation to authors as insiders and outsiders of the cultures, and the significance of the 

authors’ authority in creating a text. In regards to writing this dissertation, I came up with 

an initial working definition of the term “authenticity” in children’s literature as: 

“Authenticity in multicultural adolescent and children’s literature is doing justice to the 

essence of the beliefs and values held by a certain culture.”  Bishop, (2003) states that 

cultural authenticity is an extremely difficult term to be defined, but it could be regarded 

as a literary work that “resonates with values and beliefs of certain cultural groups and 

specifically projects the diversity within them” (my definition of cultural authenticity 
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from a previous study) so that voice is given to many rather than only a negative few. 

Bishop (2003) notes that a specific set of values within a culture cannot be identified in a 

single text, but a range of the values can be portrayed through a literary text. 

Rudine Sims’s (1982) and Bishop (2003) is the same researcher/author. After her 

marriage, Rudine Sims published as Bishop, which is why her earlier studies are listed by 

the name of Rudine Sims and later ones as Bishop. Bishop (2003) recognizes that a single 

definition of the term ‘cultural authenticity’ is problematic, but outlines the two 

dimensions of the issue that had been part of her thought process when she penned 

Shadow and Substance in 1982. According to her, “The first had to do with which aspects 

of the culture, physical, or social environment the authors chose to emphasize . . . . the 

second dimension was the accuracy of ‘authenticating details’” (pp. 27-28). According to 

her, “The insider/outsider distinction in the 1982 study was simultaneously a black 

author/white author distinction, which further complicated and fueled the debate by 

positioning it within a radicalized social context” (p .28). This contention in which race 

carries great social significance is still relevant according to her, but things have altered 

to include many significant black authors who currently write about the African-

American experience, thus, the debate needs to be rearticulated. In “Reframing the 

Debate about Cultural Authenticity,” Bishop (2003) expands on her thinking in her 

previous work. She does realize that the issue needs further investigation and framing. 

Bishop (2003) further chisels out her previous definition and defines cultural authenticity 

as:  
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Authenticity is the success with which a writer is able to reflect the cultural 
perspectives of the people whom he or she is writing about, and make readers 
from the inside group believe that he or she, ‘knows what’s going on.’ (p. 9)  
 
She describes cultural authenticity as the “extent to which a book reflects the 

worldview of a specific cultural group and the authenticating details of language and 

everyday life for members of that cultural group.” (p. 5). According to Fox and Short 

(2003), “She (Bishop) notes that while there will be no one image of life within a specific 

cultural context, there are themes, textual features, and underlying ideologies for each 

cultural group that can be used to determine cultural authenticity” (p. 5). 

I base my argument on the position that a literary work might be accurate to a 

certain degree in depicting a segment of a certain society, but that it takes a lot more to 

make it authentic as each culture and its people have “a residue of shared collective 

memories and frames of reference” (Blauner, 1970, quoted in Rudine Sims, 1982, p. 9). 

Mo and Shen (2003) explain the comparison between authenticity and accuracy and its 

importance in writing multicultural literature from an “insider” or “outsider” authority of 

authorial perspective. According to them a work might be considered accurate but it may 

be lacking in authenticity. They posit that: 

In our opinion, authenticity is not just accuracy or the avoidance of stereotyping 
but involves cultural values and issues/practices that are accepted as norms of the 
social group. Although there is conceptual overlap, the various aspects of cultural 
accuracy do not constitute an appropriate definition for cultural authenticity. 
Strictly speaking, accuracy basically focuses on cultural facts instead of values. 
(p. 200) 
 
They also speak eloquently on the depiction of facts that exist in a culture and 

argue that it is important to consider “. . . whether these facts represent the values that 

most people of the social group do or do not believe” (p. 200). In saying this, Mo and 
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Shen (2003) confirm that there might be a disconnect existing between what is being 

portrayed by the author and the true picture of the society as a whole:  

The term ‘cultural accuracy’ does not provide substantial conceptual content. The 
use of stereotyping as an antonym for accuracy is not as simple as flipping over a 
pancake to enable you to see the opposite side. It is difficult to examine the 
authenticity of multicultural children’s literature without further clarifying such 
vague general terms as “richness of details,” “authentic handling,” and “sensitive 
treatment” in the sense of cultural values, especially those related to the “issues 
that are central to each culture. And we do believe there is a fundamental 
difference between the concept of authenticity and the concept of non-
stereotyping. (p. 201) 
 
Mo and Shen (2003) argue for striving towards a more holistic way of depicting a 

culture as more appealing and connected to their reality in lived experiences than the 

simplistic way this issue is being handled by authors who, while striving towards 

providing a window through which another culture can be experienced, skim over the 

basic values of a society. Mo and Shen’s basic concern seems to be picture books, but 

their argument stands true for any author or illustrator of a certain culture who wishes to 

depict a culture that is not their own. Cultural authenticity is an issue that has many 

dimensions. The authentic values of any culture can be taken for granted and expect to 

represent its genuine individual aspects. Cultural diversity within a culture also needs to 

be addressed as it can present its aesthetic wealth only on the common ground of values 

of humanity that meet at a certain point. The authors illustrate their premise by saying: 

Picture books that are accurate and authentic constitute a rich cultural resource to 
support us in understanding, respecting, and appreciating ourselves and others. At 
the same time, they challenge us to reflect on cultural difference from the 
perspectives of humanity (p. 211) 
 
Speaking on the same issue of importance of accuracy in multicultural literature, 

Freeman and Lehman (2001) say, “Overall, accuracy is critical to every aspect of a global 
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book. Here, readers should not only be alert to inaccuracies, but should also be aware that 

significant omissions are a cause of concern” (p. 41). The significance of the author in 

creating a certain mind set has been an issue that has and is presently receiving its fair 

share of importance in the field. Cai (1997) comments on the importance of the author 

when he argues that it is believed by many that the author’s perspective has a tremendous 

impact on the outcome of the literary creation and the author’s cultural identity, in turn, 

has great bearing on his or her perspective.  

Reader-response theorists emphasize the role of the author when they 

acknowledge that the text and author are connected through the text they create.  

Rosenblatt offers a compromise by saying that, “The communication with the author 

becomes in fact a relationship through the text” (Rosenblatt, 1978, p. 76). Reader 

response takes the reader into account in meaning making but some theorists are reader-

centered and others focus on both reader and text equally. Rosenblatt (1978) emphasizes 

that her theories are not reader or text centered but focus on the transaction of both reader 

and text to create literary meaning. Cai (1997) notes that, “These widely accepted reader-

response theories have not banished the author from the criticism of literature, Rosenblatt 

admits the author into the scene of literary experience” (p. 199). Cai (1997) further 

emphasizes that, “The mainstream reader-response theories are on the side of those who 

uphold the relevance of the author’s cultural identity and perspective regarding the 

creation of multicultural literature” (p. 210). In emphasizing the role of the ‘implied’ 

author, Cai (1997) posits that such an author can successfully bridge the gap, by creating 

a “. . . second self which shares the perspectives of the people from that culture” (p. 210). 
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This bridge between their own cultures and that of the society that they are writing about 

allows them to more successfully create culturally authentic books. He illustrates that 

there is another kind of author whose work is not considered acceptable by shrewd 

readers and says, “A well-intended author may create a literary work about an ethnic 

culture unacceptable to the people of that culture” (p. 210). According to Cai (1997), 

“The author’s cultural identity and background may adversely influence his or her literary 

choices without the author’s knowing it” (p. 210).  

As a book becomes a window which gives a view or a glimpse of what is inside a 

house, in this case a culture, Soter (1997) says, “perhaps we have fallen too far into the 

trap of thinking first of the text, then of the reader; we may find it provocative in our 

discussion to consider again the artistry, the power to move, of the writer” (p. 227). Desai 

(1997) posits that everyone speaks in “multiple voices” due to the fact that none of us 

lives or exists in a vacuum or in complete seclusion and we need to listen to these voices 

to create our own ethics of understanding. “Although I exist as an individual when 

reading a text, I am a product of numerous interpretive communities, so, too is the author 

of the text I read” (p. 166). Desai goes on to reiterate what Rosenblatt posits about each 

member of a culture being inhabitants of several cultures and sub-cultures and how 

important it is to comprehend the various experiences and stereotypes that impact where 

the author is coming from. 

Authors as ‘Image Makers’ and the Author’s Social Responsibility 

Text is not created in isolation as the author is also occupying a certain space. The 

importance of an author within a text is undeniable. The author’s mind set is represented 
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in the execution of the various elements of a story which reflect the authorial stance. The 

author does provide a counter narrative of sorts when articulating a story.  The multiple 

voices that one encounters within a text are not only the apparent meanings of each quote 

within which a reader can essentially identify the varied background experiences and 

socio-cultural ‘thought collectives’ (Fleck, 1935) of the authors to grasp where they are 

coming from and what kind of world views that they might harbor within their inner and 

social selves that are reflected in their literary work. According to Bakhtin (1981): 

The author manifests himself and his point of view not only in his effect on the 
narrator, on his speech and his language (which are to one or another extent 
objectivitized, object of display), but also in his effect on the subject of the story-
as a point of view that differs from the point of view of the narrator. Behind the 
narrator’s story we read a second story, the author’s story; he is the one who tells 
us how the narrator tells the stories, and also tells us about the narrator himself. If 
one fails to sense this second level, the intentions and accents of the author 
himself, then one has failed to understand the work. (pp. 313-314)  
 
Bakhtin’s (1981) thoughts focus on the presence of an authorial voice within the 

dialogue in a story. A novel can be brilliantly articulated and outwardly sensitively 

written about events that touch close to home by an author who is not, per say, an 

‘insider’ of the religious or ethnic background but, at first glance, seems to have crossed 

the cultural gaps and boundaries on ‘wings of imagination’ (Cai, 2003). When authors are 

aware that there are few books that represent a specific culture and that they will give 

voice to another culture, the social responsibility of the author is to be aware of 

inaccuracies and stereotypes that they might unintentionally bring forth (Iskander, 1997).  

Bakhtin’s (1981) concept of multivoiced ‘inner’ and outward discourse addresses 

authoring of the word and the world and vice versa. “All languages of heteroglossia, 

whatever the principle underlying them and making each unique, are specific points of 
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view on the world, forms for conceptualizing the world in words, specific worldviews, 

each characterized by its own object, meanings and values” (p. 291-292). This quote 

connects to different worldviews of readers and authors which are then given life through 

written and oral textual languages, being the result of previous experiences, culture and 

society of each individual. Bakhtin (1981) further adds:  

The author utilizes now one language, now another, in order to avoid giving 
himself up wholly to either of them; he makes use of this verbal give-and-take, 
this dialogue of languages at every point in his work, in order that he himself 
might remain as it were neutral with regard to language, a third party in a quarrel 
between two people (although he might be a biased third party). (p. 314) 
 
Bakhtin (1981) discusses the presence of the author’s intention, saying, “The 

novelistic discourse dominating a given epoch is itself turned into an object and itself 

becomes a means for reflecting new authorial intentions” (p. 309). Thus text, like an 

individual, is never created in seclusion; there are always external forces interacting with 

them that make them act and react in a certain manner. Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and 

Cain (1998) note the importance of socio/cultural backgrounds of readers and authors 

when they are exposed to another culture that is unfamiliar to them.  “Dialogism pictures 

social and cultural activity as a manifold phenomenon, of a variety shaped by 

juxtaposition of incommensurate voices not only within, but also between figured 

worlds” (p. 238). This philosophy connects in turn to reader response theorists like 

Rosenblatt as it deals with a dialogic transaction between a text and a reader. There is a 

spectrum of influence that an author wields within literary text and its importance seems 

to be outlined by Foucault (1981) when he says, “The coming into being of the notion of 

author constitutes the privileged moment of individualization in the history of ideas, 
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knowledge, literature, philosophy, and the sciences” (p. 1). Foucault also discusses the 

relationship between discourses of truth, power, and knowledge in the analysis of 

discourse. Said frames postcolonialism theory on Foucault’s notion of power relations 

and the politics of power within institutions as a concern in the analysis of discourse 

within children’s literature to pinpoint and expose issues of social justice. 

Issues of Social Justice 

Social justice can be defined as a notion of justice that applies to an entire society, 

based on the idea of a just society that gives individuals and groups justice in action and a 

share of the benefits of a society in an equitable manner. A society without injustice 

would be one where equality and democracy and prestige and power are equally divided 

and shared. Young (2000) adds a strong voice in raising issues about oppression as 

present in this day and age and not as only in the past. She refers to five faces of 

oppression and illustrates how they still exist; one of which is cultural imperialism, 

which is particularly relevant to this dissertation. According to Young (2000), “To 

experience cultural imperialism means to experience how the dominant meanings of a 

society render the particular perspective of one’s own group invisible at the same time as 

they stereotype one’s group and mark it as the Other” (p. 44). She deems this as a face of 

oppression observed within the U.S., when, “The dominant groups project their own 

experiences as representatives of humanity as such” (p. 45). It is through the dominant 

groups’ perspective that this marginalized group becomes visible, which is evident in the 

mass media and text within the U. S. as they represent sub societies. Given the normality 

of its own cultural expression and identity, the dominant group constructs the differences 
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of some sub-groups through exclusion. These groups are marked as ‘Other.’ Young’s 

argument stands true to what is happening in how Muslims are represented nationally and 

this same impact is projected globally. Brayboy (2003) reinforces these arguments 

through exposing the present scenario that similarly stereotypes and negates Native 

Americans and African Americans. This oppression was an ongoing practice for 

colonized regions and their representations. The British, Dutch and French nation’s 

colonized areas of the world and oppressive actions do not seem to have changed in 

significant ways despite the move to democratic forms of government in these colonized 

countries.  

It is imperative to explore the global impact of social justice because the world is 

shrinking due to travel and mass media specifically, the Internet. Miller (1999) expands 

the scope of social justice and argues that the global village that houses all of humanity 

needs to have just and equal access to accurate representation and materials for living 

life. Wildman and Davis (2000) argue that the dominant group uses language as a tool 

and that privilege is made invisible through the use of language and sometimes by 

carefully ignoring any references to this privileged position. Making this system of 

privilege visible to all is progress, as it would expose the privilege for all to see. 

Children’s literature can be used as a tool to create and reinforce social injustices by 

authors who often do not realize or recognize their responsibility in representations of 

cultures other than their own. 
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Multicultural Education and Children’s Literature about Middle E ast in the U.S. 

Taxel (2003) defines multiculturalism as, “Education that addresses the interests, 

concerns, and experiences of individuals and groups considered outside of the 

sociopolitical and cultural mainstream of American society” (p. 143). The term 

‘multiculturalism’ refers to a particular set of meanings around policies, ideals, and 

practices which guarantee that people of diverse ethnic backgrounds have the benefit of 

harmony and reciprocal respect. The term can be altered in its definition to adhere to 

cultural and historical contexts of a particular group of people. Multicultural and cross-

cultural understanding is vital due to the diversity existing in the United States as a home 

to many, who are neither one color nor one race. The U.S. is a nation of many diverse 

ethnicities; therefore, the integration of multicultural pedagogy into the mainstream of 

education is no longer a luxury but a necessity. Desai (1997) says, “We exist in a global 

society in which American culture is but one of the many global cultures” (p. 164). 

According to Banks (2006), “The nation’s deepening ethnic texture, interracial tensions 

and conflict, and the increasing percentage of students who speak a first language other 

than English make multicultural education imperative in the 21st century” (p. 4). Muslims 

reflect one important group within this diversity. Harvard University professor Diana L. 

Eck (2001) calls the United States the “most religiously diverse nation on earth” and says 

that, “Islam is now the fastest-growing religion in the United States” (p. ix). This large 

population and the growing interest of Western countries about the Middle East due to 

the unrest and wars within them, make it imperative to expose the children to this sub-

culture within the U.S. and the global area, in an authentic manner:  



 
 
 

51 
 

 

If multicultural education is sincere in its goals of countering discrimination, 
fostering cross-cultural respect and understanding, and assuring equal opportunity 
for all Americans, then it must be morally committed to eradicating any 
oppression that is based on diversity. (McLean, 1997, p. 195) 
 
The importance of children’s literature is undeniable. Stories do matter in 

explaining what is otherwise hard to explain, to make connections where no evident 

associations exist (Fox & Short, 2003). Children’s literature is a gust of wind which lifts 

the imagination of young inquiring minds, to soar to new unfathomable and unexpected 

heights, in creating understanding where comprehension has, thus far, been elusive. 

Literature allows children to experience life in new ways, to reach beyond their personal 

physical experiences towards new possibilities. The multicultural existence of the diverse 

ethnicities in the U.S. provides the reason for multicultural pedagogy to be inculcated in 

the mainstream of education. One way to integrate multicultural education is through the 

vehicle of international and multicultural literature. According to Rogers and Christian 

(2007), “Multicultural literature is defined as literature that is representative of the 

perspectives of people of color” (p. 22). 

Taxel (2003) elaborates on the history of multicultural literature when he says, 

“Demands for multicultural literature, and for multicultural education, were an outgrowth 

of civil rights and women’s movements of the sixties and the seventies” (p. 144). Even 

though there is a trend towards exposing the children to a variety of literature that is as 

diverse as the present population within the U.S., stereotypical representations still exist 

of many cultural groups that are minorities, for example, Mexican Americans, Latinos, 

African Americans and last, but not least, Arab or Muslims who are residents of the U.S. 

Iskander (1997) addresses this concern by articulating that, “People of the Arab descent 
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represent a sizable minority in the United States, yet relatively few books depicting the 

Arabs in a nonstereotypical fashion have appeared on the literary scene”(p. 11).The terms 

Arab and Muslim are often used as synonymous and interchangeable, not taking into 

account that not all Muslims are Arabs and vice versa. The rhetoric that surrounds Middle 

Eastern regions and their inhabitants has a distinct quality which reinforces certain 

worldviews. The first few children’s books published and distributed within the U.S. 

introducing the religion of Islam and people following it have created certain stereotypes 

that are still accepted among most circles within the U.S. (Ghazi, 1997; Iskander, 1997; 

Little, 1997). Khorana (1997) mentions that, “Islamic literature embodies eclecticism and 

richness however; it has been distorted and stereotyped through films, TV, and children’s 

books” (p. 2). One such stereotype can be observed in Disney’s “Aladdin,” where the 

harem-like images of alluring, half-clad bodies of female characters abound as 

representations of a culture and religion that has strict laws prohibiting exposure of 

bodies of both genders. Disney draws from the stories of Alif Laila Wa Laila of 

Persian/Arabic/Indian origin known in the West as The Thousand and One Nights.  

Some of the persistent stereotypes are represented in picture books like Byar’s 

(1965) The Dancing Camel, Tomie de Paolo’s (1987) Bill and Pete go Down the Nile, 

and Well’s (1975) Abdul. One issue in these books is the inaccuracies in the facial 

features and life styles of people of Egypt and Arabia. The characters within these books 

are portrayed as dark-haired and skinned with long noses and an overall evil 

temperament. The desert seems to be a common backdrop in these picture books and a 

western postcolonial look is represented in the clothing evidently.  In Well’s Abdul, men 
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in the desert are shirtless and women wear dresses up to their knees with uncovered 

shoulders, which is against the accepted norms and demands of the religious beliefs and 

the hot and dry climate of the Middle Eastern countries represented. The characters are 

portrayed as simpletons who do not know how to differentiate between a horse and a 

camel, which reinforces the concept of illiteracy in these regions. The Middle Eastern 

regions are known for breeding the fast Arabian horses, which are world renowned, and 

camels for desert dwellers are like ships on which they cross the desert, as camels require 

the least amount of water and their large padded feet traverse the desert with ease. 

Nomadic people from the desert do know the difference between both these animals.  

Since the catastrophic events of 2001, there seems to be an increasing trend 

towards publishing books about the war torn areas of predominantly Islamic states like 

that of Palestine, such as Tasting the Sky (2007) by Barakat, and Iraq in Al-Windawi’s 

Thura’s Diary (2004), along with some of the seventeen books on Afghanistan and 

Pakistan mentioned in this study. Some insider voices can be observed in this batch of 

literature. This recent influx of books about the Middle Eastern regions is increasingly 

encouraging to observe and is examined in this study.  

Middle Eastern Regions Mentioned in the Books 

World geography is constantly shifting and reforming. The map of the world has 

altered many times due to conquest and breaking up of larger regions that formerly 

belonged under one cohesive unit or country, for example Russia and India. The map of 

the Middle East has also changed and been rewritten due mostly to the global politics that 

lump together geographical areas that are found to be threatening through war, terrorism, 
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and Taliban. Islamophobia seems to be one of the vital factors that has altered how the 

world views this region, including many previously unrelated regions. The regions of 

Pakistan and Bangladesh are examples of regions that in the past belonged to South Asia 

rather than the Middle East, but that have recently been included in some maps as 

belonging to these regions. The Islamic world becomes geographically fragmented after 

the region of Pakistan and the areas of Malaysia, Brunei Darussalam and Bangladesh are 

part of that fragmentation. I do include Bangladesh in this study as my search found 

books written about that region by an insider who is a resident of the U.S. That is not to 

say that this geographic demarcation reflects and accounts for all countries with Muslim 

population and stories written about them within those regions. As narratives about this 

Middle Eastern region represent similar issues of colonialism and postcolonialism, I 

decided to include them in the study as parts of Middle East. I, thus, define the regions 

according to this recent change and included portions of Sub Saharan Africa and South 

Asia as I searched for children and adolescent literature. However, the most significant 

reason for choosing the books in this study was due to the fact of availability in the U.S.  

An extremely important region of Saudi Arabia has only one biography of the Prophet 

Muhammad (peace be upon him: PBUH). This picture book does not frame Muslims in 

Saudi Arabia in present day and age, but exposes the U.S. audience to the origin of the 

Islam fourteen centuries ago. There are no other books about that region within the three 

genres chosen for this study, so the choice was narrowed down to only those books which 

are being published and circulated in the U.S. about regions that are important or visible 
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enough for the audience in this country and the mystery that shrouds the centre of Islam 

continues. 

Conclusion 

Within this chapter, I have framed this study through the various professional 

resources that inform and scaffold it. I have elaborated on the different studies that use 

cultural consciousness as a frame to make sense of their data. I have also explained the 

importance of multicultural education and Muslim representation within children’s 

literature. I then presented the concerns I have had so far in issues of representation 

through professional literature by theorists like Bakhtin, Freire, Vygotsky, and Rosenblatt 

etc. I later elaborate on the issues of social justice, social responsibility of an author, and 

cultural authenticity within children’s literature in this chapter.   

Within the next chapter, I elaborate on the methodology of the study and compare 

the qualitative and quantitative content analysis as a methodology. I also explain 

reasoning behind choosing a certain methodology and provide steps taken in data 

collection and analysis within Chapter Three. 

3.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This qualitative content analysis of books representing Muslims is based on 

postcolonial theory. I have used this theory to scaffold and explain my study. According 

to Short (1995): 

Thematic content analysis is the use of theory or theme to analyze text or a series 
of text. The theory or theme is used as an analytical device, the main focus being 
analysis of the text rather than the development of theory. (p. 21)  
 
I have used content analysis based on postcolonial theory to answer the following 

four research questions: (a) what are the overall characteristics of the books? (b) what are 

the background experiences of the authors, illustrators, and translators who write and 

distribute literature within the U.S. that reflect Muslim Cultures? (c) how do the genres of 

contemporary realistic fiction, historical fiction, and biographies published for 

adolescents and children within the U.S. represent and frame the varied Muslim 

cultures? And, (d) what are the relationships between the background experiences of the 

authors and the representations of Muslim cultures in their books?   

Included within this study are quantified data of the seventy-two books to make 

sense of the large volume of books and identify their various patterns. I consider 

quantitative data analysis as lacking in the overall structure of this study as it offers “less 

insight for readers than qualitative studies due to their lack of critical analysis” (Short, 

1995. p. 21). The human element is always present in analysis, be it qualitative or 

quantitative, but in a qualitative study, it is placed front and center, rather than hidden or 
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invisible. The important aspects of content analysis as a methodology are summarized in 

the next section.  

Content Analysis as a Methodology 

Content analysis as a qualitative methodology is not very old and much emphasis 

has occurred since the 1970’s. Beach, Enciso, Harste, Jenkins, Raina, Rogers, Short, 

Sung, Wilson, and Yenika-Agbaw (in press) state that, “Content analysis is a flexible 

research method for analyzing texts and describing and interpreting the written artifacts 

of a society.”  There appear to be two major strands of research on children’s literature as 

text and they vary considerably. 

According to Galda, Ash, and Cullinan (2000), these are “. . . those studies that 

examine texts or genres to describe what the authors do, or literary analyses; and those 

that examine what texts are about, or content analyses” (p. 362). Literary analyses 

consider children’s literature as an object of literary criticism and analysis and involve 

close reading of texts. This form of research has increased since the 1970’s and focuses 

on illustration, genre, or style, and reflects a variety of perspectives ranging from 

narrative, critical, feminist theories and reader-response criticism (Galda et. al., 2000). 

Content analyses, on the other hand, reflect interests of the times. It encompasses many 

research studies done on the image of African-Americans in children’s literature as early 

as the 1960s and 1970s. More recent research studies on children’s literature, on the other 

hand, reveal a trend towards research informed by more complex theoretical positions 

and more extensive research methodologies.  
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Krippendorff (2004) defines content analysis as, “A research technique for 

making replicable and valid inferences from texts (or other meaningful matter) to the 

context of their use” (p.18). White and Marsh (2003) characterize “content analysis” as a 

“:ystematic, rigorous approach to analyzing documents obtained or generated in the 

course of research” (p. 41). Content analysis as a qualitative, quantitative and a mixed 

methods research methodology is used widely in library science, information studies, and 

medical fields (White & Marsh, 2003, 2006; Weber, 1990; Krippendorff, 2004; Hseih & 

Shannon, 2005; Neuendorf, 2002). White and Marsh (2003, 2006) explain the 

methodology of content analysis through the context of library and information studies 

and trace its history: 

. . . in the study of mass communications in the 1950s. Based on a basic 
communications model of sender/message/receiver, initially, researchers 
emphasized making inferences based on quantified analysis of recurring, easily 
identifiable aspects of text content, sometimes referred to as ‘manifest content’. 
(p. 22-23)  
 
In the content analysis methodology used by the different researchers in the 

literature review section, I discuss how the research methodological approaches in 

content analysis differ according to varying data in many studies, making it a flexible 

methodology which can adhere to quantitative or qualitative research as well as mixed 

methods. According to White and Marsh (2006), “researchers in many fields, including 

anthropology, library and information studies, management, political science, 

psychology, and sociology, have used content analysis. In the process, they have adapted 

content analysis to the unique needs of their research questions and strategies and have 
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developed a cluster of techniques and approaches for analyzing text grouped under the 

broad term of “textual analysis”(p. 23).  

There are no exact definitions of this methodology, leaving the field open to 

interpretation and manipulation. The range of procedures applied to this research method also 

fluctuates in conducting a content analysis through the investigative objectives and the means 

or procedures developed to pursue those goals. For textual analysis, the field has many 

variations, which include discourse analysis, conversation analysis, ethnographic analysis, 

rhetorical analysis and narrative semiotics. Although these approaches are “alike in their 

reliance of communicative material as a raw material for analysis” (White & Marsh, 2006, p. 

26), they differ due to their methodology and the kinds of research questions that they strive to 

address. The concept of inference is central to this methodology.  

According to White and Marsh (2003), content analyst as a, “researcher uses analytic 

constructs, or rules of inference, to move from the text to the answers to the research questions” 

(p. 27). They further elaborate that the text and the context are two independent domains and 

that researchers move from one to the other to answer their research questions.  Krippendorff 

(2004) elaborates this concept of inferences or “analytic constructs” by stating that “the analytic 

constructs may be derived from (1) existing theories or practices; (2) the experience or 

knowledge of experts; and (3) previous research” (p. 173). The notion of replication in content 

analysis is predominant in a quantitative approach, which relies more on specialized procedures 

and does not rely exclusively on the possible subjective position of the researcher. These 

studies can be subjected to independent examinations and procedures of judging their validity 

and dependability.  
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The data in this method can be a broadened definition of text which would be inclusive 

of any communication between sender and receiver and could include visual images or 

relationships between text and images as the study conducted by White and Marsh (2003). The 

data needs to be broken down into smaller units for sampling, collecting, analyzing and 

recording so that it becomes more orderly and feasible for the researcher.  The procedures of 

both qualitative and quantitative content analysis methods vary considerably but also have 

similarities. According to Krippendorff (2004), there are four procedural points that are similar 

in both qualitative and quantitative content analysis:  

1. Sample texts, in the sense of selecting what is relevant;  

2. Unitizing texts, in the sense of distinguishing words or propositions and using quotes 

or examples;  

3. Contextualize what they are reading in light of what they know about the 

circumstances surrounding texts; and  

4. Have specific research questions in mind. (p. 87)  

As my interest is within the domain of qualitative research, I elaborate on qualitative 

aspect of content analysis. In formulating research questions, this method flows from a 

humanistic and inductive approach and not positivistic, deductive traditions. Foreshadowing 

open-ended questions replace hypotheses. The text plays a slightly different role as the 

researcher reads through the data to find patterns. The focus of the study may shift as the data is 

analyzed and takes new direction emerging from the data.  Krippendorff (2004) refers to this 

recursive progression of “recontextualizing, reinterpreting, redefining, the research until some 

kind of satisfactory interpretation is reached” as a hermeneutic loop (p. 87-88). The researcher 



 
 
 

61 
 

 

should position his/her findings within a pertinent theoretical frame. The sampling and 

selection of the text is by the researcher according to the demands of the research, with 

conscious realization of their uniqueness.  There is awareness of multiple interpretations that 

can emerge from close readings of the texts. The object of the qualitative research is 

transferability or external validity, not its generalization; meaning that findings from one 

context are pertinent and related to another context. The coding of the key phrases and the text 

segments that correspond to the research questions form data. This is a time consuming process 

and it is only after close reading and coding that a final larger picture of the research is 

accessible. The researcher using this method may need to maintain memos to keep track of the 

developing concepts and emerging categories. For validity and truth value, it is imperative for 

the data to support the conclusions; to do this it is essential to cross-check it with the analysis 

and the data collected. Content analyses may not provide definitive answers to critical concerns 

but may provide ‘sign-posts’ for further inquiry (Beach et al. in press). 

I have conducted qualitative content analysis as a method previously in my research. 

During the process of this study, I feel my experience as an investigator with content analysis 

strengthened my position as a qualitative researcher.  This method scaffolds and explains my 

research, to support my analysis of the texts through postcolonial perspectives to observe how 

Muslims are portrayed within adolescent and children’s literature in the U.S. As content 

analyses examine what texts are about, considering the content from a particular perspective, 

this methodology supports my study. The content analyses studies conducted by Rudine Sims 

(1982), Thompson (2001), Taxel (1986),  Agosto et., al (2003), Yenika-Agbaw (2003) and 
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Jenkins (1998) mentioned previously in the literature review section influenced my study the 

most.  

The ‘Critical’ in Content Analysis 

“Critical” as a term is defined in different ways in different contexts, but mainly 

its explanations adhere to social reform, seeing the world in an alternate manner from the 

accepted norm. Critical theory is a set of theories that attempt to locate and confront 

issues of power, privilege, and hegemony (Friere, 1970; Giroux, 2004). Critical theorists 

attempt to locate the multiple ways in which power and domination are achieved.  

In “Critical Discourse Analysis,” the term “critical” focuses on observing and 

exposing regimes of power through a study of language and discourse. It, thus, becomes 

the practical application of critical theory as an instrument of the social construction of 

realty. Rogers et al. (2005) argue that, “Critical Discourse Analysis focuses on how 

language as a cultural tool mediates relationships of power and privilege in social 

interactions, institutions, and bodies of knowledge” (p. 367). Beach et al. (in press) 

reinforce the aspect of postcoloniality, critical inquiry, and critical discourse analysis to 

explain how critical reading of a text lends itself to exposing the manner through which a 

dominant culture distorts and represents another culture. Beach et al. further explain that: 

The theories and methods of critical discourse analysis can provide insight into 
not just what is written and illustrated but how they are written and illustrated. 
Writers and illustrators make choices, intentional or not, that privilege some 
perspectives and marginalize others. Unpacking dominant worldviews–in this 
book, neoliberalism–is an important task in making sure that reading global 
children’s literature offers multi-perspectival learning spaces. (p. 18)  
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Critical race theory looks at the socially constructed nature of race, while placing 

the human race at the centre of any action. For postcolonial theory, Said (1978), drawing 

from Foucault (1972, 1984), defines critical in his concepts of knowledge and truth, 

formation through power relations to examine texts about colonized regions. A definition 

of critical through critical theories according to Rogers et al. (2005) may be concerned 

with, “Issues of power and justice and the ways that the economy, race, class, gender, 

religion, education, and sexual orientation construct, reproduce, or transform social 

systems” (p. 368). “Critically conscious” research uses all of the above theories and 

research methodologies to make sense of the data to provide insights into the meaning 

behind the surface level words. Willis, Montavon, Hall, Hunter, Burke, and Herrera 

(2008) take a critical perspective in order to connect “critically conscious” research to 

language and literacy practices and investigation. Language can be used as a tool to 

create issues of power and privilege by making some concerns visible and hiding others 

(Young, 2000; Brayboy, 2003; Wildman and Davis, 2000).  Willis et al. (2008) provide a 

critique that acknowledges the presence of domains of power and go on to support social 

equality, liberty, and emancipation within research.  

I have conducted a ‘critical content analysis’ in my research in examining how 

texts are based in the social, cultural, and political contexts in which they are created and 

read (Galda et al., 2000). Within the parameters of this research I have focused on the 

term “critical” as “a careful analytic examination and reflection of children’s literature to 

study the texts for issues of cultural representations.”  I have also endeavored to develop 

a critical perspective in taking a socio-political, equity-centered perspective on the 
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subject of literature representing Muslims through this study of the texts and the present 

turmoil surrounding the global rhetoric on Muslims through the events before and after 

9/11.  I have further tried to look critically at earlier writings on similar topics that signify 

historical changes in the field.  

Outline of Methodology 

This critical content analysis is based on 72 adolescent and children’s story books 

(picture books and novels): 17 biographies, 6 historical fictions, and 49 contemporary 

realistic fictions. I found 48 informational books and quite a few more that are from the 

genre of folklore for adolescents and children about Muslims that was part of the initial 

list, but I did not include them in this study. I found the books through an extensive 

online and academic search over a period of a couple of years, after a broad search for 

children and adolescent literature through the American Library Association, 

Amazon.com, academic search engines and working within an international collection of 

adolescent and children’s literature in the College of Education at the University of 

Arizona. I also consulted Garcha and Russell’s The World of Islam in Literature for 

Youth (2006) and Gebel’s Crossing Boundaries with Children’s Books (2006). 

The Criteria for Choosing the Books 

In conducting this study, I have found books that encompass 24 years. Each of the 

texts I found has individual strengths and concerns. As I went over the lists of the 140-

150 books that I had collected, I knew I had to make a choice, keeping in view the time 

constraints and focus of data collection for and writing of the dissertation. Initially, I 
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sought to include all of the books as the whole set was the only books available in the 

U.S. and each had interesting positions embedded within it that I wanted to bring to light 

to see if certain patterns developed from those points. I also contemplated contemporary 

realistic fiction as the only genre to include, as Rudine Sims in her (1982) study did. Had 

I remained true to Sims’s (1982) study, the number of texts I would have analyzed would 

have been too small and it would have also left a void that would have been hard to fill; 

the void of direct voices being silenced and a chronotope of time, space, and place would 

have been left out. So, as a final decision, I included historical fiction to fill in the gap of 

how Muslim people of the past are represented and to examine if there is a correlation in 

how they are being represented today, and with biographies, autobiographies, and 

memoirs, those necessary direct voices could be heard. I have restricted my study to three 

genres to be able to observe different ways of comparative writing and reading.  It was 

difficult to extricate the genres of contemporary realistic fiction and historical fiction 

from folklore and I had to research how the experts in the field, like Huck (2007), Galda 

and Cullinan (2006), Nodelman (2003), had categorically placed the books and found 

some to be relevant to the genres in my study, even though I had extricated them as 

belonging to the genre of folklore and fantasy.  

The criteria I used for selecting these books were first of all, “availability” of these 

narratives within the U.S. To be included in my study, the books had to be published and 

circulated in the US. The books, further, had to be “published in English,” for a K-12 

audience in the U.S. Even though I have a few translations into English from French, Spanish 

and German languages within the set of books the data collected are for the English versions 
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only. I have included any relevant information that I found on the translators that helped 

answer the research questions connected to the backgrounds of the authors.  I wanted to 

include texts different formats written by both “insiders” and “outsiders” to the cultures, so 

that a comparison could be traced between these authors to observe emerging trends in the 

data. I also analyzed if there is a difference between how Muslims living within western 

countries are represented compared to the characters living in their native countries. I valued 

patterns in representations within the books, from picture books and novels to graphic novels. 

Finally, I have restricted myself to including books that were published from 1985 to 2009, 

due to the recent influx of publications about Muslims that overshadow those published in the 

previous 10-12 years before this decade. I have specifically found distinctly more 

publications after the catastrophic events of 9/11/2001.  

Procedure and Process of Data Analysis 

I read the books and immersed myself in the power of storytelling. I did, however, 

note my initial responses to their readable quality through an “aesthetic stance” (Rosenblatt, 

1938). At this point I did not analyze any aspects of the novels and picture books.  

I then reread the books multiple times to look for patterns within the text through 

on “efferent stance” (Rosenblatt, 1938). I also carefully, at that point, took the patterns 

from my previous research on children’s books set in Pakistan and Afghanistan and 

correlated these to the patterns I was observing for the books that were new to this study. 

The seventeen books set in Pakistan and Afghanistan are included within this study; 

therefore, their patterns are significant to use. 
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I analyzed the books for the most prominent patterns which were repeating in the 

books. These patterns are discussed in a greater detail in Chapter 7. I then developed 

codes from the patterns. These patterns are mentioned in Table 3.1    

Table 3.1: Codes and Categories 

Reading Picture Books - 9 Codes Novels - 13 Codes Categories 

 FF=Facial Features  SJT=Social Justice Issues,  Social Conscience 

 BD=Backdrops  BD=backdrops  Melting Pot 

 AD=Authenticity within 
Details  

AD=Authenticity within 
Details  

Culturally Conscious 

 RR=References to 
Religion  

RR=References to Religion,   

 HA=Historical Aspects  HA=Historical Aspects   

 GP=Gender Perspectives  GP=Gender Perspectives   

 PC=Personal 
Connections  

PC= Personal Connections   

 DC=Diversity in 
Characters.  

DC=Diversity in Characters.   

 I/O= Insider/Outsider 
Perspectives  

SS=Struggle for Survival,   

  PS=Patriarchal Society   

  RP&R=Resistance to 
Patriarchal Society and 
Religion,  

 

  RW=Representation of the 
West,  

 

  I/O= Insider/Outsider 
Perspectives  

 

   
After I observed the patterns and the codes, I developed my own definitions of the 

three categories created by Rudine Sims’s (1982) three categories:  
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1. Social Conscience: These books were addressed to non-blacks and had “ The 

white viewing black plot of ‘Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner?’ and the black 

viewing white plot of ‘Learning How to Get Along With Whites’ (pp.19-22); 

2. Melting Pot: Books that, “ . . . ignore all differences except physical ones: skin 

color and other racially related physical features” (p. 33); and 

3. Culturally Conscious: “ They are books that seek reflect, with varying degrees of 

success, the social and cultural traditions associated with growing up Black in the 

United States” (p. 49). 

I redefined Sims’s (1982) three categories to fit Muslims and their representation 

as: 

1. Social Conscience: Books that present how the Muslims as ‘others’ live for the 

mainstream audience in the U.S.; 

2. Melting Pot: Books that portray Muslims similar to the mainstream society within 

the U.S. so much so that they depict no nuances that are religiously and culturally 

distinct; and 

3. Culturally Conscious: Books that show sensitivity and an awareness of 

authenticating details about the lived experiences, beliefs, and cultures of 

Muslims nationally and globally.  

I then created checklist/criteria for interpretation, categorization, and analysis of 

the three categories. The category descriptions I developed are mentioned in Table 3.2. 

After creating the definitions of the categories and placing each book with the 

checklist, I went back and studied the patterns in each book to correspond to the check 
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list. I placed each book in one of the three categories. The books were then studied 

against the background information of each author, illustrator and translator to answer 

each of the four research questions:  

Table 3.2: Criteria for Analysis, Categorization, and Interpretation 

Social Conscience Melting Pot Culturally Conscious 

1. Characters/plots/settings that 
are dated and focus on the 
exotic or differences. 

Emphasize none of the 
differences between the 
audience and the 
protagonist through 
thought and action. 

Shows research into and an 
understanding of the many 
Islamic cultures being 
represented. 

2. Surface level understanding 
of the belief system of 
Muslims. 

Eliminates religious and 
cultural differences. 

Respectful references to the 
belief systems of Muslims. 

3. Emphasize stereotyped world 
views of Muslims with focus 
on social issues and global 
conflicts. 

Emphasizes the desire to 
assimilate within the 
dominant culture. 

Challenge stereotypes and 
worldviews. 

4. Explain how the ‘other’ lives 
for the mainstream audience 
in the U.S. 

 Books are interesting and 
keep the attention of the 
audience while providing 
details of the culturally 
relevant context. 

5. Lack of variations in visual 
images characters. 

 Picture Books having 
authenticating visual and 
cultural details.  

6.   Present Muslim cultures as 
progressive while staying 
within the belief systems. 

7.   Contains visible and 
invisible signs of religious 
and cultural nuances. 
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Data Analysis 

I initially took an in-depth survey of the overall characteristics of the books and 

their patterns. What I intended to observe was the value each aspect of the book lends to 

the study. I began with the list of all of the books and their format and then moved into an 

explanation of the genres. Then I went into the definitions of each of the three genres. 

After that, I charted the patterns to look at overall characteristics of the books and the 

authors by dividing the books in each genre into segments of approximately five years, 

depending on the amount of books in each genre and segment, and then I discussed each 

segment briefly. This portion of the data analysis elaborated on the following research 

questions: (a) what are the overall characteristics of the books? And (b) what are the 

background experiences of the authors, illustrators, and translators who write and 

distribute literature within the U.S. that reflect Muslim Cultures?  

I examined the connections between Rudine Sims’s (1982) study and her 

categories and my research. I analyzed the data collected through reading and coding and 

drew parallels and studied contrasts between the definitions of the three categories that 

she had and mine. This section of the data analysis answers the research question of: How 

do the genres of contemporary realistic fiction, historical fiction, and biographies 

published for adolescents and children within the U.S. represent and frame the varied 

Muslim cultures?  I further developed a set of criteria that helped me analyze the data and 

interpret the patterns, which according to Short, (1995) “The key to content analysis is 

the development of specific criteria for interpretation and analysis” (p. 21). I subdivided 
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the books in each category into smaller thematic units and proceeded to explain the 

organization. 

I made the connections through studying the intersections of the data from the 

previous analyses of the characteristics of each work and their patterns and positionality 

of each book with its author to answer the final research question: What are the 

relationships between the background experiences of the authors and the representations 

of Muslim cultures in their books? I examined patterns in the books as related to the three 

categories of Social Conscience, Melting Pot, and Culturally Conscious books. I took 

these categories and their groups of books and compared them to the backgrounds of the 

authors to determine the patterns that emerged from the intersections. Then I examined 

and discussed the books by looking at larger thematic patterns.  The next section contains 

a succinct and organized annotated bibliography of the books divided into the varied 

formats, titles, annotations, ISBN numbers, years of publication and the genres in Tables 

3.3. and 3.4. 
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Annotated Bibliography: Novels 

Table 3.3: Annotated Bibliography, Format: Novels, Years of Publication and Genre 

# Title 
Year of  

Pub Genre 

1. Shadow Spinner by Susan Fletcher ISBN-10: 0689830513, ISBN-13: 978-0689830518. 
Marjan helps Shahrazad with a story so that every morning the Sultan can let her live 
another day. 

1999  Historical Fiction 

2. Leyla: The Black Tulip by Croutier, Alev Lytle. ISBN 1-58485-831-1. This is a story of a 
young girl who sells herself to the court of the Sultan to save her family from poverty.  

2003 Historical Fiction 

3. The Shadows of Ghadames by Stolz, Joelle/Translated from French by Catherine 
Temerson. . ISBN 0-385-73104-3. Malika, a 12 year old Libyan girl, is coming of age to 
marry but is afraid to become confined to a life where the women can only speak to women 
and where they are confined to their households. 

2004 Historical Fiction 

4. Blood Red Horse by K.M. Grant [de Granville Trilogy] ISBN-10: 0802777341, ISBN-13: 
978-0802777348. The author uses a horse to connect the stories of the Crusaders at the 
front, those back in England as well as those of the Muslims defending their lands. 

2006 Historical Fiction 

5. Green Jasper by K.M. Grant ISBN-10: 0802780733, ISBN-13: 978-0802780737. The 
second in K.M. Grant’s de Graville Trilogy deals with treachery in the English homeland 
after the Crusaders return from their holy war and integrates the life of the Muslim 
protagonist to connect the Middle Eastern component of the text. 

2006 Historical Fiction 

6. Blaze of Silver by K.M. Grant ISBN-10: 0802797377, ISBN-13: 978-0802797377. The last 
book of Grant’s trilogy deals with the previously instated characters and their betrayals for 
the things they passionately care for. 

2008 Historical Fiction 

7. My Forbidden Face: Growing Up Under the Taliban by Latifa. ISBN-10: 1401359256. A 
sixteen-year-old girl’s life changes dramatically as the Taliban takes over the rule of 
Afghanistan.  

2001 Bio 
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Table 3.3: Annotated Bibliography, Format: Novels, Years of Publication and Genre 

# Title 
Year of  

Pub Genre 

8. Iqbal: A Novel by D’Adamo, Francesco. Translated by Ann Leonori. ISBN-10: 
0689854455 ISBN-13: 978-0689854453 This story is set in Pakistan and exposes concerns 
about bonded labor. 

2003 Bio 

9. Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood by Satrapi, Marjane. ISBN 0-375-42230-7 Satrapi's 
autobiography is a story of a young girl's life under the Islamic Revolution. 

2003 Bio 

10. Persepolies 2: The Story of a Return by Satarapi, Marjane. ISBN 0-375-42288-9. Satrapi 
explains life in post-Islamic-revolutionary Iran, during her years at a sex and drug infested 
high school. 

2003 Bio 

11. Funny in Farsi: A Memoir of Growing up Iranian in America by Firoozeh Dumas ISBN-
10: 0812968379 ISBN-13: 978-0812968378. Dumas, who first came to America from Iran 
as a young girl in 1972, recount many anecdotes about her family's adjustment to this 
country in an entertaining manner. 

2004 Bio 

12. Thura’s Diary: My Life in Wartime Iraq by Al-Windawi, Thura. ISBN-10: 0670058866 
ISBN-13: 978-0670058860. Thura’s diary entries tell of her life in Iraq during the bombing 
and eventual fall of Baghdad as well as her struggle to return to school and normalcy. 

2004 Bio 

13. Alia’s Mission: Saving the Books of Iraq: Inspired by a True Story by Stamaty, Mark Alan. 
ISBN 0-3758-3217-3. Biography of a librarian of the Central Library at Basra who saved 
30,000 volumes before the beginning of the war in Iraq. 

2004 Bio 

14. The Story of My Life: An Afghan Girl on the Other Side of the Sky by Farah Ahmedi, 
Tamim Ansary, ISBN-10: 1416906703. A girl, suffering from a disability in a Taliban 
controlled Afghanistan reaches Germany and then the U.S.to tell her story. 

2005 Bio 
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Table 3.3: Annotated Bibliography, Format: Novels, Years of Publication and Genre 

# Title 
Year of  

Pub Genre 

15. Tasting the Sky: A Palestinian Childhood by Ibtisam Barakat ISBN-10: 0374357331, 
ISBN-13: 978-0374357337. In this memoir set in Ramallah during the aftermath of the 
1967 Six-Day War, Barakat captures the experiences of a child whose world is devastated 
by war. 

2007 Bio 

16. Camel Bells by Carlsson, Janne Translated by Angela Barnett-Lindberg. ISBN 0-88899-
514-6. This book recounts the growing up of a young boy under mujahedeen in 
Afghanistan before Taliban were formed.   

1989  Contemporary 
Realistic F 

17. Shabanu: Daughter of the Wind by Staples, S.F. ISBN-10: 0440238560   ISBN-13: 978-
0440238560Shabanu, a strong willed young Pakistani girl, must learn how to deal with her 
independent ways in a male-dominated society.  

1989  Contemporary 
Realistic F 

18. Haveli by Staples, S.F. ISBN-10: 0679865691, ISBN-13: 978-0679865698. In her sequel 
to Shabanu: Daughter of the Wind, Staples writes about polygamy and its outcomes on all 
involved.  

1995  Contemporary 
Realistic F 

19. Habibi by Nye, Naomi Shihab. ISBN: 0689801491. Liyana’s father, a doctor and a native 
Palestinian, moves his contemporary Arab-American family from St. Louis to Jerusalem. 

1997  Contemporary 
Realistic F 

20. The Breadwinner by Ellis, Deborah. ISBN 0-88899-41 the story of a girl oppressed in 
Taliban controlled Afghanistan and how she deals with having no men in the house by 
dressing herself as a boy to earn. 

2000 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

21. Kiss the Dust by Elizabeth Laird ISBN-10: 0749749326, ISBN-13: 978-0749749323. Set 
in Iraq, this novel is about one family's escape to freedom and is also about the conflict 
between the Arabs and the Kurds. 

2001 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

22. A Stone in My Hand by Cathryn Clinton ISBN 0-7636-1388-6. Set during the time of the 
1988 Intifada, this is the story of a young girl living in the Gaza Strip. 

2002 Contemporary 
Realistic F 
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Table 3.3: Annotated Bibliography, Format: Novels, Years of Publication and Genre 

# Title 
Year of  

Pub Genre 

23. Samir and Yonatan by Daniela Carmi ISBN-10: 0439135230. Samir, a young Palestinian 
boy, is injured and taken to an Israeli hospital where he meets other Jewish kids his age. He 
creates friendships with these children. 

2002 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

24. Parvana’s Journey by Ellis, Deborah. ISBN 0-88899-514-8 Ellis continues her trilogy by 
dealing with her character’s struggle for survival and the determination to band together 
with fellow children when war breaks out in Afghanistan.  

2002 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

25. Mud City by Ellis, Deborah ISBN 0-88899-518-0. The last of Ellis’ trilogy sees her 
character escaping from the war to neighboring Pakistan only to return to her refugee camp 
when she realizes life is no better there.  

2003 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

26. Under the Persimmon Tree by Staples, S.F. ISBN-10: 0374380252, ISBN-13: 978-
0374380250. Staples weaves two separate narratives of an Afghan girl and an American 
Muslim convert aiding Afghani refugees and parallels and connects their lives.  

2005 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

27. Ask Me No Questions by Marina Budhos ISBN-10: 1416903518  ISBN-13: 978-
1416903512. This book records the lives of two siblings when their father is detained after 
the 9/11 tragedy.   

2006 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

28. A Little Piece of Ground by Elizabeth Laird with Sonia Nimr ISBN-10: 1931859388.  
Karim, a 12-year-old Palestinian boy, works with two friends to transform an abandoned 
lot in Ramallah into a soccer field and a getaway from the trials of both family and life 
under occupation. 

2006 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

29. Chicken with Plums by Satarapi, Marjane. ISBN-10: 0375424156. This story records the 
last few days of Nasser Ali Khan’s life, one of Iran's respected musicians. He takes to bed 
for eight days and dies after realizing that he'll never be able to find an instrument to 
replace his broken tar. 

2006 Contemporary 
Realistic F 
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Table 3.3: Annotated Bibliography, Format: Novels, Years of Publication and Genre 

# Title 
Year of  

Pub Genre 

30. Ten Things I Hate About Me by Randa Abdel-Fattah. ISBN-10: 0545050553, ISBN-13: 
978-0545050555. Jamilah Towfeek hides her Lebanese-Muslim background from the 
other kids at her Australian school 

2006 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

31. Broken Moon by Antieau, Kim. ISBN-10: 1416917675 /ISBN-13: 978-1416917670Nadira, 
a young Pakistani girl, finds herself having to chase down kidnappers that took her brother 
as a camel racer. 

2007 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

32. Camel Rider by Prue Mason ISBN-10: 1580893147. After turning back from an escape to 
save his dog during a terrorists attack in the Middle East, Adam travels around alon until 
he stumbles upon a ragged camel boy who helps him deal with his new life.  

2007 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

33.  Does my Head Look Big in This by Randa Abdel-Fattah. ISBN-10: 0439919479. The story 
tells of the protagonist’s emotional and spiritual journey as she copes with the decision of 
wearing a hijab. 

2007 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

34.  First Daughter: Extreme American Makeover by Mitali Perkins. ISBN-10: 014241154X, 
ISBN-13: 978-0142411544. Perkins explores what the white house would be like if the 
first daughter was a Pakistani. 

2007 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

35. Rickshaw Girl by Mitali Perkins/Jamie Hogan ISBN-10: 1580893082. A short chapter 
book dealing with a young girl and her impoverish family in Bangladesh and how she 
overcomes her status through talent and ambition. 

2007 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

36. Beneath my Mother’s Feet by Amjed Qamar ISBN-10: 1416947280, ISBN-13: 978-
1416947288. As Nazia, a 14 year old girl growing up in Pakistan finds herself growing up 
too quickly due to the lessons of hardship. These intolerable circumstances turn out to be 
more liberating than she anticipated.  

2008 Contemporary 
Realistic F 
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Table 3.3: Annotated Bibliography, Format: Novels, Years of Publication and Genre 

# Title 
Year of  

Pub Genre 

37. Sunset Over Fallujah by Walter Dean Meyers. ISBN-10: 0439916259 ISBN-13: 978-
0439916257. In this book Myers looks at contemporary war in Iraq and presents the troops 
view of it. 

2008 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

38. The House of Djinn by Staples, S.F. ISBN-10: 0374399360. Staples’s last book dealing 
with her character Shabanu goes further into the lives Shabanu has touched and the manner 
in which she must sacrifice her dreams again to do what is necessary for her daughter.   

2008 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

39. The First Daughter White House Rules by Mitali Perkins Perkins. ISBN-10: 0525479511, 
ISBN-13: 978-0525479512. Perkins continues to explore what it would be like to have a 
Pakistani first daughter in the white house and the manner I which she would try to 
maintain an average life.  

2008 Contemporary 
Realistic F 
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Annotated Bibliography: Picture Books 

Table 3.4: Annotated Bibliographies of Format: Picture Books, Publication Dates and Genre 

# Title 
Year of  

Pub Genre 

1. Grandfather’s Orchard by Ghazi, Abidulla illustrated by Michele van Patten. ISBN: 
1563163071. This book deals with the family tradition of planting the seeds for future 
generations metaphorically through grand children helping out their grandfather in planting an 
orchard. 

1993  Contemporary  
Realistic F 

2. From Far Away by Robert Munsch and Saoussan Askar. ISBN-10: 155037396X. A young girl 
must struggle to fit in and learn the language of her new Canadian society, after she moves 
from Middle East.  

1995 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

3. Sami and the Time of the Troubles by Florence Parry Heidi, Judith Heidi Gilliland ISBN-10: 
0395720850   ISBN-13: 978-0395720851. In this story, a boy longs for peace in his war-torn 
Beirut Lebonon.     

1995  Contemporary 
Realistic F 

4. The Hundredth Name by Oppenheim, Shulamith Levey; illustrated by Michael Hays ISBN: 
1563971836 This is a story is about Saleh, whose faith and love for an animal is set in Muslim 
Egypt. 

1995  Contemporary 
Realistic F 

 5. Ali, Child of the Desert by Jonathan London. Illustrated by Ted Lewin. ISBN-10: 0688125603. 
Ali, a young boy, travels with his father on a yearly trek across the Sahara when they are 
separated by a sandstorm forcing Ali to forge friendships with foreigners to help him find his 
father.  

1997  Contemporary 
Realistic F 

 6. Sitti's Secrets by Naomi Shihab Nye illustrated by Nancy Carpenter ISBN-10: 0689817061,   
ISBN-13: 978-0689817069. When Mona travels from her home in the U.S. to visit her 
grandmother's small Palestinian village on the West Bank, she is met by a wise old woman 
who teaches her all about the hardships that she has faced and how her grandmother wishes 
only for peace.  

1997 Contemporary 
Realistic F 
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Table 3.4: Annotated Bibliographies of Format: Picture Books, Publication Dates and Genre 

# Title 
Year of  

Pub Genre 

7. The Day of Ahmed’s Secret by Florence Parry Heidi, Judith Heidi Gilliland ISBN-10: 
0140563539, ISBN-13: 978-0140563535. Ahmed sells butane gas at a market in Cairo, Egypt; 
on this particular day, he carries a secret with him (he has learned to write his name in Arabic). 

1997 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

8. What’s the Matter, Habibi? by Betsy Lewin ISBN-10: 0618432426 ISBN-13: 978-
0618432424 Habibi, a camel, and his owner, Ahmed, work each day giving rides to children. 
One day, Habibi refuses to get up.  

1997 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

9. Nesma Buys the Beans by Andy Smart illustrated by Walid Taher ISBN-10: 9775325730. 
Nesma, a young child, moves to Cairo from a village and goes out to buy beans. 

1998  Contemporary 
Realistic F 

10. The Storytellers by Ted Lewin ISBN-10: 0688151787, ISBN-13: 978-0688151782. This is the 
tale of Abdul and his storyteller-grandfather, who head to work on the outskirts of an ancient 
Moroccan city. 

1998 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

11.  Nadia’s Hands by Karen English and Jonathan Weiner. ISBN-10: 1563976676 ISBN-13: 978-
156397667. Nadia, a young Pakistani girl, takes part in her aunt’s traditional wedding going 
through many rituals and practices. 

1999  Contemporary 
Realistic F 

12. The Stars in My Geddoh’s Sky by Clair Sidhom Matze illustrated by Bill Farnsworth. ISBN-
10: 0807576107, ISBN-13: 978-0807576106. A visit from his grandfather from Egypt, reveals 
the history of his ancestry to a young boy  

1999 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

13. Ruler of the Courtyard by Khan, Rukhsana. Illustrated by R. Gregory Christie. ISBN 0-670-
03583-1 Saba, a young Pakistani girl is afraid of the chickens in her courtyard. She forgets her 
fear when she comes across a snake. She alter overcomes both her fears. 

2003 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

14. The Carpet Boy’s Gift by Shea, Pegi Deitz. Illustrated by Leane Morin. ISBN 0-88448-248-0. 
Nadeem, a young boy, works hard for the honor of his family until one day he meets Iqbal 
Masih, a boy who escaped from a bonded labor factory, was educated, and is teaching other 
child laborers about the laws that are supposed to protect them. 

2003 Contemporary 
Realistic F 
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Table 3.4: Annotated Bibliographies of Format: Picture Books, Publication Dates and Genre 

# Title 
Year of  

Pub Genre 

15. My Name was Hussein by Kyuchukov, Hristo, illustrated by Allan Eitzen ISBN: 1563979640. 
Young Hussein from a Muslim, Gypsy family lived in a small Bulgarian village. After World 
War II, the communist government persecuted minorities. 

2004 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

16. Roses in My Carpet By Khan, Rukhsana. Illustrated by Ronald Himler ISBN-10: 1550050699,   
ISBN-13: 978-1550050691 this portrays the life of a young carpet weaver whose craft helps 
sustain his family and how he must deal with life when his younger sister is gravely injured. 

2004 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

17. My Name is Bilal by Asma Mobin-Uddin and Barbara Kiwak. ISBN-10: 1590781759. Bilal is 
one of the only Muslims in his new schoola and he is afraid of his Muslim identity when other 
children begin to harass his sister; a Muslim teacher tells him the story of Bilal Ibn Rabah to 
inspire Bilal to accept his religious identity. 

2005 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

18. Silly Chicken by Khan, Rukhsana, Illustrated by Yunmee Kyong. ISBN-10: 0670059129. This 
story, set in rural Pakistan, presents a unique look at sibling rivalry when Rani becomes jealous 
of a chicken her mother is especially fond of. 

2005 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

19. My Father's Shop by Satomi Ichikawa ISBN-10: 1929132999, ISBN-13: 978-1929132997. 
This story presents an image of a Moroccan marketplace and of a boy who can find a dozen 
ways of playing with a rug with a small hole. 

2006 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

20. One Green Apple by Eve Bunting, Ted Lewin. ISBN-10: 0618434771. Farah, who cannot 
speak English, takes a field trip with her class to an apple orchard where she can build 
friendships despite the cultural and language barrier. 

2006 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

21. Four Feet Two Sandals by Karen Lynn Williams & Khadra Mohammed illustrated by Doug 
Chayka. ISBN-10: 0802852963. Lina and Feroza find matching shoes of one pair from some 
relief workers but meet and decide that it is better to share the sandals than for each to wear 
only one. 

2007 Contemporary 
Realistic F 
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Table 3.4: Annotated Bibliographies of Format: Picture Books, Publication Dates and Genre 

# Title 
Year of  

Pub Genre 

22. The Best Eid Ever by Asma Mobin-uddin illustrated by Laura Jacobson. ISBN-10: 
1590784316, ISBN-13: 978-1590784310. This story is a celebration of a Muslim girls giving 
nature and deal with the common connections between the Islamic, Christian and Jewish 
religions. 

2007 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

23. Ziba Came on a Boat by Liz Lofthouse illustrated by Robert Ingpen ISBN: 978-1-933605-52-
4. This book deals with a nostalgic young girl’s voyage across the ocean from Afghanistan to 
Australia after war takes away life as she knew it. 

2007 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

24. Silent Music by James Rumford ISBN-10: 1596432764. A boy’s words introduce readers to 
the beauty and discipline of Arabic calligraphy in this story set in Baghdad. 

2008 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

25. A Party in Ramadan by Asma Mobin-uddin illustrated by Laura Jacobsen. ISBN-10: 
1590786041, ISBN-13: 978-1590786048. This is a story of a young Muslim girl determined 
fast for Ramadan. She decides to fast each Friday. Leena receives an invitation to a party on a 
Friday. She decides to go but avoid eating. 

2009 Contemporary 
Realistic F 

26. Muhammad by Demi. ISBN 0-689-85264-9. Demi tells the story of the Prophet Muhammad 
(PBUH: Peace Be Upon Him) from birth to death, explaining the creation of Islam and the 
Quran. 

1995 Bio 

27. Mansa Musa: The Lion of Mali by Khepra Burns, Leo & Diane Dillon, ISBN-10: 0152003754. 
A story about the childhood of the famed king of Mali during the 14th century and his rise to 
power. 

2001 Bio 

28. Traveling Man: The Journey of Ibn Battuta 1325-1354 by James Rumford ISBN-10: 
0618432337. A picture book that brings together Ibn Battuta’s many journeys and his many 
sayings.  

2001 Bio 
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Table 3.4: Annotated Bibliographies of Format: Picture Books, Publication Dates and Genre 

# Title 
Year of  

Pub Genre 

29. Saladin: Noble Prince of Islam by Diane Stanley ISBN-10: 0688171354. Stanley uses her 
characters to show the history behind the crusades and delve deep into the roots of Jerusalem. 

 

2002 Bio 

30. The Librarian of Basra: A True Story from Iraq by Jeanette Winter.  ISBN 0-15-205445-6. 
Another book telling the story of Alia and how she saved volumes of books from destruction 
during the recent war in Iraq. 

2004 Bio 

31. Salam: A Muslim American Boy’s Story by Tricia Brown/Ken Cardwell. ISBN-10: 
0805065385, ISBN-13: 978-0805065381. This is  an informative look at a Muslim-American 
boy and the way he practices his faith 

2006 Bio 

32. 12 Rounds of Glory by Charles R. Smith and Bryan Collier ISBN-10: 0763616923. A 
recollection of the boxer, Muhammad Ali’s, fights to the top both man and moral. 

2007 Bio 

33 Muhammad Ali: Champion of the World by Jonah Winter and Francois Roca. ISBN-10: 
037583622. An account of Muhammad Ali’s life from how he converted to Islam and refused 
to fight in a war to how he rose back to the top after being stripped of his title.  

2008 Bio 

Note: The abbreviation PBUH will be used throughout this dissertation when the name or the designation of the Prophet 
Muhammad (PBUH) is referenced; this abbreviation stands for ‘Peace Be Upon Him.’  
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Conclusion 

Within this chapter I elaborated on the methodology of the study. I have described 

critical content analysis as a methodology in detail by observing the way this 

methodology developed through the years in the varied fields of library science, 

information studies, and medical fields and the manner in which it can be used for textual 

studies in the field of education. I also provide details on the connections between Rudine 

Sims’s (1982) study and her categories and this study. After providing her definitions of 

the categories, I illustrate how my redefinitions of her categories are different to address 

Muslim representations. This chapter also provides pertinent detail of the process of data 

collection and analysis along with the analytical decisions I had to make to develop 

patterns and categories. In the next chapter, I provide significant details of the 

characteristics of the texts and their creators by studying the details of their patterns. 

4.  
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CHAPTER 4 

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE WRITERS AND THE WRITTEN  

I have always been intrigued by the manner in which a story was written and told, 

as well as the impact of a well-delivered tale. I wanted a good story to go on and was kept 

under its spell way after the epilogue was read and digested. The warm and fuzzy feeling 

would continue for days, and then I would discuss that same story with my dad or my 

sister and their perspectives on it would be different and my own understanding of the 

narrative would grow from those intense discussions. I observed the same with the 

courses I taught on literature. Later, my doctoral program introduced me to the reader 

response theory which explains the aesthetic response that I was having to a literary work 

and the way literature discussions increase comprehension and understanding of text. I 

realized, even as a young girl, that reading and reflecting increased my critical 

understanding of a text. I was also taught to read the work and the life of an author to 

understand more than just the content, to go beyond content to the relation to the context 

of the narrative. My initial training in reading between the lines prepared me for my study 

as a researcher who was trying to decipher meaning of texts about Muslims. 

Within this chapter, I take an in-depth survey of the overall characteristics of the 

books and their patterns. I study patterns in dates of publication, gender of protagonists, 

settings of the books, topics theme, and the background of authors, illustrators, and 

translators. I chart out the patterns by dividing the books in each genre into segments of a 

few years depending on the amount of books in each segment, and discuss each segment 

briefly. I define and explain the genres and move into an explanation of the major 
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patterns in the genres. I also look into books set in the western countries to a greater 

depth and length as I think they provide a significant insight into the depiction of 

Muslims within these countries. This chapter elaborates on the following research 

questions: (a) what are the overall characteristics of the books and authors, illustrators, 

and translators, within this study? And (b) what are the background experiences of the 

authors, illustrators, and translators who write and distribute literature within the U.S. that 

reflect Muslim cultures? 

Dates of Publication 

Within Table 4.1 is recorded a steady increase of interest in publishing books 

about Muslims. The patterns in Table 4.1 project the least amount of previous interest in 

portraying books about Muslim people during almost a decade from 1985 to 1994. The 

three books published within this period belong to the genre of contemporary realistic 

fiction and there are no publications in the genres of biography and historical fiction. The 

next six years depict an increase in interest to encompass other genres, albeit, merely two 

books. The most books were published in five years from 2001-2006. There is an influx 

of 35 books, which is more than double the previous six years. All the genres portray a 

significant increase, especially biography. It is interesting to observe that all the books 

belonging to biography are picture books and none are novels. The last year and a half 

shows an increase in books written by people inside of the culture. There are more young 

adult novels than picture books.  Younger audiences in the U.S. need images which 

expose them to a cultural group which is projected in the media all the time. The images 
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will hopefully be more positive than negative as more insider authors are beginning to 

write and portray their own varied cultural groups.  

The reasons behind this influx, specifically in the genre of contemporary realistic 

fiction, is most probably due to the present turmoil in the Middle East and its impact on 

the audience here in the U.S. after 9/11. Due to this unrest, there have been immigrants 

from war-torn regions who are telling their own stories or are exposing U.S. authors to 

their stories. There is more interest in the regions and Muslims by Americans wanting to 

understand this unrest.  The genre of contemporary realistic fiction reflects life as it can 

be in reality. The study that Rudine Sims (1982) conducted looked at this specific genre 

to study the concerns of representations of African-Americans within the U.S. This genre 

provides openness to authors to play around with the characters, plots, and settings and 

bring in their own perspectives, rather than adhering to specific characters, plots and 

settings as in the genre of biography and historical fiction.  

Table 4.1: Dates of Publication and Formats  

Years 

Contemporary 
Realistic 
Fiction Biography 

Historical 
Fiction 

Total 
Picture 
Books 

Total 
Novels 

Grand 
Total 

1985-1994 3 0 0 1 2 3 
1995-2000 14 1 1 12 4 16 
2001-2006 18 13 4 13 22 35 
2007-2009 14 3 1 7 11 18 

Total 49 17 6 33 39 72 

Gender of Main Character 

There are a total of 31 male protagonists as compared to 41 females. The formats 

are different as the picture books have more males and novels more female, 29 in 

comparison to 10. There are a significant number of female authors as compared to the 
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male authors within the books in this study. Fifty-six females are authoring the books. 

Their choice of a protagonist also reflects their own gender. There are 41 female 

protagonists and they are reflected more in the novel as a format than picture books. 

Table 4.2 succinctly depicts patterns within gender. 

Table 4.2: Gender of Main Character 

Gender Picture Books Novel Total 

Males 21 10 31 

Females 12 29 41 

Total 33 39 72 

Settings of the Books 

The settings of these stories are varied and reflect the interest in representing 

Muslims. Fifteen Middle Eastern countries are represented and 4 western nations are 

represented as settings of these books. The concern here is that there are books span and 

are set in a lot of areas considered to be either part of regions inhabited by Muslims or 

reflect Muslims as a people, but very few concentrate on one region or country. Rickshaw 

Girl is a book set in Bangladesh written by Mitali Perkins, while Ask Me No Questions by 

Marina Budhos is about a Bangladeshi family settled in the U.S. Both books are 

reflective of Muslims who are Bangladeshis, but in different parts of the world. The one 

book, each set in Bulgaria and Canada, is not reflective of the present day Muslim 

experiences in those nations. Bulgaria is part of Eastern Europe but it is Europe none-the-

less. The book was taken as reflective of a European nation. Although the two novels 

based in Australia are more sensitively reflective of the Muslim experience, they are still 
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western nations. This lack of varied perspectives makes it harder for an audience to get a 

clear perception of a society in an authentic manner of any specific culture. 

There are more books reflective of lives in Pakistan and Afghanistan and for 

western nations than for any other precise region. The major cluster of 19 books that are 

set in Pakistan and Afghanistan have authenticity concerns/issues and may not be 

considered as reflective of a wider range of everyday lives in both those countries. These 

books span the genres of realistic fiction and biography representing around 20 years. 

These texts are reflective of books being published and circulated in the U.S. and 

therefore may be taken as an indication of 20 years of evolution of culture within those 

countries for audiences in the U.S. I have had to combine Pakistan and Afghanistan as 

most books reflective of one region permeate into the other, because refugees who move 

back and forth within both countries are portrayed within these books.  

Majority of books, within this study that are set in the west have a contemporary 

realistic setting.  There are seldom books about Muslims that are published in Muslim 

countries/regions that reach the shores of the U.S. 

A majority of books in this study represent a dated/historical backdrop. These are 

46 in number. There also are modern/contemporary backdrops to the stories, but these are 

only 17 in number. The books that have a combined representation are 7 in number and 

usually represent a dated/historical representation in contrast to the modern/contemporary 

one depicted by a developed and flourishing nation as in, The Story of My Life, where 

they present the U.S. in comparison to Afghanistan and Palestine. The patterns in the 

settings are presented succinctly within the Table 4.3. 
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Table 4.3: Patterns in the Settings of the Books  
    Settings 

Countries 
Picture 
Books Novels Total Contemporary Historical 

Contemporary/ 
Historical 

Western 12 6 18    

U.S. 10 4 14 14 0 0 

Australia 0 2 2 2 0 0 

Canada 1 0 1 1 0 0 

Bulgaria 1 0 1 0 1 0 

Middle Eastern 21 33 54    

Pakistan 
Afghanistan 

6 13 19 0 16 3 

Bangladesh 0 1 1 0 1 0 

Turkey 0 1 1 0 1 0 

Palestine 2 7 9 0 9 0 

Iraq 2 4 6 0 6 0 

Iran 0 4 4 0 1 3 

Lebanon 1 0 1 0 1 0 

Libya 0 1 1 0 1 0 

Morocco 5 0 5 0 5 0 

Egypt 3 0 3 0 3 0 

Saudi Arabia 1 0 1 0 1 0 

Mali 1 0 1 0 1 0 

Middle East 0 1 1 0 1 0 

Major Topics/Themes 

The major themes that are reflected in the books in this study are those of 

war/refugees, family relationships, striving to survive, and greater gain. There is only one 

book that does not reflect any of the above themes. I had initially tried using the theme of 

‘growing up,’ but almost all the books seemed reflective of this theme. The characters 

were often shown as ‘growing up’ under adverse circumstances of wars and revolutions, 
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and so this theme was too broad. I then decided to eliminate that theme and use others to 

present diversity in the books rather than putting all of them together in one broad group.  

The greatest amount of books in all of the genres is reflective of the theme of 

“Striving to Survive.” Thirty-two of the books have this theme reflected in the various 

picture books and novels. This struggle of survival is in the face of multiple oppressive 

forces from those of oppressive parents to oppressive rulers, as in the case of Staple’s 

trilogy and Satrapi’s three graphic novels, as well as Ellis’s Trilogy. Twenty two of the 

books have family relationship as their major theme. These family relationships may be 

positive or negatively portrayed, as in Fattah’s two novels as compared to Qamar’s novel 

set in Pakistan. Specific books on war/refugees are just 10, which is surprising, 

considering the present global circumstances scaffolding the lives of Muslims.  

The theme of ‘greater gain’ is mostly reflected in the genres of biography, for example, 

that of the Prophet Mohammad (PBUH), Saladin, Mohammad Ali the Boxer, Ibn Batuta and 

Mansa Musa. These protagonists struggled in the face of insurmountable odds, given their 

specific time periods for the greater gain of others. This gain was beyond their personal gain.  

The one book which is not reflective of any of the themes is a picture book by Betsy 

Lewin, which is about a confused Bedouin/Arab whose camel gives rides to children.  One day 

this camel, called Habibi, just refuses to move. The Arab does everything to placate him, for 

example, giving him his human shoes and other things which would not matter to a camel, to 

no avail. This story did not have any distinct theme that would fit into the four themes that 

stood out for me. Table 4.4 presents the patterns in the major themes.  
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Table 4.4: Patterns in Major Topic/Theme 

Major Themes  
CRF BIO HF Total 

Novel P/B Novel P/B Novel P/B  
War/Refugees 2 4 4 0 0 0 10 

Family Relationships 6 15 1 0 0 0 22 

Striving to Survive 22 6 4 0 6 0 32 

Greater Gain 0 0 0 7 0 0 7 

? 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 

Background of the Author/Illustrator/Translator 

The authors, illustrators, and translators within the three genres of this study have 

different backgrounds they draw from in writing these narratives. As most books are by authors 

outside of the cultures they are writing about, they have to pull from some kind of resources to 

write about the varied Muslim cultures. As I looked at the patterns in these narratives, I 

observed major segments of background information about these authors, illustrators, and 

translators, which may have impacted their writing and the choice of their topics (check 

appendices: A, B, and C). I have divided the authors’ background in the following manner: 

Sustained Contact with Muslims, Research, and Insiders to Muslim Culture: Immigrated as 

Child/Immigrated as Adult/YA, and as Belongs to the Region. Those who are insiders to the 

cultures have been divided as to the numbers of authors within each genre. For the authors who 

immigrated as a child; seven write in the genre of realistic fiction, and three in biography. For 

those who immigrated as a young adult or adult, there are three who wrote in the genre of 

realistic fiction, four in biography and one in historical fiction.  For those belonging to the 

culture, there are three authors who wrote within the genre of realistic fiction, which brings the 

cumulative total of insider authors to 21. There are 22 illustrators who engage in research in 

representing the cultures, while two have sustained contact with Muslims, 14 of who are 
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illustrating in the genre of realistic fiction and eight in that of biography. There are two 

illustrators and two translators who are insiders to the cultures they are representing. Two 

translators belong to the regions they are representing.   

I researched the backgrounds of the authors, illustrators, and translators through web 

searches and their websites. I also went into the children’s literature database and read any 

information on them that I could find through the links on the book review pages. I read any 

interviews published online and in magazines. I went through library sources that would have 

any information on any of the authors, illustrators and translators. Table 4.5 reflects patterns in 

the backgrounds of authors, illustrators, and translators. 

Table 4.5: Patterns in Backgrounds of the Authors/Illustrators/Translators 

Category Author Illustrator Translator 

Sustained Contact with Muslims CRF=13 2  

Research CRF=9 
Bio=8 
HF=3 
Total=20 

CRF=14 
BIO=8 
 
Total=22 

2 

Insiders to Muslim Culture CRF=12 
Bio=8 
HF=1 
Total=21 

2 2 

1. Immigrated as Child CRF=7 
Bio=3 
Total=10 

1 1 

2. Immigrated as Adult/YA CRF=3 
Bio=4 
HF=1 
Total=8 

  

3. Belongs to the Region CRF=3 1 2 
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The patterns mentioned in the backgrounds of the authors, illustrators, and 

translators are discussed further below. 

Sustained Contact with Muslims 

Thirteen authors and two illustrators have had sustained contact with Muslims, 

which means that they have had extensive contact with Muslims whose culture they are 

representing. This may be through visits to the regions, as is the case with Staples, Stolze, 

and Ellis, who have been to Pakistan, Libya, and Afghanistan respectively. Staples and 

Stolze are journalists and bring the perspective of looking for newsworthy subject matter 

in their writings. Both have received prestigious awards for their narratives.  

Staples is one of the most significant authors, who represents Pakistan in most of 

her books, and has won a Newberry Honor Award for her portrayal of the region. Due to 

her award and the popularity of her book, she was interviewed many times and many of 

the book reviews reflect positively on her work. Staples was inspired to write Shabanu, 

due to her experiences within interior Punjab, a province of Pakistan. According to her, 

she saw an anguished young girl who was crying her heart out and that act became her 

inspiration for her protagonist.  In her interviews before and after she won the Newberry 

Award, she articulated her experiences within India and Pakistan, where she went as a 

journalist. I encountered appreciative references to the novel in reviews and references 

within articles. The literature resource centre provided me with appreciative reviews on 

the book in the past 16 years, and peer-reviewed articles written by famous literary 

researchers who study issues of authenticity, accuracy and authority of author, gave 

resounding accolades to this work and its writer. The reviews of the novel had each 
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source as an enthusiastic appreciator of the work, such as, Bulletin of the Center for 

Children’s Books, The New York Times Book Review, Quill and Quire, The Five Owls, 

and Times Educational Supplement, ranging from 1989 to 1997. Bookbird and The New 

Advocate published personal reflections on Shabanu by the author and an interview of the 

author concerning this literary work in their respective journals. In the Bookbird article, 

Staples (1997) speaks about her own background and argues her own positionality as an 

‘implied’ (Cai, 1997) or very close to an ‘insider’ stance in the writing of this story. She 

worked in large cities of Pakistan, like Lahore, which is the capital of Punjab (a major 

province in Pakistan) and Rawalpindi, which is the twin city of Islamabad; the actual 

capital of Pakistan, and in institutions, like the University of Punjab, the hub of 

modernity. The centers of educations there are renowned. These are modern 

cosmopolitan cities that hold on to their history while reaching for the future in their 

architecture. It leaves one confused about how and why she could pick such a small 

segment of a nomadic family to write about, with no mention of these large flourishing 

cities in her novel. 

Ellis, on the other hand, applies her stance as an activist when she deals with the 

choice of subject matter in The Breadwinner trilogy. Ellis also worked closely with 

refugees from Afghanistan in Canada and visited the country where her stories are set. 

Her connection with the culture and the children brought about her story.  Lofthouse, in 

Zeba and Karen Lynn Williams, as well as co-author, Khadra Mohammad in Four Feet 

Two Sandals work directly with refugees in Australia and the U.S. Khadra is from the 

region of Pakistan and Afghanistan and, thus, even if she is settled in the U.S., she has an 
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affinity with people from the region which is reflected in the narrative of Sandals. Even 

though Lofthouse and Williams have not visited Afghanistan they have been impacted by 

the turmoil in the young lives of the refugees they work with. The books by these authors 

reflect certain sensitivity as to the plight of the refugees. 

Research 

There is a major amount of authors and illustrators who engage in and rely on 

research to write and illustrate their narratives. Twenty out of 52 authors, 22 out of 27 

illustrators, and 4 out of 6 translators belong to this category. Globalization as a 

movement is bringing nations and people closer together. The knowledge base created 

through online sources is convenient and time saving; any region in the world is as close 

as a click away. The kinds of research these authors and illustrators do are varied, like 

web searches on the areas and websites of the regions. There is no direct reference within 

most of the search engines to the exact kind of research that each author conducts, but 

detailed investigation and some of my direct conversations with authors and illustrators, 

for example, Asma Mobin-Uddin, Rukhsana Khan, Ibtisam Barakat, Linda Sue Parks, 

Pam Munoz Ryan, Ted Lewin, Ronald Himler, and Laura Jacobsen, revealed some of the 

ways in which the research before and during their writing process is conducted. Some of 

these authors are not part of this study, but their presentations and my conversations with 

them, added to my insight into their research methodologies.  

Authors may be insiders or outsiders of the cultures they are writing about, but 

they still have to research before putting pen to paper. Authors research their own 

countries and people, specifically, if they have not resided within those regions for a long 
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time. Parks interviewed her own family members and asked her family in Korea to send 

her the information she required. Barakat actually tapped into her own family sources to 

research her past and continually goes back home to Palestine. Ryan actually learned how 

to ride and learned to take care of horses before she ventured into writing two books on 

horses. Asma Mobin-Uddin takes it upon herself to contact the illustrator to work on the 

illustrations, as well as the written narrative. The characters in her stories are not 

representative of a country or a culture, but present a Muslim view point in the written 

and oral texts. She makes an effort to provide an authentic and universal view of the 

Muslim experience in the U.S. by presenting Muslim girls as wearing the hijab (female 

head covering), even though she herself is from Pakistan and people seldom wear the 

hijab there. Her parents migrated from Pakistan and she was born here in the U.S.  A 

pediatrician by profession, she started writing picture books because she did not have any 

books that reflected Muslim children for own children. Khan writes from her parent’s 

experiences as immigrants and her own experience of going back to Pakistan and 

sponsoring a child. Staples and Ellis write after visiting Pakistan and Afghanistan and 

actually working among people from those regions, as do Lofthouse in Australia and 

Khadra in the U.S.  

The concern with illustrators is that publishers do not consent to authors and 

illustrators collaborative work and meetings for discussions. Ted and Betsy Lewin have 

been to Middle Eastern regions, where some of their books are set. They insist on going 

to any country they are representing after the criticism on authenticity issues within the 

illustrations of the picture book, The Day of Ahmed’s Secret, set in Egypt, that Ted 
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illustrated (Ducket & Knox, 2001). Ted further takes photographs of the regions he is 

writing about. When I met Ted, he was very aware of the criticism on his illustrations of 

Ahmed’s Secret. In illustrating the book, he was given photographs of Egypt by the 

authors and did not question their validity and chose a few and worked from them. The 

result was confusing images of Cairo with architectural misrepresentations and animals 

roaming the streets. In talking about his research and technique during a conference that 

I, within a group, was hosting, he explained that he requests visits to the regions he is 

asked to represent, where he personally takes photographs that he then uses to create 

drawings from in his studio in the U.S.  The manner in which he researches gives him a 

tourist approach to representations, even though his artwork and style are beautifully 

rendered. Himler, a resident of Arizona, engages only in research through online sources 

and searches and images within books, and has never visited Afghanistan as he illustrated 

Khan’s book, Roses in My Carpet.   

Laura Jacobsen, on the other hand, is aware of the sensitive nature of her subject 

matter on Muslims. Even though the publishers do not require it, she was in constant 

contact with Mobin-Uddin when illustrating the picture books: Eid and Ramadan. 

According to Jacobson, Mobin-Uddin provided in-depth directions to each illustration of 

the picture books with extensive notes explaining the logic of each change, addition, and 

alteration. 

These are just some of the research techniques that are used by authors and 

illustrators who recognize their social responsibility in working on a narrative that 
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involve their own or another culture. It would become a cause of concern if authors and 

illustrators did a superficial research, specifically about cultures other than their own.  

Insiders to Muslim Cultures 

Many authors within this study are insiders to the Muslim groups they are writing 

about. There take on the society is more sensitive and in-depth related to their personal 

experiences. These authors have been further divided into two sub groups and are 

mentioned in greater detail below. 

Belongs to the Region 

1. Belongs to the Region: There are three authors who belong to the regions they 

represent. 

These authors represent regions such as Bulgaria, Israel, and Egypt and their 

reflection is through who they are as writers and their lives. They can also be considered 

insiders to the cultures they are representing even if some of their representations are not 

those that hold a Muslims viewpoint as in Carmi’s Samir, which is a Jewish perspective 

rather than a Palestinian Muslim perspective. Carmi’s depiction of life in Israel is well 

documented and her choice of topic is the exposure of a Palestinian child to an Israeli 

hospital and its patients. One, of course, is provided with a pro-Israeli stance through the 

narrative. Smart wrote Nesma which exposes the U.S. audience to life in Egypt. His 

choice of topic is commonplace as he explores Nesma’s life in the city of Cairo where 

she moved the day before. The author and the illustrator of this picture book are from the 

culture and depict the subject matter as casual and not dramatic. Hristo belongs to 
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Bulgaria and presents his own experiences as a Muslim who is forced to take on a 

Christian name and identity to survive there in mid-twentieth century. Nye belongs to the 

U.S. but writes about her paternal family in Palestine whom she first visited as a young 

adult. Her books reflect both regions of the U.S. and Palestine. Her personal relations and 

experiences have been in depth and sustained with her family in Palestine which is why 

her writing is taking into consideration being socially responsible as an author who 

traverses both realms of the Middle East and the U.S. she also chooses to write about 

Palestine through the views of the Palestinian American characters. 

Immigrated 

2. Immigrated: There are eighteen authors and two illustrators who immigrated to 

different Western nations, either as a young adult/ adult or child or they are 

second generation children of immigrants.  

Some left their homes or were forced to leave due to unfortunate and unstable 

political circumstances within their countries.  Ten authors left their countries as a child 

and their recollection of their homelands seem to be primarily through the stories of their 

parents/grandparents or through research and continued visits. Khan left Pakistan when 

she was only two. She did go back and visit when she sponsored an Afghan refugee; her 

book on his life is Roses in My Carpet. Most of these authors reflect back on their 

experiences in their homeland, for example. Barakat, but it is important to note that their 

connections to their country have not been completely severed and their families still 

reside there. Barakat, in her novel, captures the essence of the Palestinian struggles 

during the six day war and the devastation it caused from her own life experiences. Nye, 
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on the other hand, is a Palestinian American who was born in the U.S. She writes from 

within her culture; her characters are Palestinian and Palestinian Americans. She went to 

Palestine as a young adult and draws from that experience in writing her stories. Mobin-

Uddin’s parents migrated to the U.S. from Pakistan and she was born in the U.S. like 

Nye, whose father migrated to the U.S. from Palestine.  

Reflection on past experiences is insightful in some cases but in others it becomes 

a one-sided view point which, while authentic to the authors’ own life, may reflect 

narrow views. Authors like Latifa, Ahmedi, and Satrapi left when their countries were 

facing circumstances that were extreme, for example under Taliban in Afghanistan and 

the Islamic revolution that ousted the Shah in Iran. These three authors came to three 

regions, Latifa to France, Ahmedi, initially moved to Germany for treatment and then to 

the U.S., and Satrapi to France. Satrapi is the illustrator and the translator of her graphic 

novels. These authors have become representatives of their cultures and beliefs. If these 

narratives do not leave any progressive insights within them then the implied reader 

becomes confused as to the content’s message. If only books from these author’s 

memoirs are read by an audience in the U.S. the outcome would be views that do not do 

justice to the range of experiences within Afghanistan and Iran as a country and the 

culture of Muslims residing there currently. These books do, however, reflect the 

accepted western worldviews about the region and do not question existing viewpoints.   

Patterns in Book Awards 

Awards are a manner in which many educators and librarians judge a book’s 

value in the literary realm. The American Library Association announces the awards 
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given to texts during a certain time period. Any award is very prestigious for an author, 

translator, or an illustrator, but there are some that epitomize these awards within young 

adult and children’s literature, for example the Batchelder and Newberry Honor Awards 

etc.  

There are nineteen authors and one translator within this study who have won 

awards for their works. Many of these are people who belong to the cultures that they are 

representing. The most awards are within the genre of contemporary realistic fiction. The 

authors who have won or were nominated are 16 in number out of 34 authors.  The 

authors who were either nominated or won these awards belong to different backgrounds.  

There are 8 insiders and 8 authors who do not belong to the cultures they are representing 

but who have won awards for their works. Of the authors outside of the cultures there are 

three who have had a sustained connection to the cultures they are representing for 

example, Staples, Ellis, and Lofthouse.  Ellis and Staples have worked with or visited the 

areas of Pakistan and Afghanistan as journalists and relief workers and Lofthouse has 

worked with refugees from Afghanistan who move to Australia. The rest engage in 

necessary research to write their narratives. Staples won the coveted Newberry Honor 

award for Shabanu. The book, Samir and Yonatan by Carmi won quite a few awards 

including the Batchelder award for the translation by Lotan.   

There are 2 authors in the genre of biography who received awards. Both of the 

authors are now resident of U.S. There are numerous awards for Tasting the Sky by a 

Palestinian insider to the culture, Barakat. Stamaty, on the other hand, has one award for 

his work on the graphic novel, Alia’s Mission which is on saving of the books of during 
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an attack by the U.S. on the public library. Stolz has won a Batchelder for her historical 

fiction novel about Libya, which was initially written in French and then translated. 

Tables 4.6 and 4.7 capture a succinct overview of the authors and their awards.  

Table 4.6: Number of Awards According to Genre  

Genre Awards 

Contemporary Realistic Fiction 16 

Biography 2 

Historical Fiction 1 
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Table 4.7: Awards, Winners, and Genre 
Authors of CRF Awards 

Ellis, Deborah  Sweden’s Peter Pan Prize; Rocky Mountain Books Award; University of California’s Middle 
East Book Award; Notable Books for a Global Society 

Khan, Rukhsana  Children’s Literature Choice List, 2004,Polish Chapter of the International Board on Books for 
Young People, 1998 

Liz Lofthouse   W.A. Premier's Book Award 2008. Winner Children's Book CBC Book of the Year 
2008. Short-listed Picture Book Early Childhood of Australia 2007. Short-listed Best Picture 
Book 

Mitali Perkins Nominated for the Rhode Island Children's Book Award, The South Carolina Children’s Book 
Award, and the Children's Crown Award. 

Oppenheim, Shulamith Levey  Notable Children's Trade Book in the Field of Social Studies (NCSS/CBC). New York Public 
Library's "One Hundred Titles for Reading and Sharing"  

Staples, S.F.  Newberry Honor  

Amjed Qamar  Ohioan Book Award Finalist 

Antieau, Kim.  A Junior Library Guild selection 

Shea, Pegi Deitz  Notable Social Studies Trade Books for Young People, 2004 

Satarapi, Marjane Angoulême Coup de Coeur Award (2001), Angoulême Prize for Scenario (2002), Time's Best 
Books of the Year (2004), Angoulême Best Comic Book Award (2005), ALA Best Books for 
Young Adults (2005),. Fernando Buesa (Spain) Peace Prize (2003). 

Daniella Carmi/ Yael Lotan  Honorable Mention from UNESCO for Children`s and Young People`s Literature in the 
Service of Tolerance (1997), the Berlin Prize for Best Children`s Book in Translation (1997), 
the Silver Quill Award (Germany, 1997), / the Batchelder Award for Best Translated Book by 
the American Library Association (2001), and the Italian WIZO Prize (2003). 
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Table 4.7: Awards, Winners, and Genre 

Naomi Shihab Nye  Two Jane Addams Book Awards, four Pushcart Prizes, a Guggenheim Fellowship, and a 
Witter Bynner Fellowship from the Library of Congress. 

Florence Parry Heidi, Judith 
Heidi Gilliland  

Editors’ Choice Award Booklist1991 and 1992 

Cathryn Clinton Children’s Book Award Notable Book 2003 Young Adult Fiction; Notable Books for a Global 
Society, 2003; Publisher’s Weekly Starred Review. 

Dr. Asma Mobin-Uddin   Middle East Outreach Council Elementary Level Award Winner. 

Randa Abdul Fattah 2008 Kathleen Mitchell Award  
Authors of Biography Awards 

Stamaty, Mark Allan Top 10 Graphic Novels for Youth, 2005 

Ibtisam Barakat  American Library Association Notable Children's Books, IRA Children's Book Award, IRA 
Notable Books for a Global Society, IRA Teachers' Choices, Books for the Teen Age, New 
York Public Library, CCBC Choice (Univ. of WI), Arab American National Museum Book 
Award – Winner, Middle East Book Award – Winner, NCSS-CBC Notable Trade Book in the 
Field of Social Studies, USBBY-CBC Outstanding International Book, Booklinks Lasting 
Connection, Kirkus Reviews Editor's Choice, School Library Journal Best Books of the Year, 
Texas TAYSHAS High School Reading List, Vermont Dorothy Canfield Fisher Award Master 
List  

Historical Fiction Awards 

Stolz, Joelle Mildred L. Batchelder Award Winner 2005 
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Definitions and Explanation of the Genres 

There are numerous ways of categorizing children’s books, for example, as narratives 

and genres. The basic definition of genre according to Galda and Cullinan (2006) is, “a 

category of composition that has defining characteristics as type of characters, setting, action, 

and overall form of structure” (p. 8). There are many genres in adolescent and children’s 

literature but included within this study are three: Contemporary Realistic Fiction, Historical 

Fiction, and Biography.  

Contemporary Realistic Fiction (CRF) 

Realistic fiction is a story which is “an author’s vision of what might really 

happen (the plot) in a particular time and place (the setting) to particular people (the 

characters)” (Galda and Cullinan, 2006. p. 188). The genre of contemporary realistic 

fiction has a strong sense of reality as stories about people and events that could actually 

happen. Galda and Cullinan (2006) further explain that “Good contemporary realistic 

fiction illuminates life, presenting social and personal concerns in a fully human context” 

(p. 188). This genre represents the bulk of the books. Two of these were published in the 

1980’s and 14 in the 1990’s, the rest were published in 2000 with only one book 

published before 9/11. These books have 28 females and 21 male characters. Twenty-four 

of these are novels and 25 picture books. Twenty books are written and two are illustrated 

by insiders to the culture. These books are written by 34 authors and illustrated by 19 

illustrators.  
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Between the period of ten years, starting in 1985 and ending in 1995, there are 

barely any books published about Muslims within the genre of contemporary realistic 

fiction. In 1989 there are two publications, both novels set in the regions of Pakistan and 

Afghanistan. Both these texts narrate the major themes of war/ refugees and ‘striving to 

survive’ under very difficult circumstances by a male and a female protagonist.  None of 

the 4 illustrators and only 1 translator belongs to the regions they are representing. 

There are 4 picture books and 1 novel published from 1993-1995. Four female 

and 2 male authors write these picture books and novels. Male protagonists are 4 in 

number and female protagonists are 3.  Two books show a modern setting for the 

characters and each one is set in the U.S. Five books are dated in their setting and plot, 

and the regions represented are Pakistan, Afghanistan, Canada, Lebanon, Egypt, and U.S. 

None of these authors and illustrators belongs to the cultures but they do have personal 

experiences attached to those regions as they have visited the areas. 

The group of 10 books were written from 1996-2000 has 2 novels and 8 picture 

books by 7 female and 3 male authors. There are 5 female and 5 male characters. The 

authors, illustrators, and translators are all outside of the cultures except for two books 

written by Nye. Five of these have a dated backdrop, 2 have a modern setting, and 3 that 

are set in the U.S. and a Middle Eastern country have a combined setting.  

From 2001-2006 thirteen books were written by 10 authors, with 6 illustrators, 

and 1 translator, 5 of whom belong to the culture they are representing. Twelve of the 

authors are female and only 1 is male. The books have 7 female and 6 male protagonists. 

Ten of the settings are dated, 2 are modern, and 1 has a combination of modern and dated 
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settings set in Israel. This is the largest set as it comprise of nineteen books by 17 authors, 

6 illustrators, 1 translator and 2 co-authors. Four authors and 2 co-authors are from the 

culture they are representing. There are 16 female authors and 3 male authors. There are 

13 female and 6 male protagonists.  

In the genre of contemporary realistic fiction, the total number of authors is 34 

and the total number of illustrators is19, only 8 of those are females and 12 males. There 

are also 2 co-authors and 2 translators. There are 8 authors and 14 illustrators who resort 

to research when undertaking a work. Three authors and 1 illustrator belong to the region, 

8 immigrated, either as child or adult, and the rest visited the area or worked with the 

refugees. Table 4.8 captures the books within this study that belong to the genre of 

realistic fiction. 



 

 

108

 
Table 4.8: Contemporary Realistic Fiction  

Book Title 
Novels Date Author Illustrator Translator 

Camel Bells  1989 Carlsson, Janne  Angela Barnett-Lindbreg 
Shabanu  1989 Staples, S.F.   
Haveli  1995 Staples, S.F.     
Habibi  1997 Nye, Naomi Shihab   
The Breadwinner  2000 Ellis, Deborah.   
Kiss the Dust  2001 Elizabeth Laird    
A Stone in My Hand.   2002 Cathryn Clinton   
Samir and Yonatan  2002 Daniella Carmi   Yael Lotan 
Parvana’s Journey  2002 Ellis, Deborah.   
Mud City  2003 Ellis, Deborah.   
Under the Persimmon Tree  2005 Staples, S.F.     
Ask Me No Questions  2006 Marina Budhos    
A Little Piece of Ground  2006 Elizabeth Laird with Sonia Nimr   
Chicken with Plums  2006 Satarapi, Marjane. Satarapi, Marjane. Satarapi, Marjane. 
Ten Things I Hate About Me  2006 Randa Abdel-Fattah   
Broken Moon  2007 Antieau, Kim.   
Camel Rider   2007 Prue Mason   
 Does my Head Look Big in This  2007 Randa Abdel-Fattah   
 First Daughter: Extreme American 
Makeover  

2007 Mitali Perkins   

Rickshaw Girl   2007 Mitali Perkins Jamie Hogan  
Beneath my Mother’s Feet  2008 Amjed Qamar     
Sunset Over Fallujah  2008 Walter Dean Meyers   
The House of Djinn  2008  Staples, S.F.     
The First Daughter: White House Rules  2008 Mitali Perkins   
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Table 4-8: Contemporary Realistic Fiction  
Book Title 

Picture Books Date Author Illustrator Translator 

Grandfather’s Orchard  1993 Ghazi, Abdullah Michele van Patten  
From Far Away  1995 Robert Munsch Saoussan Askar Michael Martchenko  
Sami and the Time of the Troubles  1995 Florence Parry Heidi, Judith Heidi Gilliland   Ted Lewin      
The Hundredth Name 1995 Oppenheim, Shulamith Levey Michael Hays  
Ali, Child of the Desert  1997 Jonathan London Ted Lewin  
Sitti's Secrets  1997  Naomi Shihab Nye  Nancy Carpenter   
The Day of Ahmed's Secret  1997 Florence Parry Heidi, Judith Heidi Gilliland Ted Lewin  
What’s the Matter, Habibi   1997 Betsy Lewin Betsy Lewin  
Nesma Buys the Beans  1998 Andy Smart  Walid Taher  
The Storytellers   1998 Ted Lewin Ted Lewin  
 Nadia’s Hands  1999 Karen English Jonathan Weiner  
The Stars in My Geddoh’s Sky  1999 Clair Sidhom Matze Bill Farnsworth  
Ruler of the Courtyard  2003 Khan, Rukhsana R. Gregory Christie    
The Carpet Boy’s Gift by. Illustrated by  2003 Shea, Pegi Deitz Leane Morin.  
My Name was Hussein  2004 Kyuchukov, Hristo Allan Eitzen.  
Roses in my Carpet  2004 Khan, Rukhsana Ronald Himler      
My Name is Bilal- by and  2005 Asma Mobin-Uddin Barbara Kiwak  
Silly Chicken  2005 Khan, Rukhsana Yunmee Kyong.  
My Father's Shop  2006 Satomi Ichikawa Satomi Ichikawa  
One Green Apple  2006 Eve Bunting  Ted Lewin  
Four Feet Two Sandals  2007 Karen Lynn Williams & Khadra Mohammed Doug Chayka  
The Best Eid Ever  2007 Asma Mobin-uddin Laura Jacobsen  
Ziba Came on a Boat  2007 Liz Lofthouse Robert Ingpen  
Silent Music  by  2008 James Rumford James Rumford  
A Party in Ramadan  2009 Asma Mobin-uddin Laura Jacobsen  
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Biography (BIO) 

According to Galda and Cullinan (2006) a biography, an autobiography, and a memoir 

all tell the story of the life or a portion of a life of a real person. Biographies and 

autobiographies are either mostly fictional or authentic- they can straddle the boundary between 

fiction and non-fiction. Memoirs are based on events in the life of the author, but are 

interpretive accounts in which events selected, arranged, and constructed in order to bring out a 

particular theme or personality trait.  Biographies may be episodic; that is, the author highlights 

a particular part of a life to illustrate the subject’s character or an important event in their lives; 

according to these researchers “the authors can choose to emphasize certain events which can 

be of a manageable length so that the attention of the audience is not lost” (p. 239).  

These are a total of 17 biographies, 9 novels and 8 picture books written by 16 authors. 

There are representations of 9 males and 9 female characters. With the exception of one, the 

rest were published during this decade after 9/11. Seven authors and 1 illustrator and 1 

translator are people who are insiders to the culture. 

From 1985-2001 there are 4 biographies. Three of these are picture books and 1 novel. 

There are a total of 2 authors, and 2 author/illustrators. Two of these authors are females and 2 

males and 1 is an insider to the culture represented. Of the four protagonists 3 are male and 1 

female. The settings are all dated. There are a total of 9 books, written by 4 authors, 4 author/ 

illustrators, and 1 translator from 2002. Six of these authors are females and 2 are male. There 

are 4 authors and 1 translator who belong to the culture they are representing. There are 4 

novels, 3 graphic novels, and 2 picture books.  There are 7 female and 2 male protagonists. The 

settings of these books are 6 dated, 2 modern, and 2 are combinations of modern and dated. 
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There is 1 ‘war/refugees’ as the main theme. There are a total of 4 books published between the 

years of 2006-2009. These books are by 3 outsider authors and one of who is an insider. There 

are 2 illustrators and 1 photographer. Two of the authors are females and 2 males and 3 of the 

illustrators are also male. The protagonists are 3 male and 1 female. The settings are 3 modern 

and 1 dated.  

There are a total of 16 authors, 5 of who are authors and illustrators of their books. six 

of the authors are insiders to the culture they are presenting in this genre. There are 9 

illustrators; 5 males and 4 females. This list includes 3 translators, one of which is an insider. 

Eight authors of the 16 engaged in research and 6 emigrated from their homelands. Table 4.9 

has the books belonging to the genre of biography, autobiography, memoirs. 

Table 4.9: Biography 
Book Title Novels Date Author Illustrator Translator 

My Forbidden Face  2001 Latifa.   
Iqbal: A Novel.   2003 D’Adamo, Francesco.  Ann Leonori. 
Persepolis 1  2003 Satarapi, Marjane. Satarapi, Marjane. Satarapi, Marjane. 
Persepolis 2  2004 Satarapi, Marjane. Satarapi, Marjane. Satarapi, Marjane. 
Funny in Farsi  2004 Firoozeh Dumas   
Thura’s Diary  2004  Al-Windawi, Thura   
Alia’s Mission  2004 Stamaty, Mark Alan. Stamaty, Mark Alan.  
The Story of My Life  2005 Farah Ahmadi  Tamim Ansary 
Tasting the Sky   2007 Ibtisam Barakat   

Book Title 
Picture Books Date Author Illustrator Translator 

Muhammad 1995 Demi Demi  
Mansa Musa  2001 Khepra Burns Leo&DianeDillon  
Traveling Man  2001 James Rumford James Rumford  
Saladin  2002 Diane Stanley Diane Stanley  
The Librarian of Basra  2004 Winter, Jeanette Winter, Jeanette  
Salam  2006 Tricia Brown Ken Cardwell  
12 Rounds of Glory   2007 Charles R. Smith Bryan Collier  
Muhammad Ali: 
Champion of the World  

2008 Jonah Winter Francois Roca  
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Historical Fiction (HF) 

History is a narrative of the humankind and their cultures across time and place. 

Historical fiction tells the story of history; as a separate genre it consists of creative stories 

grounded in facts of our past. It is realistic in the sense that the events could have happened, 

and the people could have existed, but it differs from contemporary realistic fiction in that the 

stories are set in the past (Galda and Cullinan, 2006). Six books are historical fiction with a 

representation of 3 female and 3 male characters. There is 1 insider author to these novels and 

she presents Turkey as frozen in time with the harem image.  One of these books was written in 

the 1990’s. Four authors wrote these 6 novels.  

There are a total of 6 novels in the set of historical fiction written by 3 males and 3 

female authors, none of who belong to the cultures they are presenting. All of these are novels 

have a dated backdrop due to the demands of the genre. The point of concern is that there are 

just these six books in the period of 24 years. There are a total of 4 authors, 0 illustrators, and 1 

translator. Three authors engage in research and 1 emigrated from Turkey as a young adult. 

Table 4.10 succinctly explains the books in the genre historical fiction.  

Table 4.10: Historical Fiction 

Book Title-Novels Date Author Illustrator Translator 

Shadow Spinner  1999 Staples, Susan F.    

Leyla: The Black Tulip.   2003 Croutier, Alev Lytle   

The Shadows of Ghadames. 2004 Stolz, Joelle  Catherine 
Temerson 

Blood Red Horse  2006 K.M. Grant   

Green Jasper  2006 K.M. Grant   

Blaze of Silver  2008 K.M. Grant   



 
 
 

113 

 

Books Representing Muslims set within the English Speaking Countries 

As part of this study I went into an in-depth analysis of how many books 

represented Muslims who reside within western nations. I found them to be a 

miniscule amount over the past thirty years, thus, ignoring the presence of the Muslim 

immigrant experience in these nations. I found a total of nineteen books which 

encompassed the three continents of North America, Europe, and Australia. I found 

two books set in Australia, one in Canada, one in Eastern Europe, and fourteen in the 

U.S.A. The majority are picture books, which are twelve in number, published within 

the last thirty years from 1979-2009. I have not included Chris Van Allsburg’s, The 

Garden of Abdul Gasazi, (1979) due to the fact this study includes books from 1985-

2009 and the genre of Allsburg’s book is questionable as it could be, and is in fact, 

accepted as a work of fantasy rather than contemporary realistic fiction. I have 

located six novels written in the four year period from 2003-2007. The details of this 

study are presented below: 

Patterns in Books set in the West 

The total books are 18 in number with 14 published and distributed in the 

U.S., 1 in Canada, one in Bulgaria, and 2 in Australia. Fourteen of these are 

contemporary realistic fiction published from 1993-2009, followed by 4 

memoirs/biographies published from 2003-2008. There are 6 novels/chapter books 

published from 2003-2008 by insiders to the cultures. There are 11 female 

protagonists and 6 male protagonists. The novels are written by 4 female authors and 

the picture books by 7 female and 4 male authors and are illustrated by 9 illustrators. 
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There are 11 picture books published from 1993-2009 and 6 novels. 11 books are by 

authors who have inside connections to the cultures and 6 by authors who are 

outsiders to the culture.  

The themes in the novel narratives are those of striving to survive.  Two 

novels by Perkins are about a Pakistani in the Whitehouse. Both books highlight the 

protagonist’s struggles to survive a predominantly white world of Republicans. Both 

books by Fattah set in Australia depict the lives of 2 Muslim girls and their struggles 

with balancing their religion with school and home. Dumas expounds on her struggles 

as an Iranian in the U.S. in her memoir and recounts the struggles of her family and 

herself in their adjustment within their adopted country when people in U.S. thought 

ill of Iranians during the early 1970’s. Budhos wrote a novel that takes place in the 

post 9/11 era and highlights the tremendous struggles of a Bangladeshi Muslim 

undocumented immigrant family. 

The themes within the picture books are 6 on ‘family,’ 4 on ‘striving to 

survive,’ and 2 on ‘greater good.’ Both picture books on the life of the boxer 

Mohammad Ali narrate his struggles for the greater good of African Americans and 

Muslims in the U.S. The picture books that emphasize the theme of ‘family’ are 

Mobin-Uddin’s picture books on Muslim families within the U.S. and their 

connection to the religion of Islam and everyday life as a minority. Brown’s picture 

book is a photographic depiction of a young Muslim boy’s family life in the U.S. and 

the young protagonist narrates and explains the religion of Islam.  
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Table 4.11: Novels Set in Western Countries 

# Titles Genre Authors 
Date of 

Pub 

1 Funny in Farsi  (BIO) Firozeh Dumas 2003 

2 Ask Me No Questions  (CRF) Marina Budhos 2006 

3 Ten Things  I Hate About Me / Australian  (CRF) Randa Abdel-Fattah 2006 

4 First Daughter: Extreme American Makeover  (CRF) Mitali Perkins 2007 

5 Does my Head Look Big in This /Australian (CRF) Randa Abdel-Fattah 2007 

6 First Daughter: White House Rules  (CRF) Mitali Perkins 2008 

 Total 6 novels 5 (CRF) 
1 (BIO) 

4 female authors 2003-8 

 

 

Table 4.12: Picture Books set in the Western Countries 

# Titles Genre Author/Illustrator 
Date of 

Pub 
1 Grandfather’s Orchard (CRF) Ghazi, Abidullah/ Michele van 

Patten 
1993 

2 From Far Away/Canadian  (CRF) Robert Munsch/Saoussan Askar 1995 
3 The Stars in My Geddoh’s Sky (CRF) Clair Sidhom Matze/Bill 

Farnsworth 
1999 

4 Nadia’s Hands  (CRF) Karen English 1999 
5 My Name was Hussein /Eastern 

Europe 
(CRF) Kyuchukov, Hristo; illustrated by 

Allan Eitzen. Honesdale 
2004 

6 My Name is Bilal  (CRF) Asma Mobin-uddin/ Barbara 
Kiwak 

2005 

7 One Green Apple  (CRF) Eve Bunting/Ted Lewin 2006 
8 Salam: A Muslim American 

Boy’s Story  
(BIO) Tricia Brown/Ken Cardwell 2006 

9 12 Rounds of Glory   (BIO) Charles R. Smith/Bryan Collier 2007 
10 The Best Eid Ever (CRF) Asma Mobin-uddin /Laura 

Jacobsen 
2007 

11 Muhammad Ali: Champion of 
the World  

(BIO) Jonah Winter/Francois Roca 2008 

12 A Party in Ramadan  (CRF) Asma Mobin-uddin /Laura 
Jacobsen 

2009 

 Total 12 picture books 9 (CRF) 
3 (BIO) 

7 female authors 
5 male authors 
9 illustrators 

1995-
2009 
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Abidullah in his picture book also highlights the importance of family in Islam. Matze 

and English narrate the story of a grandfather visiting his son and grandson from 

Eygpt and a Pakistani wedding.  Four picture books on ‘striving to survive’ are those 

by Hristo in Eastern Europe about the struggles of a Roma Muslim family under 

persecution of Christians. Mobin-Uddin narrates the struggles of a Muslim boy in a 

school which is not accepting of differences. Bunting and Munsch narrate the 

struggles of Muslim immigrants to assimilate as new arrivals in the U.S. and Canada. 

Tables 4.11 1nd 4.12 capture the patterns in these books.  

Conclusion 

Overall the patterns in the data in this chapter represent various aspects of the data 

which when studied in detail reveal a greater understanding of the characteristics of the 

seventy-two books in this study. First of all, the books in the three genres are the only 

ones that I could find. My concern is the amount of children’s books versus the time 

period over which they were published. There are between 3000-4000 children’s books 

published within the U.S. every year. Compared to those numbers, the 72 books are a 

miniscule number when taken over a period of 24 years. Granted there is more interest 

shown during the past decade but the numbers are still limited.  

Some countries have more children and young adult books set within them than 

the others. These 3 genres have books on 14 countries/regions that reflect Muslim 

representation but the books about them are generally few. The vastness of Middle 

Eastern regions has many cultures embedded within it.  If we have five books that are 

based in Iran and all of them have one kind of representation embedded within them, then 
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the diversity of the people is not reflected. The U.S. audience can, thus, end up with a 

skewed account of that society. There are progressive regions included in the Middle 

East, for example, Turkey, which has one book representing it; Leyla, and that story bases 

itself in the harem image of a somewhat fictitious account of Muslim society. Even 

though the author writes an epilogue with one picture showing girls in Turkey today, the 

general audience will carry the image within the story with them rather than the 

knowledge of modern society in an epilogue which is ignored by many.  There are a total 

of 19 books representing the regions of Pakistan and Afghanistan and these 2 countries 

seem to be taking precedence in authors’ research and also what is being published. Saudi 

Arabia, as the centre of Islam, has one representation in a biography set fourteen hundred 

years ago. U.S. as a setting has barely 14 books published within the last 30 years to 

represent the growing minority of Muslims.  

Dated background is still the major representation for many of the regions and is 

found in more than half of the books. While this version of a dated culture that is frozen 

in time might reflect certain portions of the regions within these regions/countries, they 

do not hold true to the whole of the country.  

Eighteen of the authors immigrated to western countries either as a young adult or 

as a child. Twenty out of 52 authors, 22 out of 27 illustrators, and 4 out of 6 translators 

use research in finding out about and representing other cultures. Some of the research is 

with a point of view previously held by authors and illustrators and only those pieces or 

images are picked up that reflect a certain way that people belonging to those regions are 

depicted.  Many of the authors are award winners with prestigious awards for their works. 
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Staples is the only one who has a Newberry Honor Award and Ellis has many awards for 

her works as well.  

The major overarching theme in all three genres is that of ‘Striving to Survive.’ 

This theme was hard to pin down as the other major themes were also present in the same 

story for example that of ‘war’ and ‘survival’ etc. Granted that this ‘survival’ is under 

extreme conditions in most works, which could be under unrest, war, and as refugees as 

in The Breadwinner trilogy, under very harsh parents as in Shabanu and Beneath My 

Mother’s Feet or under a patriarchal regime as in Latifa or The Story of My Life.    

This chapter succinctly presents and argues many relevant points that came about 

in the study of the data. The study of patterns in this chapter explains in detail the 

comparisons between the genres and the connections of the author’s backgrounds to the 

choice of their subject matter within their works.  This chapter answers the research 

questions: What are the overall characteristics of the books and authors, illustrators, and 

translators, within this study?  What are the background experiences of the authors, 

illustrators, and translators who write and distribute literature within the U.S. that reflect 

Muslim cultures?  

The next chapter explores the analysis of Muslim representation within the three 

categories. In it I endeavor to decipher the data by comparing and contrasting the books 

within each of the three categories and subdividing the books into further smaller 

sections. 

5.  
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CHAPTER 5 

REPRESENTATIONS OF MUSLIMS 

Reading has been a passion for me and my family. I grew up around books, reading 

voraciously. When I was in Pakistan, I read British and American literature and exulted in 

finding new insights into a culture I knew first hand: those of Britain, as well as a culture that I 

wanted to know more about: the U.S. (Raina, 2007).  My move to the U.S. altered my focus as 

I started my life as a Muslim in my adopted country, where I was suddenly a minority. One 

thing did not alter and that was my habit of reading.  I still read about anything I find intriguing. 

Before I initiated this study, I had been looking at books about Muslims within the international 

collections of children’s and adolescent literature at the university libraries as well as book 

stores. I tried not to miss out on finding titles that represented any Muslim culture. As I read 

these books, I enjoyed the storytelling efforts of the authors but on reflection I realized that 

there were concerns in the way many of these texts framed the various Muslim cultures. This 

personal interest led to my critical reading of those texts. I then read articles and discussions 

about authenticity in texts and was exposed to the research conducted by African Americans on 

issues of their representations in children’s and adolescent literature, for example the work by 

Bishop (1982, 2003).  I took classes in theoretical frames that could scaffold my study and 

proceeded to conduct this study which is I believe a necessary one at this point in history.    

In this chapter, I examine the connection between Rudine Sims’s (1982) study and my 

research. I analyze the data collected through reading and coding and draw parallels and study 

contrasts between the definitions of her three categories and mine. This chapter answers the 

third research question of: How do the genres of contemporary realistic fiction, historical 
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fiction, and biographies published for adolescents and children within the U.S. represent and 

frame the varied Muslim cultures? 

Seminal Research by Rudine Sims Bishop and its Relevance to this Study 

To analyze the data I went into Rudine Sims’s (1982) Shadow and Substance in greater 

detail and observed how she had categorized her data. Within this study I have conducted 

research similar to the one carried out by Rudine Sims’s (1982) about African American 

representation in children’s literature specifically in the debate over representation and cultural 

authenticity. Her work has become a point of reference in the field of African American and 

multicultural children’s literature.  Sims chose to study the genre of contemporary realistic 

fiction in conducting her study on 150 books. She, thus, had a larger body of work in one genre 

that she could draw from. I decided to use three particular genres as the body of work that I am 

drawing from is smaller. Further, the study of these three genres exposes concerns that need to 

be studied given the frame of postcolonial theory and the lens of cultural authenticity. The 

study is conducted through a qualitative data analysis process where I found patterns through 

reading and coding the texts. Sims proposed a three part model to describe books about the 

treatment of African Americans right after the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960’s. The three 

categories created by Rudine Sims (1982) are: 

Social Conscience Books 

1. Social Conscience Books: According to Rudine Sims’s (1982), race was the 

problem depicted in books within this category and desegregation was the solution. She 

describes two kinds of narratives in this category: the white viewing black plot of ‘guess 
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who’s coming to dinner?’ and the black-viewing-white plot of ‘learning how to get along 

with whites’ (pp.19-22). She explicitly states that the books in this category were written 

with a racist and Eurocentric view and the only positive thing that these books did was to 

bring African Americans into the lime-light and it provided them with an avenue that 

gave them a presence in the children’s literature (p.18). I redefined this category to reflect 

the representations of Muslims in the present global and national scenario: “Books that 

present how the Muslims as ‘others’ live for the mainstream audience in the U.S.”   

Melting Pot Books 

2. Melting Pot Books: Rudine Sims’s (1982) second category is where she found that 

racial diversity was present but ignored, thus providing integration of sorts. These books 

recognize the universality of the human experience to the point that they “ignore all differences 

except physical ones: skin color and other racially related physical features” (p. 33). These 

books do not portray concern for racism and focus on common human experiences only. I 

redefine this category as, “Books that portray Muslims similar to the mainstream society within 

the U.S. so much so that they depict no cultural nuances that are distinct.” 

Culturally Conscious Books 

3. Culturally Conscious Books: For Rudine Sims (1982) this category was where 

accurate and authentic portrayals were finally depicted. Most of these books were by 

authors who were African American and thus insiders of the culture. According to her,  

They are books that seek reflect, with varying degrees of success, the social and 
cultural traditions associated with growing up Black in the United States. In contrast to 
the social conscience books, they are not primarily addressed to non-Blacks, nor are 
they focused on desegregating neighborhoods or schools. They differ from the melting 
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pot books in that they recognize, sometimes even celebrate, the distinctiveness of the 
experience of growing up simultaneously Black and American. (p. 49)  
 
I define this category as, “Books that show sensitivity and an awareness of 

authenticating details about the lived experiences, cultures, and beliefs of Muslims 

nationally and globally.” I have altered the existing definitions of categories to fit in my 

own study through the process of data collection and writing. I do realize that my own 

reading is subjective to who I am as a Muslim and a Pakistani but have tried to remain 

objective through this process of reading and analysis.  

Categories Framing this Analysis 

Based on my analysis and definitions of the three categories, I developed a 

checklist that guided my analysis of the books. My following redefinitions were taken 

into account in the creation of this checklist.  

• Social Conscience: “Books that present how the Muslims as ‘others’ live for the 

mainstream audience in the U.S.”  

• Melting Pot: “Books that portray Muslims similar to the mainstream society 

within the U.S. so much so that they depict no cultural nuances that are distinct.” 

• Culturally Conscious: “Books that show sensitivity and an awareness of 

authenticating details about the lived experiences, beliefs, and cultures of 

Muslims nationally and globally.” 

The tables 5.1 and 5.2 reflect the criteria that emerged from my analysis of the 

data in categorizing each of the books and the three categories.  
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Table 5.1: Criteria for Analysis, Categorization, and Interpretation 

Social Conscience Melting Pot Culturally Conscious 

1. Characters/plots/settings that 
are dated and focus on the 
exotic or differences. 

Emphasize none of the 
differences between the 
audience and the 
protagonist through 
thought and action. 

Shows research into and an 
understanding of the many 
Islamic cultures being 
represented. 

2. Surface level understanding 
of the belief system of 
Muslims. 

Eliminates religious and 
cultural differences. 

Respectful references to the 
belief systems of Muslims. 

3. Emphasize stereotyped world 
views of Muslims with focus 
on social issues and global 
conflicts. 

Emphasizes the desire to 
assimilate within the 
dominant culture. 

Challenge stereotypes and 
worldviews. 

4. Explain how the ‘other’ lives 
for the mainstream audience 
in the U.S. 

 Books are interesting and 
keep the attention of the 
audience while providing 
details of the culturally 
relevant context. 

5. Lack of variations in visual 
images of regions and 
characters. 

 Picture Books having 
authenticating visual and 
cultural details.  

6.   Present Muslim cultures as 
progressive while staying 
within the belief systems. 

7.   Contains visible and 
invisible signs of religious 
and cultural nuances. 

 

The category of culturally conscious has been divided into two portions. I studied 

and coded each of the books and placed them within the three categories in the following 

manner: 
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Table 5.2: Books Placed Within the Three Categories 

 Social Conscience Melting Pot Culturally Conscious 1-2 

   Culturally Conscious 1 
1. The Shadows of Ghadames First Daughter1 Salam 
2. Camel Bells First Daughter 2  12 Rounds of Glory 
3. Blood Red Horse  Ask Me No Questions A Little Piece of Ground  
4. Green Jasper  Muhammad Ali A Stone in My Hand 
5. Blaze of Silver Nesma Buys the Beans Sitti's Secrets 
6. My Father's Shop From Far Away  Funny in Farsi 
7. Kiss the Dust One Green Apple Tasting the Sky  
8. The Carpet Boy’s Gift Nadia’s Hands Silent Music   
9. Iqbal: A Novel   Habibi 
10. Leyla: The Black Tulip  Grandfather’s Orchard 
11. Camel Rider  Does my Head Look Big in This 
12. Shadow Spinner  Ten Things I Hate about Me 
13. Ali, Child of the Desert  The Best Eid Ever 
14. The Storytellers  My Name is Bilal 
15. Muhammad  A Party in Ramadan 
16. Traveling Man   The Stars in My Geddoh’s Sky  
17. Haveli  Beneath My Mother’s Feet  
18. The House of Djinn  Saladin: Noble Prince of Islam 
19. Shabanu  Mansa Musa: The Lion of Mali  
20. Broken Moon    My Name was Hussein  
21. Ruler of the Courtyard   Alia’s Mission 
22. Silly Chicken   The Librarian Of Basra 
23. Samir and Yonatan  Sami and the Time of the Troubles 
24. What’s the Matter Habibi  Ziba Came on a Boat 
25. The Hundredth Name  Four Feet Two Sandals 
26. The Day of Ahmed's Secret  Culturally Conscious 2 
27. Under the Persimmon Tree  My Forbidden Face  
28.   The Story of My Life  
29.   Chicken with Plums  
30.   Thura’s Diary 
31.   Persepolis 1 
32.   Persepolis 2 
33.   Sunset Over Fallujah  
34.   Roses in My Carpet  
35.   Rickshaw Girl  
36.   Breadwinner 
37.   Parvana’s Journey  
38.   Mud City 
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Social Conscience Books:  

A significant number of the books within this study fall under the category of 

‘social conscience’ texts. According to Rudine Sims (1982),  

[i]n most cases the social conscience books were created from an ethnocentric, 
non-Afro-American perspective, which resulted in the perpetuation of undesirable 
attitudes. The sociological criticisms are bolstered by the fact that these books, as 
a group, also suffer from literary mediocrity. Many of the plots are highly 
predictable; many contain implausible, illogical, or contrived episodes. In addition 
to minor stock of characters and stereotypes, many of the major characters are 
undeveloped clichés. Some of the books are also saddled with pedestrian or 
downright wretched writing. (p. 18)\ 
 
As mentioned before, my definition of books that are Social Conscience is: 

“Books that present how the Muslims as ‘others’ live for the mainstream audience in the 

U.S.” I found that the following characteristics typify these books. Table 5.3 succinctly 

articulates the criteria for analyzing social conscience books.  

Table 5.3: Criteria of Analyzing Social Conscience Books 

1. Characters/plots/settings that are dated and focus on the exotic or differences.  

2. Surface level understanding of the belief system of Muslims. 

3. Emphasizes stereotyped world views of Muslims with a focus on war and 
issues of global conflict.  

4.  Explain how the ‘other’ lives for the mainstream audience in the U.S.  

5. Lack of variations in visual images of regions and characters. 
 

The following trends were evident in analyzing the books in this category: 
 

1. Set in the past, each emphasizing negative written and visual details of the 
cultures (6); The Shadows of Ghadames, The Granville Trilogy: Blood Red 
Horse, Green Jasper, Blaze of Silver, Traveling Man: The Journey of Ibn Battuta 
1325-1354, and Muhammad (PBUH).  
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Some of the historical fiction picture books have extensive details with a 

propensity towards negative representation of the cultures.  This is important specifically 

because the content and the context are not familiar for the audience; explicit examples 

are those of The Shadows of Ghadames, and The Granville Trilogy. All four of these 

books have detailed versions of lifestyles and characters of Muslims that do not challenge 

worldviews even if they border on historical accuracy of the events, as in Granville. 

Shadows of Ghadames illustrates the disparity in the lives of two Muslim women married 

to one husband. This book illustrates the life of an 11 year old girl who is almost ready 

for marriage but until she is 12 she has the freedom to go out and be her own person. Her 

father leaves on a trip and both his wives decide to hide a male fugitive and nurse him 

back to health. The women in this novel have lives solely on the rooftops after they reach 

marriageable age.  The Granville Trilogy portrays the Muslim character from the 

perspective of the Crusades and explains two characters as exceptions to the general 

Muslim characters: those of the protagonist and Saladin (Sultan Salahuddin Ayyubi). 

This strategy in commonly used by authors to demonstrate comparison within characters 

but when it relates to Muslims within these texts, it seems that the general characteristics 

of Muslims are represented as being sly and devious. This trilogy sheds light on the 

events of the Crusades and through those events the Muslim codes of conduct are 

highlighted. This book takes the life of the Muslim protagonist and shows him clearly 

different from the common peripheral Muslims. He is honorable and decent, like the 

Crusaders, while the peripheral Muslim characters are wicked and conniving.  
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There is confusion in how the revered historical figures are represented with these 

books. Traveling Man begins with: “in the days when earth was flat and Jerusalem was 

the centre of the world…Ibne Battuta lived on the very edge of the earth, near the shores 

of the Ocean of Darkness” (page 1) which sheds light on the ambiguity of the time period 

quoted even though the years of travel undertaken by Ibn Battuta are historically well 

recorded. Muhammad (PBUH) has illustrations of flying figures surrounding the 

historical figure, who is not depicted pictorially. According to the Muslim belief there is 

to be no pictorial depiction of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), to ascertain that no 

Muslim starts worshiping a human.  The flying figures within the illustrated text seem to 

belie the actual existence of the Islam’s most important Prophet’s life while Demi’s 

written narrative is strong with only a few causes of concern. The written narrative, 

within this picture book may be for an older audience as it is lengthy and full of facts that 

a young audience might not be attracted to unless either they were Muslims or have a 

particular interest in the subject. The title cover page has a golden human silhouette 

astride a bizarre looking mythical creature with the head of a woman, a four legged body, 

and a peacock tail which belies any reference of Barrack; the horse that took the Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH) to the heavens during Mairaj. Even though the prologue to the story 

confirms that human representations are restricted in Islamic art, Demi uses the human 

form for angels who seem to be of the female gender. There is a direct negation within 

the Quran as to the gender of angels: they are primarily, entities of light with no human 

form but can take one on, if desired, for their assignment. 
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2. Books that are set in the present but the story setting is dated and the story 
stereotypical (12); What’s the Matter Habibi?, The Hundredth Name, Camel 
Rider, Ruler of the Courtyard, Silly Chicken, My Father's Shop, Ali; Child of the 
Desert, The Storytellers, The Day of Ahmed's Secret, Shabanu: Daughter of the 
Wind, Haveli, The House of Djinn. 
 
These books present accepted worldviews of Muslims, which include poverty, 

lack of education, simplistic representations of the characters along with the most 

common stereotypes of camels, deserts, and tents. The Staple’s trilogy introduces each of 

these commonly held views about Muslims. The first novel, Shabanu, concentrates on 

each of the most common stereotypes of Muslims. The protagonist is an illiterate 12 year 

old Pakistani girl belonging to a nomadic camel herder family, living in a tent. She is 

forced to marry a sixty-year-old rich landowner and is his 4th wife. The second novel, 

Haveli takes her to the rich husband’s abode in a large city in Pakistan where she is a 

misfit with the other three wealthy wives and ends up in love with her husband’s nephew. 

The third novel, The House of Djinn is about her fifteen-year-old daughter’s life struggles 

in a wealthy household of her grandfather even as her mother, the eternal outcast, is 

absent while her daughter is betrothed to her sixteen-year-old cousin in order to keep the 

land in the family. During all the drama there is a Jinni “Djinn” (from Aladdin fame) who 

is helping, with miraculous tricks, the young girl and her betrothed cousin to escape the 

adult plotting to get them married off. To a western audience this kind of a relationship 

would amount to in-breeding or incest and would thus be unacceptable. Further, child 

marriages are frowned upon by audiences in the U.S. The third book loops back and 

brings this concept of forced child marriage to a full circle from the first book.  
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Camel Rider epitomizes these kinds of books and is written from a Eurocentric, 

stereotypical perspective. The story is of two boys of the same age. The story is set 

somewhere in the Middle East and one protagonist is a malnourished boy from 

Bangladesh who is sold to oil-rich tycoons by his parents to ride in the notorious camel-

races and the other is an American boy who gets separated from his family during a 

terrorist attack on the American compound. Both of the boys meet in the desert and are 

hounded by villainous Arab characters who want them or what they would fetch as a 

commodity to be sold or bargained upon. The story is about their finding and helping 

each other through their journey. The boy from Bangladesh is depicted as monkey-like in 

his actions with no brains while the American boy has control over him and he is the 

decider of the actions that finally get them out of their predicament. 

Books, What’s the Matter Habibi?, The Hundredth Name, Ruler of the Courtyard, 

Silly Chicken, My Father's Shop, Ali; Child of the Desert, The Storytellers, and The Day 

of Ahmed's Secret portray poverty, lack of education, and simplistic representations of the 

Muslim characters along with the most common stereotypes of camels, deserts, and tents 

in Middle Eastern countries. They focus on the exotic aspects of Muslim cultures. In The 

Day of Ahmed's Secret a child learns how to read while selling Butane heavy tanks the 

whole day. One is left with the mystery of when this child finds the time to study with his 

grueling schedule in Egypt. Egypt has compulsory education for children and they are not 

out on the streets lifting heavy loads, so these depictions are inaccurate. The city is shown 

with camels roaming the streets of Cairo. This is a modern car-filled urban city which 

represented inaccurately (Duckett & Knox 2001).  
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The Hundredth Name, Ali; Child of the Desert, and The Storytellers have the 

backdrop of the desert camels and tents in Egypt and Morocco. Children are worrying 

about everyday labor and are shown working with their fathers. Ruler of the Courtyard, 

and Silly Chicken, depict simple minded little Pakistani girls who get jealous of a chicken 

and think a rope is a snake with backdrops of a brown arid landscape and unusual outfits 

for the audiences in the U.S. Another example of simple mindedness of the main 

character is in My Father's Shop as a Moroccan boy named Mustafa loves a rug in his 

father's shop and ends up acquiring it because it has a hole in it. He runs through the 

marketplace with his acquisition over his head and attracts the attention of a wandering 

rooster. He meets tourists who teach him the different ways a rooster crows in their 

languages, thus educating a simple illiterate boy. Besides being a cultural lesson in how 

animals sound in different countries, this story emphasizes the lives of young children in 

Muslim countries as simpletons. In What’s the Matter Habibi? Lewin takes on a confused 

turbaned Arab character that is trying to placate his camel to give rides to the children 

and is failing to please the animal that refuses to budge. 

3. Stories that emphasize social issues and highlight unrest (7); Broken Moon, Camel 
Bells, Iqbal: A Novel, The Carpet Boy’s Gift, Samir and Yonatan, Kiss the Dust, 
and Under the Persimmon Tree. 
 
These books focus on issues that are currently plaguing the Muslim world. They 

have been published at an opportune time to create awareness of these concerns but lack 

deep and thoughtful insights and consideration of children’s lives within these contexts. 

The awareness of the dynamics of these lives are either overemphasized or glossed over 

by the authors. All of these books are written by authors outside of the represented 
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cultures. Camel Bells is the oldest one published and outlines concerns within 

Afghanistan during the 1980’s. This book also insinuates that the situation within that 

country has not altered much since. Under the Persimmon Tree describes the conditions 

of refugee camps and lives of Afghans fleeing to Pakistan. It also lumps Pakistan and 

Afghanistan as one and the same with Taliban ruling both the regions.  

Iqbal: A Novel, The Carpet Boy’s Gift, and Broken Moon, are all set in Pakistan 

and describe “highly predictable” and “implausible, illogical, or contrived episodes” 

(Bishop, 1982. p.18) about everyday life in the country. The first two are based on the life 

of a Christian boy who is sold into bondage and rebels against it. Even though both of 

these stories are based on an autobiography, they specifically highlight the poverty of the 

parents who sell their child into bondage and present the lives of the peripheral characters 

as the same, reinforcing the concept of this being a normal way of life in the region. The 

carpet industry is one of the strong export industries of Pakistan and these books provide 

a negative twist, portraying it as a product of bonded labor. The industry is in fact run by 

paid labor, not young children chained to the looms.  

Broken Moon is irrational when it illustrates the concept of a group of village 

elders permitting the gang rape of an innocent young girl to settle a family feud and 

actually branding her face so that she and the people who look at her have a constant 

reminder of the incident. Her brother is sold to the rich Arabs to be used as a camel rider 

and she dresses up like a boy and rescues him. These books illustrate the extreme 

differences and contrasts in Pakistani and U.S. lives. It is not that such situations may not 
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exist in any country but writing stories that illustrate only the negative may cause 

generalizations to be made about the cultures.  

Kiss the Dust and Samir and Yonatan highlight the lives of children in war torn 

regions of Iraq and Palestine written in 2001 and 2002. These books provide a picture of 

the regions that are true to an extent but portray limited perspectives on the story events. 

The perspective in the former is that of a Kurdish family persevering under persecution 

by their own people in Saddam’s Iraq and the latter has Israeli perspective of coming 

through as saviors of Palestinian Muslims. 

6. Stories that are part of historical fiction but emphasize old world tales of the 
Arabian Nights and harems (2): Leyla: The Black Tulip and The Shadow Spinner.  
 
These books carry within them a myriad of accepted stereotyped worldviews 

about Muslims, including polygamy, harems, and women leading reclusive lives, and 

husbands who are corrupt, cruel, unforgiving and sexually insatiable. Both these books 

are placed in the genre of historical fiction as well as fantasy by various children’s 

literature scholars. Leyla: The Black Tulip is set in Turkey in the early 1700s during the 

Ottoman Empire. Within the story the protagonist Leyla sells herself to Ottoman 

marriage brokers to support her impoverished family. She quickly learns that she has not 

been purchased as a bride but rather a slave. She is sold to Sultan’s harem in Istanbul’s 

Topkapi Palace where she works in the gardens. Readers become familiar with court 

manners and customs highly removed from any reality existing today. As with other 

books in the “Girls of Many Lands” Series, this book contains a glossary, an afterword 

with information about the country’s history at the time of the narrative, photographs, and 

a description of modern life for girls in that nation. This story portrays the worst aspects 
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of Muslims, accepted by many, where young girls are sold, kidnapped, or won in wars by 

men as possessions and commodities and forced to convert to Islam. 

Shadow Spinner draws directly from The Arabian Nights and tells of another story 

behind the typical one of a Sultan’s betrayal at the hands of his wife. His queen’s 

treachery leads him to marry a new woman every night. The new bride is killed before 

morning. This story begins with Scheherazade’s struggle to find stories so that every 

morning the Sultan will let her live another day, providing the story is interesting enough 

to capture his attention. After almost one thousand nights, Scheherazade is running out of 

tales. Marjan, the protagonist, begins her story as it falls to Marjan to help Scheherazade 

find new stories that the Sultan has never heard before. To do that, the girl is forced to 

undertake a dangerous and forbidden mission: sneak from the harem and travel the city, 

pulling tales from strangers and bringing them back to Scheherazade. This story is 

presented by children’s literature experts as a historical fiction leading it to be regarded as 

a story that could have happened rather a as a legend that has no basis.   

I conclude the section of data analysis on social conscience books by pulling 

together some significant insights gained through the process. Even though it is 

noteworthy to have more than thirty books published about Muslims, it is the content and 

the context of these books that places them in this category. The messages within them 

are typical of accepted stereotyped worldviews on Muslims. Even if some of them 

bespeak of social issues, the manner of the narrative silences central diversity within the 

societies and each character. 
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Melting Pot Books 

Rudine Sims (1982) found that Melting Pot books were ones in which racial 

diversity was present but ignored thus providing integration of sorts. These books 

recognize the universality of the human experience to the point that they “ignore all 

differences except physical ones: skin color and other racially related physical features” 

(p. 33). As previously mentioned I define this category as: “Books that portray Muslims 

similar to the mainstream society within the U.S. so much so that they depict no cultural 

nuances that are distinct.” The following characteristics typify this category: 

Table 5.4: Criteria of Analyzing Melting Pot Books 

Emphasize none of the differences between the audience and the protagonist through 
thought and action. 

Eliminates religious and cultural differences completely. 

Emphasizes the desire to assimilate within the dominant culture. 

 
The six books in this category are very few and are as follows: First Daughter: 

Extreme American Makeover, The First Daughter White House Rules, Ask Me No 
Questions, One Green Apple, Nadia’s Hands, From Far Away 

 
Most of these books fall under the assimilation category. There is a mention of 

physical features as distinctive but little representation of religion is presented in these 

books. These books might be easier for the audience in the U.S. to accept as models of 

representations of a culture that is otherwise difficult to understand. They focus on issues 

related to a character’s struggle to be assimilated into the mainstream society and 

reflect/portray the concept of melting pot. There are three major issues: that of leaving 

their own cultural identity, forgetting to keep in touch with their roots, and most of all, 

the complete disconnect with their cultural values as a family and a people.  First 
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Daughter: Extreme American Makeover and The First Daughter White House Rules are a 

series of books by Mitali Perkins. Perkins writes about sixteen-year-old Sameera 

Righton, nicknamed "Sparrow," as the adopted Pakistani daughter of the Republican 

candidate for president. organizers try to get dark-skinned Sameera to appear more 

"American" and more appealing to voters by changing her name to "Sammy." They 

coach her on how to behave in public and answer questions from the press, and, 

manufacture a custom blog for her. The first book concludes with Sameera becoming the 

first South Asian American to live in the White House. Within these novels Perkins 

touches on some of racial issues associated with political campaigns. In The First 

Daughter: White House Rules Sameera continues her life with the restrictions and powers 

her position brings her. She also has a boyfriends  Bobby, a Hindu from India. The story 

brings forth regional and religious conflicts of the once co-joined areas of Pakistan and 

India. 

Of all the books that I have placed in this category Ask Me No Questions was the 

one which is most on the borderline of culturally conscious and melting pot. I have 

struggled with the categorization of this book. This story brings to the fore many issues 

that emphasize a negative portrayal of the mainstream and the institutions of power 

within the U.S. but the choice of illegality is what was most troublesome in this book. 

This status sanctions and legalizes all the incidents that befall the characters. Many 

Muslims who were legally U.S. citizens were also persecuted and struggled to exist in the 

aftermath of 9/11. Further, the disconnection of the family with their culture and religion 

are a concern as well. Ask Me No Questions is about a family of Bangladeshi 



 
 
 

136 

 

undocumented immigrants settled in New York for years.  Their visa requests have been 

mishandled by a series of incompetent lawyers and stalled in the process of bureaucratic 

red tape. This story explores U.S. government crackdown on illegal immigration after 

9/11, when it became compulsory for Muslim men to register with the government and 

many were arrested because their visas had expired. Families who had lived and worked 

in the U.S. were suddenly and forcibly reminded of their illegal status. Within this story 

Nadira, the narrator and protagonist, and Aisha her sister, are strong characters, but their 

Muslim Bangladeshi-American background is presented as a backdrop rather than a way 

of life.  

While One Green Apple fills a growing need for picture books about 

contemporary immigrants of Middle Eastern descent, without limiting its relevance to a 

single ethnic group, it also pushes an old concept of assimilation. On her "second day in 

the new school in the new country," Farah joins her class on a field trip to an apple 

orchard, where she enjoys the small pleasures of just being outside but feels isolated. 

Farah is depicted as a character that cannot speak English and wears a headscarf. The 

other Caucasian children are welcoming and try to make her feel comfortable, which 

emphasizes the school as without diversity and without the typical kids who do make fun 

of anyone different. Farah sees the old-fashioned assimilation metaphor in the cider-

making experience and thinks "I will blend with the others the way my apple blended 

with the cider."  

 Nadia’s Hands is set in North America. Nadia, a Pakistani-American girl, has 

been chosen to be the flower girl for her Aunt’s traditional wedding. Nadia’s clothes are 
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discussed in detail as is her hair. She is to have her hands decorated with the mehndi, a 

dark red henna paste swirled into intricate design. Everyone assumes that Nadia is 

thrilled, but she's worried about Monday, when she'll have to go to school with the henna 

designs still on her hands. This story resorts to the five ‘F’s (food, fashion, festivals etc.) 

surface look at the culture rather than going below the surface to look at what is 

important to a Pakistani family and the children of immigrants.   

In From Far Away, Saoussan, a young child, moves to Canada from a war-torn 

city with her family. She is depicted as a simple character who is initially lost in her new 

surroundings but later is confident enough to want to change her name. She speaks no 

English, cannot understand her teacher, and cannot even ask to use the bathroom. At 

Halloween, the skeleton scares her and she thinks that the war she has run from, is 

coming. Slowly Saoussan becomes comfortable in her new school and even decides to 

change her name to Susan but finds her mother inflexible on that point. The images belie 

the text in respect to her fear of war. 

Nesma Buys the Beans as a story lacks credibility as the images do not distinguish 

where the story is set. Granted that this could be a style choice of the illustrator who is an 

insider, but the impact of the written and visual text is confusing. The story is set in Cairo 

Egypt but the images reflect minute cultural differences in dresses or behavior. Careful 

examination does show Arabic language written on billboards. There seems to be manic 

desire for beans for breakfast by the whole city teaming with people and cars.   

Muhammad Ali: Champion of the World highlights the life and work of the boxing 

champion. The references to his chosen religion are barely mentioned in connection to his 
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refusal to enlist and go to war. As in all of the above mentioned books, cultural and religious 

nuances are either missing or presented as a way to introduce a certain kind of people. 

I conclude this section by emphasizing the significance of the movement away 

from the concept of ‘melting pot’ within the U.S. The few examples of texts within this 

section clearly ignore values and practices that are central to Muslims in any society. The 

content of the books in this section may also be taken as the natural stages of assimilation 

that new immigrants go through before developing a more integrated bicultural identity. 

Culturally Conscious Books:  

For Rudine Sims (1982) this category was where accurate and authentic portrayal 

was finally depicted in literature. Most of these books were by authors who were African 

American and thus insiders of the culture. According to Rudine Sims (1982),  

They are books that seek reflect, with varying degrees of success, the social and 
cultural traditions associated with growing up Black in the United States. In contrast to 
the social conscience books, they are not primarily addressed to non-Blacks, nor are 
they focused on desegregating neighborhoods or schools. They differ from the melting 
pot books in that they recognize, sometimes even celebrate, the distinctiveness of the 
experience of growing up simultaneously Black and American. (p. 49)  
 
I define this category as: Culturally Conscious: “Books that show sensitivity and 

an awareness of authenticating details about the lived experiences, beliefs, and cultures 

of Muslims nationally and globally “and I have focused on the following 6 typical 

representations: 
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Table 5.5: Criteria of Analyzing Culturally Conscious Books 

Shows research into and an understanding of the many Islamic cultures being 
represented. 

Respectful references to the belief systems of Muslims. 

Challenge stereotypes and worldviews. 

Books are interesting and keep the attention of the audience while providing details of 
the culturally relevant context. 

Picture books having authenticating visual cultural details.  

Present Muslim cultures as progressive while staying within the belief systems. 

Contains visible and invisible signs of religious and cultural nuances.     
 
This category has the largest amount of books. The 37 books that fall under this 

category reflect the genres of contemporary realistic fiction and biography/memoir/ 

autobiography. Twenty-two of these are written by insiders to the cultures represented within 

these books. Ten books that are written by outsiders of the cultures are authentic enough to be 

taken as works that transcend boundaries and borders on ‘wings of imagination’ and research. I 

have divided these books into two subsections/subcategories. The first of these is a group of 

books that hold true to cultural and religious boundaries in a manner that the religious belief 

system is embedded within the very fabric of the stories and their characters and is represented 

with respectful research. The second subsection contains books that do not have the religious 

belief system embedded within the fabric of the work but reflect an authentic view of the 

culture during certain time periods.  

In some cases the stories portray a lifestyle that is not acceptable within Muslim lives 

that traverse the different cultural groups who follow the same faith. Some of these books are 

written by authors who belong to a range of Muslim cultural groups and are writing about their 

personal experiences. I cannot question their personal experiences even if they reinforce 
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stereotypes of Muslims rather than questioning those views. These books have experiences that 

went into the stories or are written by authors with direct contact to the regions, which makes 

the books accurate to their personal experiences. In the process of writing these narratives, they 

provide a personal and one-sided view which may have an impact of leading to generalizations 

about these cultures. Insider authors who leave and relocate to English-speaking countries may 

develop hybrid identities of living in the borderlands and existing with duality which overlap 

with their experiences within their past lives and in their regions of the Middle Eastern 

countries. Their lives in their new countries may alter their version of lives spent under 

oppressive conditions. When these authors relay their life experiences they do it through their 

new identities, as postcolonial individuals who traverse the two spaces (Bhabha, 1994, 1997; 

Hall, 1997; Chow, 1997). This is not to say their experiences were not true to a degree but it 

causes concern when these reflections and their negative connotations become acceptable facts 

about a culture. It is recommended that the reading of these narratives be part of a larger unit 

that encompasses an in-depth inquiry-based study to know an overall picture of the culture. An 

extended study of the two subcategories and the books that fall under each is explained in 

Table 5-6 
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Table 5.6: Subcategories of Culturally Conscious Books 

 Culturally Conscious with Visible 
Signs of Religious & Cultural 

Nuances 

Culturally Conscious with In-Visible 
Signs of Religious & Cultural Nuances 

1 Salam: A Muslim American Boy’s 
Story (outsider) 

My Forbidden Face (insider) 

2 12 Rounds of Glory (outsider) The Story of My Life (insider) 

3 A Little Piece of Ground (outsider) Chicken with Plums (insider) 

4 A Stone in My Hand (outsider) Thura’s Diary: My Life in Wartime Iraq. 
(insider) 

5 Sitti's Secrets (insider) Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood. 
(insider) 

6 My Name was Hussein (insider) Persepolis 2: The Story of a Return.  
(insider) 

7 Tasting the Sky: A Palestinian 
Childhood  (insider) 

Alia’s Mission: Saving the Books of Iraq 
(g/n) (outsider) 

8 Silent Music (outsider) The Librarian Of Basra (outsider) 

9 Habibi (insider) Rickshaw Girl (insider) 

10 Grandfather’s Orchard (insider) Breadwinner(outsider) 

11 Does my Head Look Big in This 
(insider) 

Parvana’s Journey (outsider) 

12 Ten Things I Hate about Me (insider) Mud City(outsider) 

13 The Best Eid Ever (insider) Sunset Over Felluja (outsider) 

14 My Name is Bilal (insider) Mansa Musa: The Lion of Mali (outsider) 

15 A Party in Ramadan (insider) Sami and the Time of the Troubles (outsider) 

16 The Stars in My Geddoh’s Sky 
(outsider) 

Ziba Came on a Boat (outsider) 

17 Saladin: Noble Prince of 
Islam(outsider) 

Four Feet Two Sandals (outsider) 

18  Funny in Farsi (insider) 

19  Beneath My Mother’s Feet (insider) 

20  Roses in My Carpet (insider) 

The books under the category of culturally conscious can be divided into the 

following sub-sections. 
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1. Personal Perspectives (9): My Forbidden Face, The Story of My Life, Chicken 
with Plums, Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood, Persepolis 2: The Story of a 
Return, Thura’s Diary: My Life in Wartime Iraq, Tasting the Sky: A Palestinian 
Childhood, Funny in Farsi, Sitti’s Secret.  
 

From this group of books come two ways of presenting the authors’ lives; one is 

to present the experiences in their native land as negative and the other is with a positive 

nostalgic spin. All of these books are written by women who are insiders to their cultures: 

My Forbidden Face, The Story of My Life, Chicken with Plums, Persepolis 1 & 2, 

Thura’s Diary are all books that elaborate on lives spent under religious and cultural 

persecution, in the countries of Iran, Iraq, and Afghanistan. These countries are accepted 

trouble spots of the Muslim world. The books clearly show the west and specifically the 

U.S. as a savior for the protagonists.  In Funny in Farsi, Dumas who first came to 

America from Iran as a young girl in 1972, recounts many anecdotes about her family's 

adjustment to this country in a light, humorous style. She talks about the belief system as 

if it is something to play around in, especially with her father and other relatives, for 

example, in respect of eating pork her father altered the prohibition to suit his needs of 

loving pork and that it all comes down to proper slaughtering of the animal which was 

somehow not possible fourteen hundred years ago but is now.  

My Forbidden Face, and The Story of My Life are young adult novels set in 

Afghanistan and the U.S. My Forbidden Face is about a sixteen-year-old girl’s life 

changes dramatically as the Taliban take over the rule of Afghanistan. She is a modern 

liberated girl who believes she can take her life and make it what she wants only to 

realize that her dream is shattered due to the suffocating rule of the Taliban. Latifa is 
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Afghani and it is through her eyes that that one observes the drastic transformation in her 

life. She found refuge in a western nation and wrote this narrative with a pseudonym. The 

novel, The Story of My Life is an autobiography of a young girl who was seriously injured 

due to a landmine in Afghanistan and had to be sent to Germany for treatment. She also 

suffered the loss of her family and her home-land, and has to find strength to follow the 

dreams of a liberated life when she comes to the U.S. The book ends with her taking care 

of her aging mother and adapting to this new culture. 

Marjane Satrapi’s three graphic novels, Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood, 

Persepolis 2: The Story of a Return and Chicken with Plums are based on personal 

anecdotes. Persepolis I and 2 are autobiographical and recount a story of a young girl's 

life under the Islamic Revolution. Satrapi was nine years old when Islamic hardliners 

overthrew the Shah. She did not like to wear the headscarf or follow their rules and 

regulations. While Satrapi's parents and their community initially welcome the ouster of 

the Shah of Iran, they soon learn a new brand of dictatorship is taking over. In this work 

she admires the people who were imprisoned by the Shah and bonds with her Uncle 

Anoosh, only to see the new regime imprison and eventually kill him. Due to the Iran-

Iraq war, her neighbors' homes were bombed, playmates were killed and parties were 

forbidden. Satrapi's well off parents struggle to educate her. Her father considered fleeing 

to the U.S., but does not due to the difference in status he will have to go through; he 

questions that "I can become a taxi driver and you a cleaning lady?” Nikes and Michael 

Jackson become symbols of freedom, and finally Satrapi's rebellious nature puts her in 

danger, as educated women are threatened with beatings for improper attire. Persepolis 2: 
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The Story of a Return is the continuation of her autobiography as a young adult. Satrapi’s 

parents send her to Austria for high school. Sex and drugs permeate her years away from 

her family. In Chicken with Plums Satrapi presents the story of her great-uncle Nasser Ali 

Khan, one of Iran's musicians, who gives up on life after realizing that he'll never be able 

to find an instrument to replace his beloved, broken tar. He dies Eight days later. These 

eight days make up this volume. While waiting for death, Nasser Ali is visited by 

relatives, recollections and visions. Each of these three books illustrates episodes of the 

author’s life in Satrapi’s typical drawings and belongs to the genre of graphic novels.  

In the novel, Tasting the Sky: A Palestinian Childhood, Ibtisam Barakat sets her 

memoir in Ramallah during the aftermath of the 1967 Six-Day War. She captures what it 

is like to be a child whose world is shattered by war. With sincerity and boldness, she 

creates a patchwork quilt of memories of her childhood. She illustrates her fears and 

confusions as bombs explode near her home and she is separated from her family at such 

a young age. Her description of the harshness of life as a Palestinian refugee and her 

unexpected joy when she discovers Alef, the first letter of the Arabic alphabet, are a 

beautiful juxtaposition of negative and positive of her life as a survivor’s tale. She uses 

words as her sanctuary; it is these words that allow her to piece together the remnants of 

her broken world as a Palestinian activist settled in the U.S.  

Sitti’s Secret by Nye, is a picture book where the protagonist Mona travels from 

the U.S. to Palestine to visit her grandmother's village on the West Bank of Gaza.  This 

picture book is about connections that transcend language and distances. Nye has taken 

her own connection to her grandmother as a springboard to push for peace. The most 
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touching moment in the story is when Mona writes to the president, describing her 

grandmother as a wise human being and expressing her concerns about the situation in 

her homeland. "I vote for peace. My grandmother votes with me." says Mona. This is a 

story about relations that serve as a thoughtful, affectionate proof of the connections that 

surpass mere verbal communication hurdles, time zones, and geographical boundaries. 

2. Biographies written with sensitivity, research, and understanding (5): Saladin, 
Mansa Musa, 12 Rounds of Glory, The Librarian Of Basra, and Alia’s 
Mission.  

 Saladin, and Mansa Musa by two authors who are not from the represented 

culture, effectively traverse the distances and boundaries. Saladin focuses on the 12th-

century ruler known as "the Muslim saint-king" who was "praised even by his enemies as 

'the marvel of his time' " and discusses many of the issues still at the root of religious 

conflicts today. Stanley begins with an overview of the First Crusade, and then argues the 

impact of the Franks' murderous conquest of Jerusalem on Saladin. After listing 

Jerusalem's importance to the "three great religions,” the author outlines religious 

practices, the political history of the Middle East and of Western Europe, and the military 

campaigns for Jerusalem. Through this book Stanley highlights her ability to research and 

the manner in which she tackles complex topics. She builds readers' sense of Saladin's 

integrity and skilled leadership. For example, when his army was poised for certain 

victory over the Christians holding Jerusalem, he wrote to a knight proposing generous 

conditions for their surrender: "I believe that Jerusalem is the House of God, as you also 

believe. And I will not willingly lay siege to the House of God or put it to the assault." 

Stanley's meticulous artwork pays respect to period architecture. Her paintings integrate 
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the multifaceted patterning linked with Islamic art. She uses colors of Persian miniatures 

and medieval stained glass in her work. Various portraits of Saladin belie the fact that he 

as a Muslim leader was very simple in his everyday life.  

Mansa Musa is a story about the childhood of the famed king of Mali. The story 

elaborates on accounts of 14th-century West Africa and the mystery and immensity of the 

kingdom of Mali. The author combines mythical elements and historical facts for this 

tale. 14-year-old Kankan, the protagonist, is kidnapped by slave traders and wanders the 

desert for six years with a captor who eventually becomes his mentor. He ultimately 

returns to his homeland. Kankan is a descendent of the legendary king Sundiata and is 

destined to rule his people as Mansa Musa. This story contains several fascinating 

episodes, the extensive text is meant for older audience/readers. The illustrations are 

beautiful and bring to life African people, who are dressed in graceful garments.  

12 Rounds of Glory, The Librarian Of Basra and Alia’s Mission are biographical 

accounts of real world characters and give justice to the different regions of the world in 

which they are set. The book 12 Rounds of Glory records the life and work of 

Muhammad Ali/Cassius Clay. It begins with the moment Ali won 1960 Olympic gold to 

the day in 1996 when a retired legend raised the Olympic torch. The boxer waged many 

fights. His fights were sometimes in the ring, against opponents such as Sonny Liston and 

Joe Frazier; others were against societal prejudice and against a war he refused to support 

because of his Islamic faith. This book has religion as the driving force of decisions that 

Ali made in his life, placing religion front and center of the story. The illustrations of this 

book are well done and appropriate to the subject matter. 
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In both of the books on the life of an Iraqi librarian, The Librarian of Basra and 

Alia’s Mission, the significance of books in the history of Baghdad as a seat of learning, 

is highlighted. Realizing the importance of books and their history of getting burned Alia 

knows that, books are “more precious than mountains of gold” and they need to be saved. 

She and her friends remove more than 30,000 volumes from the library and store them in 

their homes to prevent their destruction when a bomb hits the building. This true story 

about a librarian’s brave struggle to save her war-stricken community’s priceless 

collection of books is a powerful reminder that the love of literature and the passion for 

knowledge know no restrictions. Both of these important books explore women’s place in 

a Muslim society during the present day and age. In this story the woman is a leader and 

the men follow her bidding.  The illustrations in Alia’s Mission are simple, linear and 

black and white as it is a graphic novel and The Librarian Of Basra has colorful one 

dimensional illustrations befitting its format of a children’s picture book, presents a 

background of war-torn Basra. 

3. Life in the West: authentic Muslim life experiences (9): Salam: A Muslim 
American Boy’s Story, Habibi, Grandfather’s Orchard, Does My Head Look 
Big in This?, Ten Things I Hate About Me, The Stars in My Geddoh’s Sky, The 
Best Eid Ever, My Name is Bilal, and A Party in Ramadan. 

 
These books are about characters that traverse two spaces; that of the adopted 

land and the lives they have left in their previous countries. They hold true to the 

religious boundaries while living a progressive life in the western countries. Both of 

Randa’s novels: Does My Head Look Big in This? and Ten Things I Hate About Me are 

set in Australia. They do justice to the concerns that Muslims face while being raised in 
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western permissive societies where peer pressure is a real cause of concern.  In Does My 

Head Look Big in This? Eleventh-grader Amal, a smart, funny, outspoken, a good 

student, and a loyal friend as a devout Muslim who decides to wear the hijab, or head 

covering, full-time. She is also battling the misconceptions of non-Muslims about her 

religion and culture. This novel deals with a number of serious issues of adjustment as a 

minority and a person lugging around the negative connotation of being a Muslim. It is 

also entertaining and not didactic or forced. The details of Amal's family and social life 

are close to the lives and struggles of other Muslim youth living in the western countries. 

The book illustrates diversity within Muslim communities and the choices women have 

as Muslims. The protagonist is an appealing and believable character. She exchanges 

taunts, is impulsive and arrogant at times, and she makes some serious errors of 

judgment. By the end of the story she comes to realize that Islam is about more than 

wearing a certain piece of cloth. Her struggle to find her identity is tough but she does 

find it and she concludes with the following comments,  

some people find this ironic, but when I think about it, it’s mainly been the 
immigrants in my life who have inspired me to understand what it means to be an 
Aussie. To be a hyphenated Australian….it’s their stories and confrontations and 
pains and joys which have empowered me to embrace my identity as a young 
Australian-Palestinian-Muslim girl. (p. 342) 
 
In Ten Things I Hate about Me, Jamilah Towfeek, an Australian 16-year-old 

Lebanese Muslim, dyes her hair blonde, changes her name to Jamie at school, and hides 

her Muslim identity, even from her best friend. She hides her Lebanese-Muslim 

background from the other kids at her Australian school "to avoid people assuming I fly 

planes into buildings as a hobby." She dyes her hair blonde, wears blue contacts and 
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stands by when popular kids make racist remarks. She cannot invite friends to her house, 

lies to cover up her widower dad's strict rules and reveals her true self only to an 

anonymous boy she meets online due to her living a lie. Tensions at home and school 

conclude when the band she plays in at her madrassa (Islamic school) is hired to perform 

at her 10th-grade formal. At home, Jamilah fights with her strict, widowed dad. Jamilah 

ultimately realizes that she sees herself as a stereotype of all Muslims. This is an honest 

reflection of the shocking prejudice against Muslims and the struggles of a family to stay 

true to their values and morals. This story takes on many accepted stereotypes and breaks 

each one down. An Islamic madrassa is notorious for being a breeding ground for 

terrorists. This book negated the stereotype of a madrassa by presenting it as a place for 

learning that is educational and fun. A Muslim man can have four wives at a time. This 

story portrays a Muslim who chooses to stay with one wife and grieves after her death for 

a long time. His decision to marry again is due to his extreme loneliness and his 

powerlessness in raising his children properly, alone. He decides to marry a strong 

peripheral character of a Muslim woman who is the madrassa teacher. The absent mother 

is referred to as stronger than the father and is acknowledged as the actual decision maker 

of her family.  

Grandfather’s Orchard is written by Ghazi and published by IQRA International 

Educational Foundation of Chicago, an Islamic publishing company.  This picture book is 

about Ahmad, Asma, and their grandfather Abdullah. The children are anxious to help 

their grandfather who wants to plant an orchard of fruit trees. The highly regarded family 
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tradition of planting the seeds for future generations among the Muslims is emphasized in 

this book. This book includes illustrations that are realistic while being black and white. 

Asma Mobin-Uddin’s three recent picture books, My Name is Bilal, The Best Eid 

Ever, and A Party in Ramadan, fill a need in the present political scene framing Islam and 

Muslims. All of these books have authentic everyday experiences of Muslims, where they 

are presented as everyday characters facing daily struggles and triumphs. These books are 

written without sensationalism and religion is placed as clearly defined and evident in the 

texts. In the first picture book, Bilal, a young Muslim boy transfers to a school where he 

and his sister are the only Muslim children. After an incident in which a boy pulls off his 

sister Ayesha's headscarf, Bilal decides to hide the fact that he is Muslim until an 

understanding teacher, who is also Muslim, gives him a biography of Bilal ibn Rabah, 

who was a black freed slave who became a friend of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) 

and the very first muezzin because of his steadfastness in the face of religious persecution 

and his beautiful and melodious voice. Watercolor illustrations emphasize the parallels 

between the persecution faced by Bilal ibn Rabah and that faced by the American boy. 

This is a significant book as it may enhance discussions of cultural diversity and 

understanding.  

The Best Eid Ever is a story about the joy and happiness that comes from giving. 

It teaches children that true celebration comes from sharing what you have with others. 

These values are common to Islam, Judaism and Christianity. Aneesa, living in the U.S., 

misses her parents, who are in Saudi Arabia for the pilgrimage of hajj. She celebrates Eid 

al-Adha with her grandmother and is given lots of Eid gifts in the form of dresses and 
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other items for adornment. They go to the prayer hall to hear a sermon and afterwards, 

she befriends two girls and learns that they have escaped from a war-torn country. 

Aneesa talks with her grandmother about the refugee girls and gains an ally in her plan to 

help her new friends, who appear to be poor and hungry. The text of this picture book is 

lengthier than standard picture books, but the story and the essential messages contained 

within the covers are interesting. Jacobsen’s pastel-pencil pictures illustrate the story with 

warmth.  

A Party in Ramadan is a story of a young Muslim girl determined to do the right 

thing, religiously, as she fasts and goes to her friend’s birthday party. The protagonist, 

Leena, is eager to be undertaking this because it is the first year she will fast for 

Ramadan. She is too young to fast on each day of the month of Ramadan, so she decides 

to fast each Friday instead, as usually done by Muslim children everywhere. She chooses 

to go to the party and have fun but refrains from eating or drinking.  

Habibi is a story that is written by Nye, a notable poet who is Palestinian-

American. She also wrote Sitti's Secrets.  Both these works share the author’s experience 

of going to Jerusalem when she was young. In the novel Liyana’s (the protagonist) father, 

a doctor and a native Palestinian moves his contemporary Arab-American family from St. 

Louis to Jerusalem. The family, particularly Liyana, faces many cultural challenges 

through the change but comes to love and respect her Palestinian family.  

In The Stars in My Geddoh’s Sky, the Middle Eastern experience is brought to the 

U.S. by a grandfather to his grandson. What seems to be missing in this story is the 

interchange and connection between the fathers and sons of all three generation.  The 
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eight or nine year old grandson has no idea about his paternal grandfather until he arrives 

on a ‘bird’ bringing his anecdotes and gifts to introduce his life to his grandson. The 

parents of the boy are conspicuously missing throughout the story which seems at odds 

with traditional Muslim families living in different parts of the world.  Muslims value 

family above all else.  

Salam: A Muslim American Boy’s Story is a pictorial representation of a young 

boy growing up in the U.S., which is rendered authentically through photographs that 

include his parents in the aftermath of 9/11. This is a revealing look at a Muslim-

American boy and the way he practices his faith. The book does a good job of explaining 

each of the Five Pillars of Islam. Black-and-white photos enhance the presentation and 

show the warmth of Imran's family and religious life. 

4. Existence under pressure of war and survival (12): A Little Piece of Ground, A 
Stone in My Hand, Sunset Over Fallujah, Silent Music, Roses in my Carpet, 
My Name was Hussein, Breadwinner, Parvana’s Journey, Mud City, Sami and 
the Time of the Troubles, Ziba Came on a Boat, and Four Feet Two Sandals. 

 
A Stone in My Hand by Cathryn Clinton and A Little Piece of Ground by 

Elizabeth Laird with Sonia Nimr are set during the time of the 1988 Intifada and the 

second is set as vaguely in present day Palestine. The first is the story of a young girl 

living in the Gaza Strip, who finds the courage to move past the bloodshed that surrounds 

her. Malaak’s father disappears while traveling to Israel to find work. She waits for him 

on her roof top, but her older brother, Hamid, and his friend, Tariq, secretly become 

shabab “youth activists,” throwing stones at Israeli soldiers and joining terrorist activities. 

In the second book Karim, a 12-year-old Palestinian boy, works with two friends to 

transform an abandoned lot in Ramallah–the little piece of ground–into a soccer field and 
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a getaway from the trials of both family and life under occupation. He makes a new 

friend called Hopper who lives in a refugee camp and whose older brother is in the 

custody of the Israelis, and Joni, a Christian boy whose family has been close to Karim's 

family. The town is put under Israeli curfew, and first Hopper and later Karim are shot at 

by Israeli soldiers and wounded. Both of the novels are representative of struggles of 

Palestinian youth and their day to day uncertainties. 

Breadwinner, Parvana’s Journey, and Mud City by Deborah Ellis are young adult 

novels that show persecution of women under the Taliban in Afghanistan. These books 

follow the lives of Parvana (meaning Moth) and her friend Shauzia. These are sensitively 

written books but carrying many of the accepted stereotypes of Muslims. In the original 

novel 11year-old Parvana who has rarely been outdoors is barred from attending school, 

shopping at the market, or even playing in the streets of Kabul. Her father is taken away 

by the Taliban and her mother succumbs into depression. It is left to Parvana to become 

the "breadwinner" and disguise herself as a boy to support her mother, two sisters, and 

baby brother. Set in the early years of the Taliban regime, this novel explores the harsh 

realities of life for girls and women in modern-day Afghanistan. In the second book in 

this series Parvana sets off from Kabul in search of her missing mother and siblings in 

Taliban-era Afghanistan. When war breaks out, she bands together with other displaced 

children. In the third book in the Breadwinner Trilogy, orphan Afghan refugee Shauzia, 

Parvana’s friend, leaves the rough Afghanistan border camp and joins other homeless 

children on the streets of the city of Peshawar in Pakistan. Pakistan is presented here as 

an exact replica of Afghanistan. Her dream is to reach the ocean and a place called 
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France. Instead, disguised as a boy, she must beg and scrounge for food and find odd 

jobs. Ellis fills in the recent history about Afghanistan, the Taliban's restrictions on 

women, and the millions of new, desperate refugees through the peripheral characters that 

these protagonists come across. After reading these books it seems as if women have no 

lives in Pakistan and Afghanistan and can function only if they can disguise themselves 

as men or boys. The varied experiences of women in these countries are not portrayed. 

These books have won much recognition and awards and come from Canada where Ellis 

lives.  

Roses in My Carpet is a realistic story that follows a day in the life of a young 

Afghani refugee who takes consolation in the beautiful carpets he weaves. In a recurring 

nightmare, the boy narrator flees with his mother and younger sister from the bomber 

planes that killed his father, then awakes to find himself in a safe but impoverished camp 

in Pakistan. This story follows a day in the life of the child. At dawn a muezzin calls him 

to prayer; he then attends school, followed by another call to prayer and finally goes off 

to his long-awaited practice of carpet weaving. For him, weaving is a skill that ensures 

"my family will never go hungry" and an outlet that allows him to create a world of color 

and beauty. Himler paints the family in earth-colored, rosy tones and tries to capture the 

details of daily life in countries he has never visited. His choice of the colors and the 

backdrop are bleak and dull except for the roses in the carpet that are red like the blood of 

martyrs. His use of the specific pallet of browns carries the mood of the narrative and 

offers the dated look of many similar pieces of texts. Some Middle Eastern regions are a 

desert but not all, Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Bangladesh to name a few. Whenever these 
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regions are reflected in images in news, media or picture books the backdrop is always in 

brown colors of mud and desert. There is a deliberate manner in which the region’s 

presence at the foot of the Himalayas, in regards to Pakistan and Afghanistan and very 

close to the Equator, for Bangladesh is neglected, thus projecting a deserted desert image 

which may be acceptable for the implied audience. In fact the only time I saw lush 

greenery in the foliage associated with Afghanistan was when I was watching a 

documentary on poppy fields and drug smuggling.     

My Name was Hussein is a story set in Bulgaria of a young child who is affected 

by racial and religious prejudice. Young Hussein from a Muslim, Gypsy family lived in a 

small Bulgarian village. After World War II, the communist government persecuted 

minorities to the point that they were ordered to take Christian names.  Islamic values and 

morals and the importance of family are well developed in the plot and the illustrations. 

This is an autobiography but is referred to as belonging to the genre of contemporary 

realistic fiction even though the author’s note explains the personal position in the 

epilogue/author’s note; this stance on the genre is due to the fictionalized nature of the 

narrative and the characters. The illustrations of this picture book are well done and 

depict everyday life in the country.  

Ziba Came on a Boat and Four Feet Two Sandals present the lives of three young 

girls running to western countries and living within refugee camps in Pakistan and 

countries under war. Sami and the Time of the Troubles is set in Beirut, Lebanon. The 

impact of war and persecution on children is explored to a greater detail in these books. 

Each picture book is illustrated beautifully but presents a dated background of the 
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regions. The images of Ziba’s village in the background have no sense of any progressive 

development. The same is true for Sandals where Pakistan is shown as arid and brown 

with nothing to depict progress or industrialization in the book’s images. Sami does show 

realistic images of the country with high-rise buildings, but it is the ruble where the 

children play that brings the reality of war to the readers. The characters in the first two 

stories want to get out of their situation and are reaching out to the western world to be 

saved. Sami, on the other hand, shows warmth and closeness of family and friends in 

difficult times and illustrates how children will always make time to be children even 

under war and persecution and be willing to take action. 

Sunset over Fallujah follows the life of Perry a new army recruit from Harlem, 

who is not quite sure why he joined the army, but it depicts his surety and trepidation 

about his troop’s deployment to Iraq. Perry and the others in the Civilian Affairs 

Battalion are supposed to help secure and stabilize the country and successfully interact 

with the Iraqi people after the regions are taken over by the western troops. The code 

name for their maneuvers is Operation Iraqi Freedom. This story highlights the 

unexpected in war and the unpreparedness of the troops when they are sent in to an active 

war zone. Walter Dean Myers looks at contemporary war and provides a perspective on 

Iraq’s war through the U.S. army. His choice of the battalion is deliberate as the major 

problems occurred after the country had fallen and stability has still not been achieved 

there. 

Silent Music by James Rumford gives a different perspective than Myers on the 

war in Iraq. This book illustrates the universality of childhood experiences, within a war 
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torn region. This perspective is shared by A Little Piece of Ground by Laird and Nimr, 

mentioned before.  Rumford introduces the audience to the beauty and discipline of 

Arabic calligraphy in this work set in Baghdad. Ali explains how much he loves playing 

soccer, listening to loud music, and calligraphy. He is, thus, presented like a normal child 

who has normal tastes in hobbies. His hero is Yakut, a 13th-century calligrapher who 

took solace in his art amidst the Mongol invasion. Like Yakut, Ali finds comfort in 

practicing his letters during the turmoil that has reigned in Baghdad since 2003 and says 

of his calligraphy practice: “my pen stopping and starting, gliding and sweeping, leaping 

dancing to the silent music in my head.” 

5. Social issues within Middle Eastern Countries (2): Rickshaw Girl and Beneath 
My Mother’s Feet.  

 

While social justice issues are prevalent in most of the above mentioned books 

but they are particularly present in the novels, Beneath My Mother’s Feet and Rickshaw 

Girl . These are written by authors who are insiders of the Pakistani and Bangladeshi 

cultures.  Both the novels represent concerns for young women in those regions. Beneath 

My Mother’s Feet by Amjed Qamar is a novel that delves deeply into social issues 

concerning poverty ridden women in Pakistan.  Nazia, a fourteen-year-old girl, does not 

mind when her friends mock her and call her a dutiful daughter. Growing up in a 

working-class family in Karachi, Pakistan, Nazia knows that obedience is the least she 

can give to her mother, who has not only spent years saving and preparing for her dowry 

but it is what is religiously expected of her. Her father is presented as a clever person who 

would do anything to get work out of his daughter and wife while he rests and uses the 
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money they bring in. When he is in an accident at work the family finds themselves 

without money for rent or food, and the women of the household are forced to go and 

look for menial labor. Nazia drops out of school to help her mother clean houses. 

Working as a maid is shameful and detrimental to her future as a daughter-in-law and 

wife as she is betrothed to her cousin. Her uncle does break his son’s engagement to her 

when he finds out. Since family is important in Islam and Pakistan is an Islamic country 

this negative picture of the people and the place by a Pakistani is puzzling. This story 

paints parents as manipulative and clever and men as useless. The backdrop is a modern 

city but the issues present a backward manner of life.  

In the novel Rickshaw Girl by Mitali Perkins draws on the author’s visits to 

Bangladesh to tell a contemporary story of a young girl who challenges the traditional 

role of women in her village so that she can help her struggling family during hard times. 

Naima's parents cannot afford to pay school fees for her anymore, but she wins the 

village prize for painting the best traditional alpana patterns. She wishes she could help 

her father drive his rickshaw, and one day, disguised as a boy, she drives and crashes it. 

To fix it she has to approach a rickshaw shop and finds a woman is its owner. She is 

offered work by the progressive lady and becomes financially independent. Although 

religion is insignificant to the plot and the characters, this story holds the closeness of 

Muslim families at its centre. The father is a strong breadwinner and is caring and 

supportive of his daughter and so is his wife. Hogan's bold black-and-white sketches 

show the girl, the traditional painting and rickshaw art, and the contemporary changes in 

the girl's rural home in clear, simple, linear drawings.  



 
 
 

159 

 

Further Explanation of Subcategories of Culturally Conscious Books 

The texts under the two subcategories of culturally conscious books elaborate and 

reflect on the concept of being religiously and culturally cognizant. It does not matter if 

the authors are insiders or outsiders of the culture to lend authenticity to a literary work. 

Each of the books under this category sensitively reflects cultural or religious nuances 

that portray each culture and its customs and traditions effectively. While one set of 

books has religion and culture as a visible backdrop of the narrative and characters, the 

second one hold these nuances but in an invisible manner, not front and center of the 

circumstances or the characters. The chart below explains the distinctions. The table 5.7 

elaborates on the two subcategories. 
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Table 5.7: Explanations of the Subcategories of Culturally Conscious Books 

 Visible Signs of Religious & Cultural Nuances Invisible Signs of Religious & Cultural Nuances 

1 Salam: explores the faith of Islam through the life of a 
Muslim child in the U.S. 

My Forbidden Face: is a personal perspective that uses the 
religion and cultural boundaries as confining agents from 
which the characters are trying to break free but is still 
culturally authentic of characters living under persecution. 

2 12 Rounds of Glory: recounts the life of the boxer through 
his connection to his faith. 

The Story of My Life: is a personal perspective that uses the 
religion and cultural boundaries as confining agents from 
which the characters are trying to break free but is still 
culturally authentic of characters living under persecution. 

3 A Little Piece of Ground: depicts cultural and religious 
details of the lives in Palestine.  

Chicken with Plums: does have cultural nuances true to the 
time period but with no connection to the religion.   

4 A Stone in My Hand: depicts cultural and religious details 
of the lives in Palestine. 

Thura’s Diary: elaborates on cultural nuances in the lives 
under war with religion not as a strong presence in the 
narrative. 

5 Sitti's Secrets: depicts cultural and religious details of the 
lives in Palestine. 

Persepolis: is a personal perspective that uses the religion 
and cultural boundaries as confining agents from which the 
characters are trying to break free but is still culturally 
authentic of characters living under suppression. 

6 My Name was Hussein: explains the deep seated 
connections of the characters to the belief system of Islam 
while under religious persecution. 

Persepolis 2: is a personal perspective that uses the religion 
and cultural boundaries as confining agents from which the 
characters are trying to break free but is still culturally 
authentic of characters living under suppression. 

7 Tasting the Sky: depicts cultural and religious details of 
the lives and their struggles in Palestine 

Alia’s Mission: is a culturally accurate representation with no 
references to the religion except for the dress. 
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Table 5.7: Explanations of the Subcategories of Culturally Conscious Books 

 Visible Signs of Religious & Cultural Nuances Invisible Signs of Religious & Cultural Nuances 

8 Silent Music: depicts cultural details of the lives in Iraq 
after the U.S. invasion 

The Librarian Of Basra: is a culturally accurate 
representation with no references to the religion except for in 
the dress. 

9 Habibi: depicts cultural and religious details of lives in 
Palestine 

Rickshaw Girl: is a culturally accurate representation with no 
references to the religion except for in the dress. 

10 Grandfather’s Orchard: has religious details of Muslim 
lives in the U.S. and their adherence to the various 
spiritual and moral boundaries. 

Bread Winner: uses the religion and cultural boundaries as 
confining agents from which the characters are trying to 
break free but is still culturally authentic of characters living 
under persecution. 

11 Does My Head Look Big in This: has a clear description of 
lives of Muslims in the west with intricate details of the 
boundaries of the religion and the various cultures. 

Parvana’s Journey: uses the religion and cultural boundaries 
as confining agents from which the characters are trying to 
break free but is still culturally authentic of characters living 
under persecution. 

12 Ten Things I Hate about Me: has a clear description of 
lives of Muslims in the west with intricate details of the 
boundaries of the religion and the various cultures. 

Mud City: uses the religion and cultural boundaries as 
confining agents from which the characters are trying to 
break free but is still culturally authentic of characters living 
under persecution. 

13 The Best Eid Ever: has a clear description of lives of 
Muslims in the west with intricate details of the 
boundaries of the religion and the various cultures. 

Sunset Over Felluja: depicts life in Iraq as confusing to the 
armed forces from the U.S. but is an accurate exploration of 
the culture.  

14 My Name is Bilal: has a clear description of lives of 
Muslims in the west with intricate details of the 
boundaries of the religion and the various cultures. 

Mansa Musa: mixes religion and mythical elements with 
historical facts to weave a culturally accurate account of life 
in the 14th century Mali.  



 

 

162

Table 5.7: Explanations of the Subcategories of Culturally Conscious Books 

 Visible Signs of Religious & Cultural Nuances Invisible Signs of Religious & Cultural Nuances 

15 A Party in Ramadan: has a clear description of lives of 
Muslims in the west with intricate details of the 
boundaries of the religion and the various cultures. 

Sami and the Time of the Troubles: is culturally accurate of 
many regions and lives under war. There is no reference to 
religion 

16 The Stars in My Geddoh’s Sky: has a clear description of 
lives of Muslims in the west with intricate details of the 
boundaries of the religion and the various cultures. 

Ziba Came on a Boat: is an accurate depiction of any 
characters fleeing from persecution with no references to the 
specific culture or religion except for in the dress. 

17 Saladin: Noble Prince of Islam: explains how the religion 
molded the character of Saladin. 

Four Feet Two Sandals: is a culturally accurate 
representation with no references to the religion except for in 
the dress. 

18  Funny in Farsi: uses humor to make light of the assimilation 
into a new culture in the U.S. with characters turning away 
from some basic tenets of Islam. 

19  Roses in My Carpet: uses religion but as a negative backdrop 
of the characters’ lives 

20  Beneath My Mother’s Feet: holds religion front and centre 
while creating cultural distinctions which negate life within 
Pakistan. 
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The patterns in the final category of ‘culturally conscious’ were very significant 

as this category is where authentic representations of Muslims can be observed. I divided 

the 37 books into two subcategories as one set of books was very distinct from the other. 

A book can be culturally conscious and authentic, while depicting no reference to cultural 

and religious nuanced practices of Muslims, and or these books may have one and not the 

other. It is heartening to perceive that there are more narratives written by insiders to the 

culture being represented. More narratives by authors outside of the cultures are also 

doing justice to the subject matter due mostly to research and travel and the globalization 

of the cultures.   

Books Set in the West 

Muslim representations within books set in English-speaking countries are as 

follows: Of the 18 books mentioned as set in English speaking countries most 

present plots and characters that show modernization and are not frozen in time. 

Some of the books emphasize connection to Muslim belief systems. Most books 

stress the theme of ‘striving to survive,’ particularly in assimilating into the 

mainstream culture in the regions of, North America, Australia, and South Eastern 

Europe. Most are written by insiders to the cultures. The books are too few over a 

period of thirty years, which nullifies the presence of Muslims within the countries. 

There are merely six novels published within a span of five years. 

Some trends and issues of books set in the west portray a progressive nature 

of protagonists and their settings, except in Hristo’s picture book set in Bulgaria. 
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Most of these 18 books reflect sensitivity in the projection of Muslim lived 

experiences, for example those by Mobin-uddin and Fattah. The picture book by 

Munsch, Bunting, and English present a five ‘f’ superficial approach to Muslim 

experiences in the west. Both novels by Perkins are not reflective of Muslim 

Pakistani’s lives within the U.S. 

Visual Representations within the Texts 

Analysis of illustrations as compared to or along with the written narratives 

is essential as pictures speak in a language that is far more effective than only 

words. The covers of books reveal an array of accepted stereotypes, for example, 

ruined backdrops, desert, camels, women staring at the audience as if for 

understanding, and incredibly distinct and dated ways of dressing.  They lack 

depiction of socio/cultural development in any way. Some book covers, for example 

that of Mohammad Ali’s biographies, Mobin-Uddin’s books, and The Story of My 

Life, have depictions of a progressive and cultured individual. The characters of 

these books reside in the U.S.  

A majority of the book’s covers have characters facing the audience directly, 

as if inviting them into the text. Each face is distinctly diverse from each other but 

mostly different from the audience cultures in the West. The expressions on the 

faces are as if these children are asking for understanding like children on UNICEF 

advertisements. 
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Figure 5-1: Covers have characters facing the audience directly inviting them into 
the text. 

 

Titles of the books are exotic and have names as a hook to capture the audience’s 

attention like The Day of Ahmed’s Secret, Camel Rider, Sami in the Time of Troubles, 

Mud City, Camel Bells, Haveli, Carpet Boy’s Gift, Bread Winner, and Broken Moon, that 

prepare the audience for an experience of another culture which is unlike theirs.  

The illustrations in each of the picture books speak volumes that no verbal/written 

narrative could begin to express. Picture books can reach out to a much younger audience 

than the young adult novels mentioned in the study. None of these illustrators belong to 

the regions being reflected except two. The images represent variations which deal with 

personal styles of the artists depicting the visual elements of the stories. The subject 

matter of an illustration or written text may be directed by a publisher, an author, or the 

market. Illustrators might not have direct decision power in some cases but they do, 
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however, have the artistic freedom to express their thoughts through visual images and 

also have the power to research the regions they are representing.  

The three individual artists illustrating the books by Khan mainly represent areas 

of Pakistan and some reflections of Afghanistan in Roses in My Carpet. It is immediately 

evident that Silly Chicken, illustrated by Kyong, and Ruler of the Courtyard, illustrated 

by Christy, are illustrated by outsiders of the culture. The books are colorful and 

attractive for a young audience. With careful inspection the backdrops of these books are, 

however, sparse; predominantly shades of gold, orange, and browns are used for the 

landscapes with very few trees. The sun is one of the major features of the illustrations of 

Ruler of the Courtyard. The desert-like landscape seems to be baking under its heat. The 

depiction of houses is that of mud and a few stones. The habitation seems to exist in a 

vacuum with few peripheral details.  The content and visuals reinforce a dated rural 

backdrop with nothing that reflects education and books within either the written or 

pictorial representations. Facial features are caricaturized in Silly Chicken and Ruler of 

the Courtyard though dull brown skin tones on primitively represented figures. The 

clothes are stylistically represented with little accentuating detail. There are only female 

characters depicted in both these stories. 

 Roses in My Carpet, The Carpet Boy’s Gift, and Ziba Came on a Boat, on the 

other hand, are realistic fiction picture books that are historically set and there is a lot of 

detail in the representation of each image by three different artists. The three books 

encompass three decades, Roses in My Carpet was published in 1988, The Carpet Boy’s 

Gift in 2003 and Ziba, in 2007, making it the most recent one. Roses in My Carpet, 
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illustrated by Himler, is set in Pakistan but provides flashbacks of Afghanistan. It is 

historically set in the events of Russian invasion of Afghanistan, but is reminiscent of 

present day turmoil through its images. The region of Afghanistan, even in the 

flashbacks, does not show any greenery in the land being plowed by oxen. There are 

references to religion in this book but the images show a muezzin facing away from the 

scared child which seems to allude to a certain disconnect between the lived experiences 

of the child and the faith he is following. These images seem to be continuing the 

nightmare of his flashback of a Russian air attack to a life which is far from peaceful. The 

mud colored backdrop is relieved with bright reds brought in by the carpet he is weaving 

on the front cover which is identically repeated on the last page. Red is represented as the 

color of the blood of martyrs/death and happiness which seems to present a contrast in 

how the main character interprets the color and its dual, contrasting, meanings. The facial 

features in this book are representative of the people belonging to the region: however, 

authenticity in details of the regions of Afghanistan and Pakistan still seems questionable. 

The gender perspective through the images reinforces the narratives in which the male 

child is burdened by responsibilities which are beyond his years just because he is the 

man of the family. The mother is shown as a nonfunctioning illiterate woman who cannot 

cope with anything or any emergency except by crying, screaming, cooking and cleaning. 

She is shown as depressed and at the same time emotionless. The peripheral characters 

are shown as distant and disconnected to the suffering within the lives of this family.  

Picture books like Day of Ahmed’s Secret, and The Carpet Boy’s Gift, illustrated 

by Lewin and Morin, focus on the aspect of child abuse through child labor and bonded 
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labor. The latter is another version of Iqbal: the novel. The images are of healthy, happy 

characters who seem to like what they are doing in contrast to the narrative text. The 

scene of the ‘bazaar’ is dated as it has goats, donkeys, and camels along with trucks on 

the road. The book cover shows the hustle and bustle of a bazaar with a smiling child 

carrying a gas tank and a carpet on his shoulder; belying the seriousness of the story and 

its content.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 5-2: The Day of Ahmed’s Secret and The Carpet Boy illustrates child abuse 
through child labor and bonded labor 

 
Picture books such as Sandals illustrated by Chayka, Sami illustrated by Lewin, 

Ziba illustrated by Ingpen, all contain images of beauty in the lives of the characters. The 

concepts of laughter and normalcy are apparent in the latter two books. The flashbacks of 

her past life are nostalgic in Ziba as she thinks of her homeland and her everyday life, 

which is snatched away from her when she is forced to leave. Most of the illustrations 

have women with only one exception which is that of her father, who does not seem to be 

on the boat with them. The gray stormy seas capture the depressing mood of the 

narrative. The backdrop of the Afghan village is arid and brown. There are certain details 

that seem authentic like the facial features in the images of her with her father. But most 
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of the images have facial features that look unlike that of the people from Afghanistan 

who are mostly fair skinned with long straight noses, specifically the image of her mother 

at the loom makes one question the ethnicity of the character as appearing to be Native 

American. Ziba is depicted with a very large head and her arms, in many illustrations, 

look abnormal in size and angle, especially in the last couple of images that are with her 

mother.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5-3: Ziba Came on a Boat, Four Feet Two Sandals, and Sami and the Time 
of the Troubles contain images of beauty in the lives of the characters 

 
It is commendable to observe insider illustrators such as Satrapi’s images and 

those of Walid Taher who are beginning to create art for picture books. The stylistic 

choice of their images is represented as sparse and without much color with simple 

straightforward representations. Satrapi’s work has been turned into a movie using the 

same pictographic graphic images and she has won numerous awards for her depiction of 

life under religious persecution within the three books.   

After analyzing these details I have come to realize that illustrators outside of the 

cultures they are representing often provide the cultural details that are held close to the 

belief systems there, as in the works of James Rumford, Ted Lewin, Michael Hays, and 

Diane Stanley. Laura Jacobson, when illustrating Mobin-uddin’s books, Party in 

Ramadan and Best Eid also seems to have crossed the cultural boundaries. However, she 



 
 
 

170 

 

does explain how closely and firmly the author directed her through direct and indirect 

communication during the whole process of illustrating the books (private conversation 

with the illustrator, March 7, 2009). According to Lechner (2007) though, “however 

thorough in their research, illustrators from outside the culture often miss nuances and 

cultural details, and reviewers, who are usually also from outside of the culture, also miss 

these errors” (p.1). Comparisons between illustrators and art is difficult in itself due to the 

subjective nature of personal response to works of art and it becomes even more so due to 

the fact that there are very few Muslim illustrators that are part of this study. The content 

analyses of illustrations in books within this study have examples that range from 

realistic, renaissance-like art to abstract, cartoon-like art. I have observed outside artists 

doing justice to the art work as art, and the two insiders have done justice to the content 

of their work according to their choice as well.  

Discussion 

The data which was gathered through the reflective reading and analysis of the 

texts within this chapter portrays the findings through the narrative. The findings of the 

data contained within this chapter are significant due to the correlation drawn between 

Bishop’s (1982) study and this particular research. After each step, from defining each 

category to analyzing the texts, it became apparent that Bishop’s three categories can still 

be relevant in researching texts for issues of representations. As I divided and subdivided 

the text into categories and studied their patterns, it became apparent that definitions of 

any category are difficult. I also observed that each subcategory within the overarching 
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one reflects a new way to cluster books together. And its impact was easier to 

comprehend when looking at the data in smaller chunks.  

Issues within written and visual representations of the ‘social conscience’ books 

are reflective of a postcolonial mindset, be the authors from inside or outside to the 

cultures they are representing, within this category. Analyzing various texts provides an 

insight into the kinds of books that the audiences here with the U.S. are being exposed to. 

The 35 books in this category reflect surface level information on the varied Muslim 

cultures reflected. The visual images sometimes belie the strength of the written 

narratives as in a significant picture book about the life of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). 

The impact of this group of books may have a negative effect if critical reading is not 

introduced to the implied reader of these texts.  

The category of ‘melting pot’ still portrays a depiction of Muslims who care 

deeply about the assimilation of the cultures of the U.S. and the various Muslim societies. 

Nesma’s author and illustrator, who is a Muslim, belong to Egypt but their depiction of 

Cairo is such that no distinct differences between the implied readers which I assume are 

Egyptian children and society within the U.S. can be observed, this book was published 

in Egypt. The central finding in this category was that not many texts can be placed in 

this category.   

Conclusion 

The patterns and the findings in this chapter illustrate why and how I placed each 

book in each of the three categories that Rudine Sims (1982) created. I have divided the 

books into smaller groups within the three categories and then subdivided the books 
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within each category into even smaller subsections to study their patterns. Then I went 

into elaboration of each of the books to see if how they fit into each category. The in-

depth study of each book within each category illustrates the representations of Muslim 

cultures within these books. The genres of each book when placed in the category get 

mixed in and reflect their own stance through discussion. The data within this chapter 

elaborately explains the subtle variations in each of the three categories. I had difficulty 

in deciding on the placement of various texts. After careful thought and debate each of 

the text was placed in its relevant place. I added arguments to explain my decision after 

their allocation. This chapter answers the research question of: how do the genres of 

contemporary realistic fiction, historical fiction, and biographies published for 

adolescents and children within the U.S. represent and frame the varied Muslim 

cultures?  The next chapter explains the relationship of authors, illustrators and 

translators backgrounds and their representations of Muslims.   

6.  
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CHAPTER 6 

RELATIONSHIPS OF AUTHORS AND REPRESENTATIONS 

During my youth I read countless texts, in both English and Urdu, sometimes authored 

by the same writers, for example Blyton, Dickenson, Twain, Dickens, Hardy, Shakespeare, 

Jahangir, Bokhari, Iqbal, and Hali. After reading a few works by an author I observed certain 

distinguishing patterns in how they approached a topic, their varied literary stance and their 

meaning behind each word and incident. I also realized that there was relevance in an author’s 

background and what they were choosing to write about. This was an essential part of my 

development as a reader and understanding a work of literature. As I began looking into issues 

within adolescent and children’s literature framing Muslims, I realized that there may be a 

deeper connection between the way these cultures are represented and the backgrounds of the 

authors of the texts. To observe these intersections I researched the background of each author 

and juxtaposed that knowledge with the text they had authored.  

After looking at the data in the previous chapters I now turn to the relationships or 

connections of the author and representation of text. There is a strong association between the 

backgrounds of authors of texts and the text itself (Bishop, 1982; Nodelman, 2003). In this 

chapter I have studied the intersections of the data on the characteristics of each work and their 

representations of Muslims to answer the final research question: What are the relationships 

between the background experiences of the authors and the representations of Muslim cultures 

in their books? I have examined patterns in the books as related to the three categories of Social 

Conscience, Melting Pot, and Culturally Conscious books. I have further divided the books 

within each category into larger groups to make sense of the kinds of books that fall under each 
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category. I take these categories and their groups of books and compare them to the 

backgrounds of the authors to determine whether any patterns emerge from this intersection.  

Authors, Illustrators, and Translators of Social Conscience Books 

The authors’ backgrounds within the category of Social Conscience are 

considered in this section for books that reflect superficial knowledge of the various 

Muslim cultures or “Books that present how the Muslims as ‘others’ live for the 

mainstream U.S. audience.” These include books that have characters/plots/settings that 

are dated and focus on the exotic or differences, have surface level understanding of the 

belief system of Muslims, focus on war and global issues within the stories, explain how 

the ‘other’ lives for the mainstream audience, and lack variation in visual images of 

characters. These authors, illustrators, can be divided into the following clusters. Table 

6.1 succinctly depicts authors who are represented in this section. 

Table 6.1: Authors, Illustrators, and Translators of Books Set in the Past 

Title of Books Authors/Illustrator/Transl
ators 

Background 

The Shadows of 
Ghadames 

Stolz, Joelle/Translated from 
French by Catherine 
Temerson. 

French journalist based in Vienna 

The Granville Trilogy K. M. Grant Born and brought up in England. 
She lives in Glasgow Scotland 

Traveling Man Rumford Resident of Hawaii has written a 
few books on Muslims and has 
learnt Arabic Calligraphy 

Muhammad Demi U.S. resident author and illustrator 
of many multicultural books. 

 
 
 



 
 
 

175 

 

1. Set in the past, each book emphasizing written and visual negative depiction of 
the cultures: 
 
Each of the books in this cluster belongs to the genre of historical fiction and is 

written by authors who do not belong to the culture. However, Rumford and Demi are 

renowned authors of multicultural texts. Rumford has written books that focus on 

Muslims and some of which have an in-depth sensitivity to the cultural depiction in some 

of his works. His description of the ambiguity of the time period of Ibn Battuta could be 

regarded as a deliberate way to indicate that this historical figure was someone who 

might not have actually existed when he places the time period and the place as 

mentioned in greater detail in previous chapters. Demi’s work relies mostly on landscape 

and figural representation from Persian miniatures and she has tried to adhere to the 

demands of the Muslim belief system. Her work may be regarded as problematic due to 

the figural representations of the Angel Gabriel and Barrack; the horse on which the 

Prophet (PBUH) went on his visit of the heavens. Her written narrative is well researched 

and factual. K.M. Grant’s fascinating and fast paced trilogy does justice to an outsider’s 

perspective of the Crusades and characters of Saladin and the Muslim protagonist of the 

book. The two Muslim characters of Saladin and the protagonist are shown as positive in 

comparison to the rest of the Muslim characters who are negatively portrayed.  

Stolz’s depiction of the ancient city of Ghadames is researched but seems to rely 

on journalistic trends of elaborating on the sensational aspects within the content of the 

story. The book received the Batchelder award and the story exposes the audience to 

issues of the segregation of women, early marriages, and polygamy in a Muslim society. I 

have used this book in a children’s literature course that I taught to pre-service teachers 
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and each and every time the audience thought this was a story set in the present day. As 

this story is translated from French by Catherine Temerson, the content might have lost 

some important factors in translation.  

The perspectives of all of the authors seem to stem from an outsider’s perspective 

that has been drawn from their lifetime experiences of being from a dominant culture 

representing the ‘other.’ All of them belong to English-speaking countries and seem to be 

presenting the exotic aspects of Muslims many of which are not related to the cultures 

they are presenting. The novel and the three picture books all have this alien concept that 

may attract the implied readers. The authors seem to choose these strange and unfamiliar 

aspects to expose to the implied reader, which may stem from a western perspective of 

considering the Muslim cultures as somehow not based in reality.  

2. Books that are set in the present but the story setting is dated and the story 
stereotypical. 
 

All, except one, of the books mentioned in Table 6-2 is written and illustrated by 

authors and illustrators who do not belong to the culture. These books belong to the genre 

of contemporary realistic fiction. These books include five novels and eight picture 

books.  

In the picture books, Lewin and his wife Betsy Lewin are well travelled authors 

and frequently present the Middle East, specifically Morocco, in their books. Their 

representations within the books in this category, however, follow the typical trends of 

representing the present in those countries as forever frozen in time. Ted’s art work is 
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beautiful and transcends cultural boundaries but the issues are within the content not the 

art style.  

Table 6.2: Authors, Illustrators, and Translators of Books Set in the Present  

Title of Books 
Authors/Illustrators/  

Translators Background 

What’s the Matter Habibi Betsy Lewin U.S. resident and wife of Ted Lewin. 
She is well travelled. 

The Hundredth Name Shulamith Levey 
Oppenheim, /  
Michael Hays  

Oppenheim was born in Ohio. Her father 
taught at a college there, and was an 
expert in the history of Egypt, Saudi 
Arabia, and Israel. From him, 
Oppenheim got her love of travel and 
world cultures. She was charmed by the 
folk tales she heard about camels, and 
used them in her story/ lives in Illinois 

Camel Rider Prue Mason She lives in Australia and has written for 
magazines in Dubai and Australia. 

Ruler of the Courtyard, 
Silly Chicken 

Rukhsana Khan/R. 
Gregory Christie/ 
Yunmee Kyong  

Canadian resident, left Pakistan when 
she was 2/ U.S. Resident award winning 
artist and illustrator/ U.S. resident, raised 
in Korea.     

My Father's Shop Sitomi Ichikawa Born in Japan lives in Paris. 

Ali: Child of the Desert, 
The Storytellers 

London and Ted 
Lewin 

Lives in California and has travelled to 
Morocco/illustrator of more than a 100 
books. He is a traveler and lives in New 
York. 

The Day of Ahmed's Secret Florence Parry Heidi, 
Judith Heidi Gilliland 

Florence was born in 1919 and lives in 
Pennsylvania. Judith is the daughter of 
Florence. They are both well travelled 

Shabanu trilogy and Under 
the Persimmon Tree 

Suzanne Fisher 
Staples  

Staples is a journalist, who has spent 
some time in Pakistan, Afghanistan & 
India 

 

Oppenheim takes the same concept of camels and deserts and bases her story on a 

folktale which has no logic in the religion or the culture of finding the hundredth name of 
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Allah (God). Her presentation and writing, however, does not clarify the genre selection 

of either folklore or realistic fiction. Oppenheim’s book has no formal designation as to 

its genre.  Hays does a good job of presenting the story in soft pastel shades. Ichikawa 

also takes up a simplistic aspect of Muslim culture and elaborates on it, using art work 

that is colorful and attractive. Heidi and Gilliland take up a story that represents a 

simplistic view of life in Egypt. Their choice of topic promotes views of poverty and 

illiteracy in a country where there are no camels in the streets and education is 

compulsory for all children.  

The two picture books by Khan are again a dated representation of life in 

Pakistan. Her social responsibility as an insider may have been used to represent a 

progressive view of the culture. Her hybrid identity as a Canadian/Pakistani is apparent in 

how she represents her country of birth as dated in the past that perhaps reflects the 

experiences of her parents.  

The five novels in this group also promote a dated view of the people living in the 

Middle East. Staples brings her experiences as a journalist into play as she represents 

Pakistan through her four books. Her take has a more Bollywood-like dramatic quality 

when she takes up a 12 year old girl’s dilemma of being born in a patriarchal society. The 

protagonist, of course, lives in a tent in a desert and tends to camels and is later forced to 

marry a 60 year old landlord to settle a family feud. Prue Mason, on the other, takes her 

own journalistic focus to represent an ambiguous Middle Eastern culture. She has visited 

Dubai and lives in Australia. Table 6.3 tabulates the books in this section. 
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3. Stories that emphasize social issues and highlight unrest:  
 
Table 6.3: Authors, Illustrators, and Translators of Books Emphasizing Social 
Issues and Unrest 

Title of Books 
Authors/Illustrator/ 

Translator Background 

Broken Moon Antieau, Kim U.S. resident, never visited Pakistan 

Iqbal: A Novel D’Adamo, Francesco, 
Edizioni, EL 

Well-known for adult books in the Italian 
noir fiction 

Camel Bells Carlsson, Janne & Raben 
Sjogren/ Translator Angela 
Barnett-Lindberg  

Swedish authors/U. S. resident 

The Carpet 
Boy’s Gift 

Shea, Pegi Deitz/ Leane 
Morin  

U.S. resident. Writes human rights related 
articles /U.S. resident never visited the 
areas she is illustrating. 

Samir and 
Yonatan 

Daniella Carmi  
translator Yael Lotan  

Resident of Jerusalem and regarded as the 
most talented Israeli author./ lives in Israel 

Kiss the Dust Elizabeth Laird British renowned Author 

This group contains four novels and one picture book that belong to the genre of 

contemporary realistic fiction. The novels represent the countries of Iraq, Israel, Pakistan 

and Afghanistan. Even though these books reflect issues of social justice and unrest 

which are topics that need to be addressed anywhere but within these are representational 

issues that overpower the basic concern. There does not seem to be a record of these four 

authors having visited the countries they are representing. Carmi is the only author who 

belongs to the region she is representing and she presents the Israeli concepts well, as 

does the translator of the book. She provides a rather sensitive account of the Palestinian 

boy who is away from his family in an Israeli hospital. Many authors concentrate on 

representing issues of social injustice in the Middle East. These authors highlight the 

unrest, poverty, living conditions, prevalent in those countries and provide a typical 
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western perspective of seeing those regions through a privileged perspective of a secure 

first world country. Carmi joins the list by providing a comparison of Palestine with 

Israel. 

Broken Moon, Iqbal and The Carpet Boy are set in Pakistan. None of the authors, 

illustrators and translators belongs to Pakistan nor do I have a record of their going to the 

region for a visit. The appearance of Pakistan as a country is presented as not only dated 

but as immoral through the choice of the subject matter of human trafficking, bonded 

labor, and legal and permissible gang rape of a minor girl.    

Camel Bells and Kiss the Dust are set in Afghanistan and Iraq respectively. The 

story lines are those of persecution of a child in pre-Taliban Afghanistan and a family of 

the Kurds under Saddam in Iraq. The choice of the subject matter again emphasizes some 

valid concerns within lives under oppression but these representations become the 

reflective of the total society. Laird is a well travelled British author but I did not find any 

record of her actually visiting a pre-9/11 Iraq. 

4. Stories that are part of historical fiction but emphasize the old-world tales of the 
Arabian Nights and harems:  
 

Table 6.4: Authors of Books who Emphasize Harem Image. 
 

Title of Books Authors Background 

Leyla: The Black Tulip Croutier, Alev Lytle  She has written widely about harems and 
veils. She has written and directed films in 
Japan, Middle East, and Europe. She was 
born and raised in Turkey but now lives in 
the U.S.       

Shadow Spinner Susan Fletcher  Has never visited the Middle East and 
lives in Oregon 
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Croutier draws on her research from the adult title Harem: The World Behind the 

Veil (1989), to write her first novel for young people. The author was born and raised in 

Turkey and is the author of internationally acclaimed nonfiction books. She chooses a 

topic that does not represent present day life in Turkey. Her choice of topic dates the very 

progressive current culture of the country. She was born in raised in Turkey and 

immigrated as a young adult. Fletcher, on the other hand, never visited Middle Eastern 

regions but highlights another harem image connected to the lands where Muslims abhor 

slavery, specifically that of women. 

Discussion on the Social Conscience Books 

The books within the first category of Social Conscience have authors who are 

from both inside and outside of the culture. It is important to observe the intersections 

between the authors’ backgrounds and their representations of the varied Muslim 

cultures. As each author put thoughts into written words they bring in their own 

background experiences to the portrayal of each character and their setting. In their 

choice of topic for a U.S. audience they also expose their stance and their beliefs.  

The authors writing the books in this category are mostly outside of the cultures 

they are writing about. The social responsibility of the authors within this category is 

significant. As the majority of authors who wrote the books in this category relied on 

research in authoring of these books, it is evident that their connection to the various 

cultures is superficial and not an in-depth study. This superficial and surface level 

connection influences the way in which these authors frame each Muslim culture, from 
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Turkey to Persia. The two novels representing Turkey and Iran have stories that are part 

of historical fiction but emphasize the old world tales of the Arabian Nights and harems 

which are formulaic images of the Muslim world. These authors in their works lack 

recognition of economic prosperity within any of the Muslim cultures represented. Ted 

and Betsy Lewin also represent cultures other than their own with intricate visual detail 

but their choice of topics as well as their stories is still surface level with very few 

cultural nuances that are neglected. Set in the past, each book emphasizes written and 

visual distinction of the cultures as well as books that are set in the present but the 

description of the setting is dated and the story stereotypical. The authors and illustrators 

who rely on research tend to be more superficial and surface level than others. These 

authors and illustrators seem to have missed important aspects and nuances about the 

culture they are representing. These authors also choose to write narratives that 

emphasize global social justice issues and highlight unrest.  

Authors, Illustrators, and Translators of Melting Pot Books 

The authors within the category of Melting Pot have, “books that portray 

Muslims similar to the mainstream cultures within the U.S. so much so that they depict no 

nuances that are culturally distinct.” Within this group of books are authors who 

represent either the characters as wanting to assimilate or eliminate distinctions so much 

that there seem to be no difference in the varied cultures and that of the audience of the 

books. The major characteristics within these books are that they emphasize none of the 

mental and behavioral differences between the audience and the protagonist, eliminate 

religious and cultural differences completely, and emphasize the desire to assimilate 
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within the dominant culture. This is the category with the least amount of books, which 

might be indicative of ‘melting pot’ being a dated concept, overtaken by a more 

progressive, ‘tossed salad’ and ‘stir-fry’ image. Books that fall under this category are as 

follows: 

Table 6.5: Authors and Illustrators Emphasizing Assimilation 

Title of Books Authors/Illustrators  Background 

First Daughter: Extreme 
American Makeover, The 
First Daughter White 
House Rules 

Mitali Perkins She has widely travelled and was 
born in Calcutta India. She has 
immigrated to U.S. and lives in 
Massachusetts. 

Ask Me No Questions Marina Budhos Assistant professor of English in 
William Patterson University. She is 
the wife of Marc Aronson. She is part 
Indian. 

One Green Apple Eve Bunting /Ted 
Lewin 

Both are U.S. residents and have 
written and illustrated many 
renowned books. 

Nadia’s Hands Karen English/ 
Jonathan Weiner  

U.S. resident with friends from 
Pakistan/graduate of Rhode Island 
School of Design and resident of U.S. 

From Far Away Robert Munsch and 
Saoussan Askar/ 
Michael Martchenko  

Canadian author of international 
books/(Insider) Canadian Muslim/ 
was born and lives in Tronto 

Nesma Buys the Beans Andy Smart/ Walid 
Taher  

Having started a career teaching 
English in Sudan and Egypt, Andy 
Smart joined Longman publishers in 
the UK before moving to Egypt 
where he started a children’s book 
publishing company/(Insider)An 
Egyptian illustrator of children’s 
books 

Muhammad Ali Champion 
of the World 

By Jonah 
Winter/Francois 
Roca 

Winter belongs to the U.S. and has 
written many books Roca: lives in 
Paris and illustrates books. 
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Most of these books fall under the theme of assimilation. There is a mention of distinct 

physical features but the least representation of religion is presented in these books. These 

books might be easier for the audience in the U.S. to accept as models of representations of a 

culture that is otherwise difficult to understand. This group of books includes three novels by 

authors who can be considered insiders to the cultures they represent. Budhos, who is part 

Indian (South-East Asian), tackles a very important topic of undocumented immigration in the 

U.S. in the aftermath of 9/11. Her representations of Bangladeshi Muslim families depict a 

certain disconnect from their culture and religion. Granted, there are families that do disconnect 

themselves from their roots to fit in, specifically under adverse circumstances, but as this is 

currently the only book that represents real life issues of Muslims in the U.S. after 9/11, it 

misrepresents many other Muslims who do not try to assimilate in the mainstream culture. 

Budhos choice of topic is timely due to the current push for laws against undocumented 

immigration, but the problem is her framing of the family as illegal which gives credence to the 

circumstances that surround them. Many Muslim families, who had legal standing, suffered in 

the aftermath of 9/11, and their legal standing did not matter. Books within this section are 

written both by insiders and outsiders of the culture they are portraying.   

Perkins, on the other hand, tackles a fictitious account of a Muslim Pakistani girl adopted 

by a Republican character who reaches the presidency, akin to Presidential candidate John 

McCain and his adopted Bangladeshi daughter. I do wonder why Perkins chose not to depict a 

character who was Bangladeshi rather than a Pakistani Muslim, which would have been more 

familiar to her as a person from Calcutta, part of the same region of Bengal in a joint India.  
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The picture books also have two insiders; a co-author and an illustrator who belong to 

the culture they are portraying about; Askari and Taher. Both of these are insiders to Lebanese 

and Egyptian culture as they belong to the regions. Taher is settled in Egypt while Askari has 

moved to Canada. They still adhere to the melting pot image and portray the least amount of 

difference in depicting the distinctions of their cultures and that of any western nation. The rest 

of the picture books are written by authors and illustrators who present the assimilation image 

of Muslims to the fullest.   

Winter and Roca are definitely insiders to the culture of the U.S. as they are born and 

bred in the U.S. their representation of the boxer’s life is well depicted and well illustrated but 

there is surface level discussion of cultural nuances of African American’s at that point in 

history. Further, the references to the religion, that changed Ali’s life, are barely mentioned.  

Discussion on the Melting Pot Category  

Most of the books in this category are primarily written by authors who do not 

belong the culture they are writing about. They may have traveled to the regions to write 

as an informed author and to cross cultural boundaries in representing the Muslim 

cultures. The authors in this section were unable to convince me as a researcher that they 

knew ‘what was going on’ in a specific region they were highlighting in their work, 

except for Budhos, who highlighted many particularly legitimate issues within Muslim 

cultures settled in their adopted country of the U.S.  



 
 
 

186 

 

Authors, Illustrators, and Translators of Culturally Conscious Books 

The authors who wrote books within this category concentrate on narratives that represent the 

cultural nuances to the best of their ability. These include “books that show sensitivity and an 

awareness of authenticating details about the lived experiences, beliefs, and cultures of 

Muslims nationally and globally.” The authors who wrote these books are as follows: 

6. Personal Perspectives 
 

Table 6.6: Authors, Illustrators, and Translators Providing Personal 
Perspectives 

Title of Books Authors/Illustrators/  
Translators 

Background 

My Forbidden Face Latifa:Shekeba 
Hachemi/ Linda 
Coverdale  

(insider) Afghani Insider. Settled in France/ 
French award-winning translator 

The Story of My Life Farah 
Ahmedi/Tamim 
Ansary (insider)   

(insider) Afghani insider. Settled in the 
U.S./ Afghani Insider, writes and lectures 
about Afghanistan, Islamic history, 
democracy, schooling, and learning. 

Chicken with Plums, 
Persepolis 1 & 2 

Satrapi, Marjane  (insider) Iranian settled in France 

Thura’s Diary Thura Windawi (insider) Iraqi on scholarship to study in the 
U.S. has lived in England and Baghdad.  

Tasting the Sky Ibtisam Barakat  (insider) born in Ramallah. She lives in 
Columbia Missouri, U.S. resident and a 
Palestinian activist 

Funny in Farsi Ferozeh Dumas  Iranian settled in the U.S. married to a 
French man 

Sitti’s Secret Naomi Shihab 
Nye/Nancy Carpenter 

Nye is a poet and Palestinian 
activist/Carpenter is a U.S. born never 
visited Palestine but well researched 
illustrations. 

 

The major characteristics of these books show research into, and an understanding of, the many 

Islamic cultures being represented, respectful references to the belief systems of Muslims, a 
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challenge of stereotypes and worldviews, and are books that are interesting and keep the 

attention of the audience while providing details of the culturally relevant context. Picture 

books in this category are represented as having authenticating visual cultural details. These 

books present Muslim cultures as progressive while staying within the belief systems, and 

contain visible and invisible signs of religious and cultural nuances.  

All of the above mentioned books stem from the personal experiences of the 

authors who are from the culture they are representing. They include eight novels (3 

graphic novels) and one picture book and all except one belongs to genre of biography. 

All three graphic novels are illustrated by their authors. These books do justice to the 

authors’ personally held views on the experiences they have been through. However, 

some of these stories are positive representations while others give a negative twist to the 

cultures. While Barakat and Nye present a sensitive account of their lives within their 

regions, the rest of the novels give a skewed version of the regions and impressions of 

their cultures. These negative representations further reinforce existing worldviews rather 

than challenging them. 
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Table 6.7: Authors, Illustrators, and Translators of Biographies 

Title of Books Authors Background 

Saladin Diane Stanley  Author and illustrator of many books. 
She is from Texas. 

Mansa Musa Khepra Burns/Leo 
&Diane Dillon  

widely published author/ resident of 
New York/award holders in 
illustration and resident of New York 

12 Rounds of Glory Charles R. Smith/ 
Bryan Collier  

Charles lives in New York and has 20 
years writing books. Bryan lives in 
New York City and has written many 
AA books for kids. 

The Librarian Of Basra, Winter, Jeanette  Lives in New York and has written 
many books 

Alia’s Mission. Stamaty, Mark Alan comic strip writer of BOOX, resident 
of New York 

 

7. Biographies written with sensitivity, research, and understanding. 

 All of these books are biographies of past historical figures and two present 

day representations. All of these are picture books except for Stamaty’s graphic 

novel. Except for the book on Muhammad Ali’s life, all of the others are written by 

people outside of the cultures. The representations of the various characters are 

authentic even if the stories are a little drawn out and with extensive written script 

as in the case of Saladin and Musa. While Saladin has strong references to religion, 

Musa has mere mentions of religion throughout the text without displaying any 

disparity between religion and myth. There is a ‘Jinn’ Djinn in the form of a lion 

that keeps appearing to Musa and Islam surrounds him but there is no reference to 

his practicing it. Winter and Stamaty undertake the same historical incident but 

handle it according to the requirements of the format of the two books. They show 
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an impressive admiration for a Muslim woman in the present day and although they 

do not mention the countries responsible for the plight of the Iraqis, it is evident for 

the discerning. Both these books provide a much needed representation of an actual, 

heroic, female Muslim figure in the present day and age. 
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Table 6.8: Authors, Illustrators, and Translators Representing Life in the West 

Title of Books Authors Background 

Salam: A Muslim 
American Boy’s Story 

Tricia Brown/ Ken 
Cardwell  

Brown belongs to the U.S. lives in 
California. /Ken is an award winning 
freelance photographer and lives in 
California. 

Habibi Naomi Sihab Nye Palestinian activist and poet  

Grandfather’s Orchard Ghazi, Abidullah/ 
Michele van Patten  

A U.S. Pakistani Muslim. Studied in India 
and went on to get higher degrees from 
London School of Economics and Harvard. 
He is the director of IQRA in Chicago/ is a 
talented retoucher/illustrator and computer 
production artist with experience at major 
advertising agencies and graphic design 
studios. 

Does my Head Look Big 
in This, Ten Things I 
Hate about Me 

Randa Abdul 
Fattah  

Australian Muslim who is a lawyer and a 
writer and an active member of the 
interfaith community and a Palestinian 
human rights activist. 

The Stars in My 
Geddoh’s Sky 

Clair Sidhom 
Matze/ Bill 
Farnsworth  

She has written many books but I could not 
find much about her life. Bill Farnsworth is 
a published author and an illustrator of 
children's books. Some of the published 
credits include The Wheat Doll, Kaya's 
Story Collection (American Girl). 

The Best Eid Ever, My 
Name is Bilal, A Party 
in Ramadan 

Dr. Asma Mobin-
Uddin/2 picture 
books by Laura 
Jacobson, 1 by 
Barbara Kiwak  

Asma is born and raised in U.S. she is a 
Muslim of Pakistani descent. Lives in Ohio 
and practices pediatrics/Jacobson lives in 
Phoenix AZ. And writes sensitively about 
Muslims./ Kiwak is a a commercial 
illustrator who lives in Baltimore   

 

8. Life in the West: authentic Muslim life experiences. 

 All of these books provide authentic, sensitive representations of Muslim 

experiences in Western countries. This group of books includes two novels and seven 

picture books. All except one belong to the genre of contemporary realistic fiction. Salam 
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is a biography. Seven of the books are written by insiders to the cultures they are 

representing. None of the illustrators/photographers belong to the cultures but they do 

justice to the subject matter. All of the books provide excellent examples of Muslim 

experiences in the Western countries. These books are varied in the subject matter and do 

justice to each aspect of Muslim lives presented therein. This group of books highlights 

many ways of living rather than just a few. Books by Mobin-uddin and Fattah epitomize 

Muslim experiences and struggles in English speaking countries. 

In this group of books, the focus is in the representations of lives under war and 

persecution. These include six novels and six picture books. These books represent 

cultures of Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iraq, Palestine, Bulgaria and Lebanon. Two authors 

and two co-authors belong to the cultures being represented. When major authors consult 

with coauthors I observed a deeper sensitivity and understanding of the cultures. Laird’s 

other book in this study, Kiss the Dust is about Kurds being persecuted in Iraq does not 

represent the culture as well as A Little Piece of Ground set in Palestine where she 

consults with Nimr, an insider to the Palestinian culture.  None of the illustrators in this 

set belong to the cultures. 
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Table 6.9: Authors, Illustrators, and Translators Representing Life Under War 
and Persecution  

Title of Books Authors Background 

Bread Winner, Parvana’s 
Journey, Mud City 

Deborah Ellis Canadian social worker. Visited refugee 
camps of Afghanis. 

A Little Piece of Ground Elizabeth Laird & 
Sonia Nimr (Insider) 

British Author/Palestinian  (Insider) 

A Stone in My Hand Cathryn Clinton  Born and brought up in the U.S. She lives 
in Pennsylvania. She has visited the 
regions. 

Sunset Over Fallujah Walter Dean Myers Renowned author of children’s books. 
Grew up in Harlem and now lives in 
Jersey City New Jersey. 

Silent Music James Rumford Lives in Hawaii and learnt Arabic 
calligraphy  

Roses in my Carpet Rukhsana 
Khan(Insider)/Ronald 
Himler 

Muslim Pakistani left Pakistan when she 
was two/Himler is U.S. born and lives in 
Tucson AZ. Writes about other countries 
which he has never visited. 

My Name was Hussein Kyuchukov, Hristo 
(Insider) / Allan Eitzen  

Lives in Bulgaria works on advancement 
of human rights. / Lives in Pennsylvania 
and has illustrated many children’s books. 

Sami and the Time of the 
Troubles 

Florence Parry Heidi, 
Judith Heidi Gilliland 
/Ted Lewin 

Florence was born 1919 and lives in 
Pennsylvania. Judith is daughter of 
Florence. Both are well travelled.  

Ziba Came on a Boat by Liz Lofthouse/ 
Robert Ingpen  

Australian author, educator and social 
worker. She has visited refugees from 
Afghanistan who settle in Australia./ 
works on environmental, conservational 
and historical projects 

Four Feet Two Sandals Karen Lynn Williams 
& Khadra(Insider) / 
Doug Chayka 

Karen Lynn Williams: lives in 
Pennsylvania and works with refugees & 
Khadra Mohammed (Insider) executive 
director of Pittsburg refugee camp/ Doug 
Chayka lives in Brooklyn New York. 
Instructor in Pratt Institute 
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9. Life under war/ persecution 

 Hristo in My Name was Hussein and Khan in Roses in My Carpet are good 

examples of insiders’ representations of their cultures. The authors, who do not belong to 

the cultures that are being represented, still do justice to the sad plight of people living 

under these conditions. They draw on research and exposure to refugee camps and other 

personal experiences involving contact with people from the cultures, as in the case of 

Ellis and Williams. These authors’ representations take on a sensitive view of the religion 

and the cultural backgrounds of the characters and have taken on a positive view of the 

people living under extreme circumstances. In Sami and Sandals, both authors take on the 

aspect of everyday life of children and represent how children will always be children 

even if their lives are in danger.  Rumford writes and illustrates a beautiful work that 

adheres to the socio-religious boundaries in Iraq’s life after the U.S. invasion in Silent 

Music. 

10. Social issues within Southeast Asian Countries  
 
Table 6.10: Authors and Illustrator of Social Issues 

Title of Books Authors Background 

Rickshaw Girl Mitali 
Perkins/Jamie 
Hogan  

(Insider) She has widely travelled and 
was born in Calcutta India. She has 
immigrated to U.S. and lives in 
Massachusetts/. She lives in Main and is 
a freelance illustrator for magazines. 

Beneath my Mother’s Feet. Amjed Qamar  (Insider) Pakistani settled in the Ohio 
U.S. 

 

All of the books within this study have some suggestion of social justice issues 

but they have other predominant issues within them that put them in the two other 
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categories and not the category of culturally conscious books. Both these books, 

however, have social issues as the most important factors around which the story 

revolves. Mitali Perkins again chooses to write about a culture outside of her own direct 

culture of Calcutta, India which she left as a child, and bases her novel in Bangladesh, a 

majority Muslim country. This work does better justice to the subject at hand as 

compared to her First Daughter series as  Rickshaw Girl is full of authentic life 

experiences of a girl growing up in a poverty ridden Bangladesh and First Daughter is 

about a Pakistani girl’s life in the White House which is disconnected from reality. The 

subject is the struggle of girls in a man’s world (male dominated Muslim world), like 

many other books in this study. Religion is not placed front and center within this story 

but the culture is. Perkins presents a dated background of a village, and reinforces the 

concept of a woman’s place in her home rather than outside but gives a progressive view 

of women when Naima, the protagonist, meets a business owner in the village who is a 

woman. Perkins has visited Bangladesh in many of her travels and her father is a 

Bangladeshi. Perkins has presented the parents as proud of their daughter and the father 

as particularly supportive of her which not the typical representation of Muslim fathers in 

children’s books. Bangladesh is progressing rapidly due to female education and 

entrepreneurship which is why this reflection of the culture is sincere and authentic. The 

art work by Hogan is spare pastel sketches having a linear quality.  

Qamar, being from Pakistan, brings out many intricate details about the concerns 

with social strata within Karachi Pakistan. Karachi is one of the largest port cities in 

Pakistan and it is progressive economically. She places religion front and centre of the 
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story, initially through the title and later takes it into the very fabric of her story. Her 

reflection of life within that city is authentic and appropriate, but her work does bring out 

the negative aspects in the religion and parents throughout this book which may create a 

negative response for U.S. audiences (Raina, 2008).  

Discussion of Culturally Conscious Books 

This category has the most genuine and authentic works that represent the varied 

Muslim cultures and their concerns with social responsibility. The authors within this 

category are the ones who have captured the delicate nuances of the cultural distinctions 

of the various Muslim. There are other authors who research and write their narratives 

and do cross the cultural boundaries, for example Diane Stanley’s Saladin, Cathryn 

Clinton’s A Stone in My Hand who wrote about Palestine in a biography and as a 

contemporary realistic fiction. Both books are clearly well researched in the narrative 

content as well as illustrations. Books under the subcategories Personal Perspectives, Life 

in the West: authentic Muslim life experiences, Life under war/ persecution, Social issues 

within Middle Eastern countries represent and frame the varied Middle Eastern regions in 

a better light than in books with both of the previous categories, in the process doing 

justice to the region’s representations. Within this category authors outside of the culture 

have taken the time to research and author and illustrate the works with a deeper sense of 

empathy which responds to the humanness of Muslims. These literary texts reflects the 

commonalty of the human experience rather than presenting a critical image of the exotic 

nature of Muslims which is the usual trend played upon by most authors framing Middle 

Eastern cultures. Insider authors, within this category, have also done justice to their 
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reflections of time periods, memoirs, and present day reflections of Muslims within and 

outside of the U.S. their narrative are conscious efforts of explaining the religion and the 

various cultures of Muslims. These authors move beyond the sensational and reflect the 

reality of lived experiences of the characters and themselves within these books.  

Conclusion 

Within this chapter I observed a myriad of distinct patterns that reflected on the 

authors, illustrators, and translators as ‘image makers.’ These patterns were directly 

correlated to their backgrounds but not necessarily in the sense that the most authentic 

texts came from authors who were insiders to the cultures they were representing 

(Bishop, 1982). The authors who are part of the social conscience and melting pot books 

also have connections to the cultures they are representing but their specific 

representations have issues imbedded within them, which is the reason behind their 

allocation to their specific categories. 

The social responsibility of an author is a cause of concern in most of the books 

within ‘social conscience’ and ‘melting pot’ books.  Said (1979) elaborates on the 

concept of politics of power in framing different Middle Eastern nations in his touchstone 

text, Orientalism. According to Said (1970) “politics as a form of imperialism bears upon 

the production of literature, scholarship, social theory, and history writing” (p.14). This 

concept is observed within some forty books in this study within all the three categories, 

but more so in the first two categories.  
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The orient is a stable, self consistent and unchanging idea, so that it is possible to 
talk about ‘the Islamic mind’ or ‘the Arab character’ as if there is no variations 
among Islamic or Arab people and no changes across time (Nodelman, 2003. p. 
240).  
 
Wildman and Davis (2000) posit that the dominant faction uses language as a 

device and that privilege is made imperceptible through the use of language and 

sometimes by carefully disregarding any allusions to this advantaged position. Making 

this system of privilege visible to all is progress, as it would expose the privilege for all to 

see. Children’s literature can be used as a tool to create and reinforce social injustices by 

authors who often do not realize or recognize their responsibility in representations of 

cultures which are either their own or other than their own. 

Budhos in her novel Ask Me No Questions uses literature as a tool to portray 

issues of injustices for Muslims after 9/11 but in the process she falls back into the old 

routine of demeaning a certain group by making them visible but through the perception 

of the illegality and undocumented state in their status of living within the U.S.  The 

peripheral Muslim characters are also depicted as if they are into illegal activities such as 

funding terrorist activities. Authors need to realize the impact of their work on the young 

minds and try to position their text so that its full impact may be more positive than 

negative, specifically when they represent a religious group which is already being 

targeted. As observed through the study of number of texts being published that frame 

Muslims, very few authors have the privilege to be connected to the best publishing 

agencies and for their work to receive recognition, it is, thus, their responsibility to think 

beyond their own gain to publish a piece that reflects nuances that are culturally specific 

and a holistic view rather than partial one that reflects the negativity.    
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Within the next and final chapter I conclude the study by reflecting on the data 

analysis presented in the chapters four, five, and six and summarize the patterns and 

themes that run through and connect the data in all three of these chapters. I also discuss 

the verbal and visual texts. I later present my suggestions for further research and the 

implications of this study.   
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CHAPTER 7 

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS 

The purpose of this study was to examine children’s and adolescent literature 

published and distributed in the U.S., that represent Muslims to identify the 

representations of these cultural groups in the books. Some of these books are from other 

English-speaking countries, for example Canada, Australia, but are distributed in the U.S. 

Research questions that framed this study were:  

1. What are the overall characteristics of the books and authors, illustrators, and 

translators, within this study?  

2. What are the background experiences of the authors, illustrators, and translators 

who write and distribute literature within the U.S. that reflect Muslim Cultures?  

3. How do the genres of contemporary realistic fiction, historical fiction, and 

biographies published for adolescents and children within the U.S. represent and 

frame the varied Muslim cultures?  

4. What are the relationships between the background experiences of the authors and 

the representations of Muslim cultures in their books?   

This analysis focused on 72 books that met the criteria of being about Muslims 

and published/circulated here in the U.S. They can be divided into the broad genres as 49 

contemporary realistic fiction, 6 historical fiction, and 17 autobiographies, biographies, 

and memoirs.  In-depth reading and coding were used to identify patterns based on a 

theoretical frame of postcolonial theory and the lens of cultural authenticity.   
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Critical content analysis was used as the methodology for this study. I needed to 

analyze the texts through postcolonial perspective to observe how Muslims are being 

portrayed within adolescent and children’s literature here in the U.S. As content analyses 

examine what texts are about, considering the content from a particular perspective such 

as socio/historical and cultural studies, this methodology supported my study. Within this 

study I have concentrated my efforts to decipher the data along the lines of what each of 

the texts carry within them to explore beyond their impact and readable quality. The 

criticality of my study is an essential component of analyzing these books. By conducting 

this critical content analysis I have come up with the following patterns, which sum up 

the texts.   

Overview of Patterns 

I begin by discussing patterns that weave through the texts and explain them 

through their analysis. These patterns cut across all four of the research questions. 

War & Unrest  

Many of the books in this study deal with war and its impact on children. The 

struggle for survival under such extreme conditions snatches away the childhood of 

children and makes them grow up faster than they or anyone around them would like. I 

am aware of this because I have lived through and survived two wars and a revolution in 

Pakistan. Needless to say it is commendable that these struggles are brought to a public 

who live privileged lives, not touched by anything close to the national and personal 

catastrophes that are depicted within some of these stories.  This struggle for survival is 
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not only related to war in some of the stories, it also involves struggles of existence under 

oppressive patriarchal rules and repressive societies, and characters’ coming of age under 

diverse situations.  It is observed that characters in these stories, especially main focal 

ones, are depicted as empowered even if they are facing the worst times of their lives 

where their very existence is in peril. Their struggle is not only against circumstances 

over which they have no control but also against the regimes of oppression that desires to 

suppress women in particular.  The characters’ existence appears to be day to day 

survival as the future is uncertain for them.  

Oppression 

It is human nature to react against being forced into anything, let alone religion, 

societal and patriarchal enforcements of rules and regulations. A common theme in 

Western literature is to portray teenagers as reactionary to enforcement of any kind of 

rules by adults. In books like Ellis’s trilogy as well as Staple’s four books, an imposition 

of patriarchal rules is evident. In Fattah’s Ten Things that same concept is taken from an 

insider’s perspective with a positive resolution. The protagonist, being a young girl, is 

represented as reacting against cultural and religious values imposed on her through the 

widowed father. To choose to write about such a universal idea opens up a text to 

connections that are to self, other texts, and to their world (Harste, Short & Burke, 1995) 

within the Western societies, which might be why many authors have resorted to writing 

about this theme of repression. The concern arises when these themes are taken as 

generalizations about Muslims.  
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Staples and Ellis could be regarded somewhat as insiders to the cultures as they 

have lived in Pakistan and Afghanistan for short periods of time and have worked closely 

with people and refugees from those countries. Staples resorts to sensationalism using 

existing stereotypes of deserts, camels, and tents, while Ellis’s stance is that of bringing 

forth social justice issues being violated in those countries by giving a balanced view on 

the concerns.   

Satrapi, on the other hand, takes repression and oppression to another level. All 

three of her works contain her personal responses to the government change while her 

reactionary outbursts are supported by her parents and grandmother.  Her telling of her 

uncle’s story in Chicken with Plums also exposes a reaction to an oppressive regime 

where a musical instrument becomes a metaphor of freedom. The protagonist’s inability 

to find another instrument or getting the old one fixed, leads him to take his own life as 

his life is not worth living under an oppressive regime that does not permit music. Fattah 

in her novel, Ten Things, takes the patriarchal oppression to explain common everyday 

restrictions of a Muslim teenager. Her second novel, Does My Head Look Big in This, 

portrays Muslim parents as they usually are: understanding and accepting.  

 Examples of Islamic Feminism 

Feminism is a strong movement in the West and is a stance that some of these 

authors seem to take towards their characters, instead of trying to understand feminism 

from a Muslim perspective. Anything that questions the accepted perception of feminism 

and provides another viewpoint is analyzed negatively. The female Muslim characters are 

inspected through a close scrutiny of every move. When the Western audience reads 
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narratives about life and gender viewpoints that are alien to them, their reactions may be 

varied but mostly they would be horrified. There are and have been empowered women 

in those countries.  Women have struggled shoulder to shoulder with men, with the 

distinction that they understood the necessary boundaries that their religion and society 

imposed upon them for their own protection. The history of Islam has had women as 

state, tribal, and national leaders since its inception, with women such as the wives of 

Prophet Mohammad (PBUH) known as the Mothers of all Muslims (Umhat-ul-

Momineen) and leaders and role models for all female Muslim.  Miss Fatima Jinnah, 

Miss Tahura Khanum, and Mrs Liaquat Ali Khan in Pakistan led the Muslim women to 

strike out against the British rule, working on behalf of impoverished women of joint 

India and then in the newly created Pakistan after 1947. Present day events and history 

proves that Turkey, Bangladesh, and Pakistan have had women as political party leaders 

who became elected leaders of the state. Thus, freedom and strength of Muslim women is 

a God-given birthright in the religion of Islam and they exercise it without being afraid of 

anything least of all, men. Muslim women have taken on leadership roles, without 

dressing like boys, when confronted with situation like the ones presented in these books. 

They have, furthermore, not remained burdens on the male members as someone who 

needs to be physically and emotionally protected.  

Dated Backdrops 

The majority of the books portray the countries as frozen in time and existing in a 

historical past. The discourse on landscape and way of life are other parts of these 

narratives that make these countries appear distinctly different from the West. 



 
 
 

204 

 

Worldviews about certain areas in the world are often presented in ways that do not 

challenge existing stereotypes and therefore the audience in the U.S. finds it easy to 

absorb and effortlessly assimilate the author’s perspectives within the texts. Poverty and 

illiteracy are presented as a cultural norm throughout most of the texts even about 

countries where it is required for children to be educated, for example Egypt. Fossilized 

worldviews of camels, tents, and desert, as representational stereotypes are present in 

some of these texts. The landscape that plays as a backdrop for the whole scenario is 

dated and fossilized within the way that the Middle Eastern countries are viewed as 

observed in ancient to modern texts written by Western authors of travelogues and novels 

(Said, 1978; Loomba, 2005; Mongia, 2003). Social and industrial progress is not depicted 

anywhere within those countries. Also true of insiders who portray the setting of their 

memory as set within the past, come through as reflecting current conditions within their 

countries. Among the insiders who do this is Khan in Silly Chicken and Ruler of the 

Courtyard. 

Ahmed’s Secret, Sami, Camel Rider, Camel Bells, represent stereotypes that seem 

to adhere to the demands of the Western world, thus the text retains and perpetuates 

stereotypes like that of poverty, illiteracy, along with the usual camels, desert, and tents. 

There are references to the strong distinction between rural and urban and further 

allusions to how complex it is for rural visitors to assimilate and function within urban 

areas addressed in western narratives of country and city mouse, etc. Khan’s Roses in My 

Carpet seems to be directly influenced by the story in Camel Bells. Khan’s version and 

Carlsson’s novel might be taken as representing the present day struggles of Afghani 
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children in Pakistani camps even though they are about the Russian invasion of 

Afghanistan and their struggles under that regime. Visual representations along with 

written descriptions of flashbacks in Khan’s work and scenes from Carlsson’s novel are 

confusing as both U.S. and Russian invasions seem to get mixed. The impact of war on 

the children is the same and the dated backdrops tend to reinforce them.  Thus, the few 

similar characters within these stories are exotic and dissimilar to real people who occupy 

familiar spaces and time. Their unusual nature and inconceivable circumstances portrays 

them as a distinct ‘other’ from Eurocentric audiences who read these stories. 

Views of the Western Nations 

For people living in the English-speaking world it is wonderful seeing their own 

countries represented as they and the rest of the world views them -- as lands of plenty, 

heroic, and empowered to help others, a savior where all else fails. In Satrapi’s three 

books, Ellis’s trilogy, Latifa, Staples’s four works, Lofthouse’s picture book, Khan’s 

Roses and Ahmedi’s book, the trend is towards depicting the characters drawn to the 

West as a place of peace, freedom, and satisfaction. Education and a better way of life are 

predominant in the narratives of characters when they wish for or reach these shores of 

France, as in the case of Parvana’s friend Shuazia in the Breadwinner, or when the 

foreign educated relative of Shabanu’s husband shows her a glimpse of different world 

with attractive values. Lofthouse’s Ziba also emphasizes the same point as does Khan’s 

Roses in My Carpet.  

These texts depict the Western/English speaking nations as saviors rather than the 

ones responsible for some of the circumstances within these countries; this concept is 
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negated by Hristo’s Hussein. Further, the parents in Ellis’s Trilogy and My Forbidden 

Face by Latifa are shown as accepting academic advancement and freedom for their 

daughters because they themselves have had foreign education which seems to have 

liberated them. It is their foreign education that also becomes a cause of discrimination 

against them by the Taliban. Islam is a religion in which education for all, specifically 

women is a requirement, as the Holy Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) said, “if you educate 

one woman you educate humanity” and “ get education even if you have to go as far as to 

china” (Hadith, Sahih Bukhari, year unknown).  

Some books display a strong pattern where the types of characters that are chosen 

to be highlighted are of a certain socio-economic standing with limited learning. The 

audience’s expectations in the depiction of these regions seem to be what the authors and 

illustrators choose to expose them to. Literature mediates between fact and fiction. Some 

of the texts touch upon the plight of females in the East and a major number of picture 

books concentrate on male protagonists suffering under war and oppressive conditions. 

This picture of the ‘oriental’ or Middle Eastern female does not question this worldview; 

it merely reinforces it and also the concept of a male child’s suffering under patriarchal 

rules. These heroines are represented as unusual and unlike other real life females in that 

society because they are independent and react against societal constraints. The 

circumstances that these characters have to face are portrayed as foreign and in 

opposition to human rights, which in turn reinforces common perceptions of women 

inhabiting these regions. These texts represent females who cling on to family values and 

cohesion as the only stable part of their world. This depiction of characteristics buttresses 
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the values held within the eastern cultures while lending the main characters a distinctly 

Western flair.  All of the books show some kind of a family tie that draws the characters 

together which is true and close to the facts within in most of Muslim societies.  

Taliban as an Oppressive Agency 

The Taliban (people of the book or ‘students’ who seek knowledge) as an agency 

of oppressive power and along with its reflection on the religion of Islam is painted as 

unpalatable within these texts, which do not question but reinforce previously held 

Eurocentric view points. Islam as a religion stands for peace and the lifting of a weapon 

(sword) is viewed as a last resort. Killing of the innocents is forbidden as is killing of 

self. Physical life, spirit, and body are gifts of Allah (God) to human beings and we, 

unlike the animals, have been blessed with the conscious free will to take care of this life 

as much as we humanly can. It is believed by Muslims that they are going to be 

questioned on the Day of Judgment, as to how they used this very precious gift of body 

and life. Protection of innocents and women is required according to Islam. Any group of 

people affiliated with the religion of Islam, who takes these required tenets of the belief 

system and alters it to fit inhuman actions, are not considered part of this very vast and 

deep religion, which holds the wellbeing of all at its core.  These inhuman actions include 

killing of self or innocents, torturing fellow men and women, taking away the freedom of 

women, stopping anyone from being educated, and altering of the Holy text to explain 

these behaviors.  

This is not to say that all in a certain group can be considered villainous, 

synonymous to the proverbial ‘giving a dog a bad name and hanging him’. This concern 
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is much more complex than a simple good vs. evil. The political reasons for the genesis 

of groups such as Taliban, and people like Saddam Hussein, need to be addressed here. 

The creation of Taliban, as a group, and Saddam as a dictator, was a planned and 

strategic decision made by the U.S. The Mujahedeen, people who take it upon themselves 

to fight for saving innocent lives in the name of Allah, (God) at that point in history, were 

trying to curb the advancement of Russian troops into Afghanistan. It was well known 

that Pakistan was the next target of the Russian troops due to the fact that they wanted 

access to a water port for the landlocked Russia. It was politically not acceptable for the 

U.S. to let Russia gain so much military land and strength. According to Said 

(1981/1997), the Mujahedeen were grouped together and provided with powerful arms, 

ammunition, and training to fight this plan of Russians by U.S.  

Afghanistan following the end of the Soviet occupation, seemed to have 
descended into a cauldron of feuding Islamic parties and tribes; many of 
the Muslim insurgents-particularly the Taliban-armed, trained, and 
bankrolled by the United States have now overrun the country. Some of 
those earlier American trained guerrillas have turned up elsewhere… (p. 
xii).  
 
It was this group of Mujahids who later came to be known as Taliban, and it was 

this same group of individuals who later provided, the much needed, protection to women 

and children when they required it most. I have personally met and have spoken to many 

female Afghan refugees who swear by the Taliban’s humane treatment under this very 

group’s rule, as long as the women adhered to the proper dress and public behavior.  

This is again not to say that recorded lived experiences of women, which are part 

of this study, can be denied.  Portions of this group of Taliban took on an extreme 

persona and altered the correct interpretations of the Islamic beliefs to conduct all sorts of 
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atrocities. Any religion has groups of people who interpret the boundaries of their belief 

systems to adhere to extremely strict and restrictive lifestyles. The concern here is that 

terms like ‘fundamentalists’ (I have yet to see a religious following without 

fundamentals), ‘terrorists’, and ‘extremists’ label not only this group, but the whole 

Islamic world. Currently the sins of a few are castigating the many, when it is mainstream 

Muslims who are suffering under these extremist sections. 

Life in Pakistan and Afghanistan is difficult today due to the interference of world 

powers in nations that have been struggling to economically build their strength since the 

British rule was thrown off in early-mid twentieth century. Positive narratives, which 

would provide a human visage to a major portion of this group never get told, published, 

or recorded, which simplifies the adherence to the negative worldview (Said, 1981/1997). 

Media and published works play an integral part in spreading this view. There being few 

or no counter narratives that question this belief and critical reading of these visuals and 

texts is complex due to the constant influx of the negative image. Said (1981/1997), 

elaborates that “a corps of “experts” on the Islamic world has grown to prominence, and 

during a crisis they are brought out to pontificate on formulaic ideas about Islam (bolded 

and italicized for emphasis by myself) on news programs or talk shows” (p.xi). Thus, the 

revered ‘people of the book’ are being abhorred currently. 

Hybridity in Insider Voices 

Another major pattern relates to the books written by insiders to the cultures. The 

‘hybridity’ of the insiders from those regions have to be taken in consideration in 

examining these texts. Questions need to be raised about the degree to which the identity 
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of these authors is authentic to the areas that they claim to be a part of (Fanon, 1967; 

Bhabha, 1994; Loomba, 2005). The suggestion that, “liminality and hybridity are 

necessary attributes of the colonial condition” (Loomba, p.148) reinforces the concept 

that colonization impacts the very psyche of the peoples who inhabit the regions and 

impact their preferences and way of life as well as their authorship.  

Colonization, as a process, has impacted the way of life in these countries. A push 

towards education in English in previous colonies is observed. The forceful closure of 

religious schools and lack of resources in the public school sector show a weakness in the 

infra-structure of the educational system that cannot adhere to an eastern manner of 

education focusing on the local language. Thus, a bent towards a Western education and 

life is observed within these countries, so that students could reach a wider audience, and 

a more prosperous market that pays enhanced dividend inevitably (Seddon, 2003; 

Chakrabarty, 2003).  

Subliminal messages of colonization and postcoloniality are unmistakably seen in 

texts, such as Satrapi’s three books, My Forbidden Face, and The Story of My Life. Leyla, 

is an instance where an author who is born and raised in Turkey still resorts to the harem 

image and it is difficult for a non-discerning audience to separate the past from the 

present through reading of narratives such as this one. These authors have personal 

connections to the cultures they are writing about, but they still resort to these images. 

Satrapi takes on her own culture and presents a negative portrayal of the religion and the 

culture. Perkins also resorts to the image of backwardness in Rickshaw Girl. Camel Rider 

is set somewhere in the Middle East in a western compound based in this remote region 
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surrounded by sand dunes, called Abudai. The protagonist is Caucasian, who is presented 

through the sheer contrast of his brown counterpart from Bangladesh. This child 

belonging to the U.S. is the leader while the other is the follower. It is the western people 

who win at the end and catch the Muslim terrorists. 

The Story of My Life and My Forbidden Face are personal memoirs of two girls 

living under extreme conditions. In Ahmedi’s recollections in The Story of My Life, the 

loss of a limb by stepping on a landmine is pivotal to the story. Initially she went to 

Germany where she received treatment and then she migrated to the U.S. The book 

concludes with her working with a Christian organization that aids her to get around town 

and learn the ways of her new world. Her greatest teachers are the television and her 

friend Alyce. Latifa, in My Forbidden Face on the other hand, reaches the shores of 

France and journalists from Elle help get her word out to the rest of the world, words that 

castigate the neighboring Pakistan as terrorist rather than a savior, according to the 

author, “Afghanistan is facing a terrible tragedy that may well affect the entire region, 

given that the Pakistani’s and the Taliban support and compose a terrorist network that 

threatens their neighbor” (p.194-5). Reading the text also reveals the American influence 

on the protagonist’s life and perceptions. Her reactionary outbursts against the Taliban 

are due to the fact that she cannot partake in the familiar pleasures of her everyday life 

which are sweatpants, Brook Shields and Elvis posters. Her crush on Hollywood actor 

DiCaprio reveals a Western perspective that affects the authenticity when she writes as an 

insider. Schiff (2001) puts it in a nut shell in the preface of the book when she argues 

that, “Latifa’s community had enough contact with Western popular culture and political 
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ideals to be left with a stinging feeling of hypocritical abandonment when the world 

turned a blind eye to Taliban oppression” (p. xi). Autobiographies, more than any other 

kind of genre are subjective in nature, specifically memoirs which are personal 

observations of the authors’ lives without research. To be entirely objective as an author 

when writing about one’s life is almost never possible (Tunnell and Jacobs, 2007). It is 

natural to be appreciative when someone is rescued from such extreme conditions and to 

demonstrate gratitude in their writings to the same countries that are responsible for their 

homeland’s plight.  

Picture books as a format differ greatly from a novel through the use of visual 

images to accentuate and build upon the written text. Khan came to Canada when she was 

two and has grown up there. Khan’s picture books form a majority of picture books about 

Pakistan.  The impression of Pakistan through these books is that of mud houses and no 

industrial development.  Silly Chicken and Ruler of the Courtyard are books that explain 

the simplistic nature of the characters through its narrative content. The former is about 

sibling rivalry and how the love of a chicken can create feelings of insecurity in a child 

and the latter is about a girl scaring herself by thinking that a Nala (a belt or elastic that 

holds the ‘shalwar’ (Pakistani pants) up), is a snake and her conquering that fear is what 

makes her the ruler of her courtyard.  

The Roses in My Carpet again by Khan has a touching story that demonstrates the 

struggles of a boy who has to take care of his mother and sister after his father’s death. 

He is receiving training in weaving carpets. The story starts with his recollection of the 

nightmarish destruction in Afghanistan and his sister and mother ‘weighing him down’ 
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and ends in a brighter note with both the female members of his family running beside 

him. Carpet weaving is presented as a productive skill which is worth learning and as 

occupying children who have nothing else to do. The boy hates studying but loves 

weaving.  Khan mentions twice in the text how grateful the child is because his training is 

being sponsored by ‘someone faraway’ who also pays for his sister’s treatment. This is a 

direct reference to Khan being a foster parent of the child, whose story she draws on in 

writing her book. One feels for the child as the narrative is very compelling and powerful. 

The backdrop seems frozen in time and the role of women as dependent entities 

reinforces the accepted condition of women in the Middle East. Thus, one needs to 

address the concern that when authors who are natives of these regions express their 

thoughts, are they speaking for the majority of what the inhabitants of the regions value 

and cherish or are these texts reflections of a portion of the hybrid society who have 

settled abroad? 

Progressive Reflections of Muslims 

As mentioned previously, some of the books in this study present progressive 

representations of Muslim characters, specifically the ones set in modern western 

countries. Representations of the female protagonists in these books are mixed. They 

illustrate a more empowered version of the women as in Fattah’s novels, and Mobin-

Uddin’s picture books. When this same progressive nature is represented by authors 

outside of the cultures depicting lives within those countries, they tend to present these 

characters in contrast to the other peripheral female characters who are not powerful and 
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independent.  Biographies such as Alia’s Mission and The Librarian of Basra are 

exceptions to the rule of presenting Muslim women as prosecuted and persecuted by men.  

Based on analysis in chapter five I find it interesting that picture books reflect 

more male protagonists. Overall reflection of both genders within the picture books is 

either confused or empowered. More male protagonists are depicted confused than 

females, who have an empowered persona. The reason behind this pattern could be that 

these female characters may be reflective of what is expected by the audience here in the 

U.S. while younger children living in adverse conditions would generally be confused by 

the circumstances that are spiraling out of control and they have to struggle for their lives 

and everyday existence. Male protagonists within these progressive representations are 

depicted as scared and confused about what is happening and how to combat the 

circumstances in which they find themselves in. The major concern in these progressive 

representations is the number of these texts and where the settings are. These are mostly 

set in the western countries and are 18 in number out of the total 72 books. 

Discussion of Findings 

I begin the discussion of the findings by reiterating the belief that literature can be 

a powerful tool, a vehicle that conveys meaning in many ways and engages and connects 

to young minds to generate understanding in a peaceful, nonaggressive manner. Freeman 

and Lehman (2001) cite the founder of IBBY who believed that “children’s books are the 

best ambassadors for world peace for the next generation” (p. 92).  Rosenblatt (1995) 

explains that “whatever the form—poem, novel, drama, biography, essay—literature 

makes comprehensible the myriad ways in which human beings meet the infinite 



 
 
 

215 

 

possibilities that life offers” (p. 6). She further reinforces that it is when literature 

presents the human knowledge and experience that “the reader seeks to participate in 

another’s vision—to reap knowledge of the world, to fathom the resources of the human 

spirit, to gain insights that will make his own life more comprehensible” (p. 7). The 

concept of critical pedagogy/literacy is reinforced by Freire (1970) when he argues for 

reading the world through reading the word.  

In analyzing these books and commenting on the findings I have gone back and 

reconnected to the original research questions that focused this study: What are the 

overall characteristics of the books & authors, illustrators, and translators, within this 

study? What are the background experiences of the authors, illustrators, and translators 

who write and distribute literature within the U.S. that reflect Muslim Cultures? How do 

the genres of contemporary realistic fiction, historical fiction, and biographies published 

for adolescents and children within the U.S. represent and frame the varied Muslim 

cultures?  What are the relationships between the background experiences of the authors 

and the representations of Muslim cultures in their books? 

Through outlining and categorizing the data and unpacking the patterns, I have 

described the backgrounds of the authors, illustrators, and translators of these texts and 

the ways they represent various Middle Eastern cultures. The authors, illustrators, and 

translators backgrounds reveal that, whether they are outsiders or insiders, they belong to 

English-speaking countries with Western worldviews. These authors have access to the 

publishing houses of children’s literature in these countries and languages other than their 

own so that they connect to the Western world and to translating their thoughts to suit the 
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audience. There appears to be variation in the style of writing and illustrating but mainly 

there seem to be concerns in issues of representation within these texts, revealed through 

the topics that the authors decide to illustrate and highlight in these books. The study of 

the verbal and the visual narratives reveal, in an apparent manner, that these authors, 

illustrators and translators do not play down certain experiences of the Muslims 

characters. They tend to exaggerate some choice aspects to the degree of being overdone. 

This causes concern as it is these exaggerated experiences that tend to reinforce certain 

stereotypes and worldviews. 

It is evident that these books are meant for specific viewing of the children and 

young adults within the U.S., Europe, Canada, and Australia. These are Eurocentric 

audiences as the authors and publishers are based within Western countries. It is also 

obvious that all authors of texts have their own backgrounds to pull from when they 

create a text. People are social beings who draw from their socio-cultural backgrounds in 

the words and actions that govern everyday living and learning (Vygotsky, 1962, 1978; 

Bakhtin, 1981). No identity is created in isolation just as no text is created in seclusion. 

There are factors impacting the creation of each. According to Bakhtin (1981) there are 

no words that are one’s own, implying that each concept, understanding, and writing has 

a myriad of social and political influences interacting with it. 

Through analyzing the books it is apparent that there are factors brought in by the 

authors, like the choice of subject matter around which a text is created. It is important to 

look at the overall patterns and discuss the importance of cultural authenticity in the 

representation of other cultures. I argue for Bishop’s (2003) premise on authorial stance 
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in depicting cultures, when she says that it is important to observe, “Which aspects of the 

culture, physical, or social environment the authors chose to emphasize…the second 

dimension was the accuracy of ‘authenticating details’” (pp. 27-28). The authors who 

have written these texts fit into the three categories of Bishop’s (1982) analysis of 

African-American image in literature; ‘Social Conscience’, ‘Melting Pot,’ and ‘Culturally 

Conscious’ books.  According to Rudine Sims (1982) the first category tries to inform the 

dominant audience culture of how the ‘others’ of this world survive in their day to day 

life and do not move beyond it, the second category takes the differences away, and the 

third category shows sensitivity to cultural nuances. The majority of books (37) within 

this study that were analyzed fit within the category of ‘Culturally Conscious’ literature. 

This category exposes a myriad a Middle Eastern cultures and the lived experiences of 

Muslims with sensitivity to authentic cultural details. Most of the books are either written 

by outsiders to the cultures who have crossed the boundaries of cultures on wings of 

imagination and research or by insiders, who realize their social responsibility and write 

from the heart. However, some insiders present their home culture and their experiences 

within it as unpalatable, which provides a one-sided and one dimensional view of the 

whole society.  

A majority of the books in this study are about global issues of social injustice, 

war and abuse. Needless to say these factors of war, abuse, social justice issues are 

important factors that need to be relayed to a Western audience. Most of the authors seem 

to focus on differences in the backdrops of war torn countries that are poverty ridden, 

where children are sold into bonded labor because families do not have any other choice, 
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or kidnapping is a way of life, rather than being appreciative of the values that are central 

to the cultural diversity represented. Differences in facial features and styles of living 

etc., may appear as a chasm that cannot be crossed.  The concern here is that these stories 

might be building bridges or creating fences that cannot be overcome by the audience 

cultures. Rudine Sims (1982) argues that, 

An author writes to change the world by altering the way people look at 
reality…thus the writer becomes the one who not only sees, but who also 
confirms for others what they, too, have perceived and understood. The writer-
witness translates and transforms reality, and then holds the result up for other 
witnesses to confirm. (p.79)  
 
The analysis of the data reveals that authors do play an extensive role in creating 

and putting forth meaning within a text. I do, however, recognize and respect that the 

agency of the child as a reader, and realize that when a reader actively engages with a text 

new meanings are constructed. Children are not passive learners, and their lived 

experiences and background lends to the formation of interpretations from a text. These 

meanings can be more profound if children are taught to read with a critical lens which 

will allow them to come away from reading a book or looking at the illustrations with an 

entirely different meaning than assimilating a certain stereotype. But the point is that a 

critical and engaging stance is essential to create a questioning mind. Reading as a 

“transaction emphasizes the to-and-fro, spiraling, nonlinear, continuously reciprocal 

influence of reader and text in the making of meaning” (Rosenblatt, 1995, p. xvi).  

Rosenblatt (1978) explains that transacting with text involves taking an aesthetic stance, 

which is the connection with a “lived-through experience” of the reader.  The reader’s 

primary concern is with what happens during the actual reading event.  The reader’s 
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attention is centered directly on what she is living through during her relationship with 

that particular text” (pp. 24-25).  It is the product of this transaction that Rosenblatt 

(1978) refers to as the “poem.” According to her,  

The poem, then, must be thought of as an event in time…It happens during a 
coming-together, a compenetration, of a reader and a text.  The reader brings to 
the text her past experience and present personality, under the magnetism of the 
ordered symbols of the text, he marshals his resources and crystallizes out of the 
stuff of memory, thought, and feeling a new order, a new experience. (p. 12)  
 
The text, on the other hand are created through authors’ “past experience and 

present personality” and an author also “marshals his resources and crystallizes out of the 

stuff of memory, thought, and feeling a new order, a new experience” (Rosenblatt, 1978. 

p.12) which are their words, thus they are multilayered and multidimensional; and by no 

means one-dimensional. The readers respond intensely to the ideas within the texts while 

drawing from their socio/cultural backgrounds and reflect on ideas portrayed by an 

author. Cai (2008) argues that the reading of multicultural literature needs more than a 

mere aesthetic transaction with text. It needs an analytic, critical stance that, “transact-to-

transform” (p. 213).  

Literature can be viewed as a cultural tool, like other forms of representation; 

literature should be seen as a product of thought. Short, Kaufman, & Kahn (1999) explain 

the concept of intertextuality as referring to “the process of making connections with past 

texts in order to construct understandings of new texts” (p. 165).  Literature as a cultural 

tool has a political and social construct and is concurrently intertextual as it signifies a 

culture’s multiple stories coming together in a representation of that social network. 

These texts generate responses from readers based on the various texts they have already 
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utilized to make previous connections while making sense of the reading event of new 

texts.  

I draw from my own experiences with a literature survey course that I teach to 

pre-service teachers. I have introduced some of the books set in Pakistan that are 

analyzed in this study, The Breadwinner, Shabanu, and Iqbal, to my class. The responses 

from my undergraduates reinforce that it is hard for students to extricate themselves from 

a previously constructed knowledge base, even if I, as the educator, belong to the region 

and we have been discussing the issues of authenticity in details within multicultural 

literature through varied engagements with text during class sessions. Some responses by 

these undergraduate pre-service teachers include, “I did not know child slavery still exists 

in Pakistan” or “I could not believe that Pakistan has such living conditions” or “arranged 

marriages are a part of the cultural traditions within Pakistan today” and “very young 

girls are married to old men” and last but not the least, “Muslim males are so 

domineering just like Taliban”. All of the responses are in the present tense as if the 

circumstances are prevalent presently and are the truth about life in the region. I have 

come to realize through this study that texts that lay emphasis on what readers see as 

strange traditions or lifestyles influence readers to have negative reactions to people who 

are different from themselves, rather than appreciating their cultural diversity. Cai (2008) 

further adds that, “readers’ misconceptions, biases, and prejudices revealed in their 

aesthetic reading of a multicultural literary work should be seen as subject matter for 

analysis, interpretation, and criticism” (p.217). It thus needs significantly more critical 

work, as is evident through the responses mentioned above.  
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As the characters and the stories are created for a Western audience it is hard to 

imagine the world that is depicted as dissimilar from the images portrayed in the media. 

The concept of colonial ‘othering’ is reinforced as most of the written and visual 

narratives reflect values, backdrops, and characters as distinctly disparate from the lived 

experiences of the audiences in the U.S. but still adhering to the image of what they 

expect about life in the Middle East. Thus, the window that these stories provide are 

interpreted compared to a Western norm and the picture represented reinforces previously 

held visions of Middle Eastern regions and Muslim people. Garber (2002) speaks of 

stereotypes of Muslims in visual culture of the past and the present, and their impact on 

the psyche of the people living in the United States. “Teaching should include critical 

study of the media representations (T.V, movies, radio, newspaper, magazines, and 

popular literature) of Arabs, Muslims, and Middle Eastern peoples and cultures-as well as 

of blacks, Latino/as, Asian, etc.,” (p. 41). She mentions the different curriculum efforts 

that are underway to address this concern, which were created in response to the 9/11 

tragedy. Garber argues that education along with its multicultural stance has a role to play 

in educating the masses about these subcultures. She suggests ways in which this change 

can take place by stressing the need to include the study of Islamic culture and religion as 

part of the academics in the U.S. to alleviate the misconceptions about Muslims and 

Islam.  

I accept that literature as a tool can open new spaces and create new acceptances. 

Freeman & Lehman (2001) mention Huck (1989) who argued,  
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Through literature, children can begin to develop a sense of their humanness; they 
can develop new insights into the behavior of others and themselves.  Literature 
can add a new dimension of life and create a new awareness, a greater sensitivity 
to people and surroundings.  It can educate the heart as well as the head. (p. 262) 
 
And Rosenblatt (1995) posits that “books are a means of getting outside of the 

limited cultural group into which the individual is born” (p. 184). I feel that some of these 

examples of literature representing the Muslim cultures within the first two categories 

miss important authentic information about these cultures and if they are presented 

without enough background information and educators’ knowledge of the Middle Eastern 

regions and its inhabitants, they would become risky examples of cultural exposure.  

Global issues of social injustice are very important to audiences in the English 

speaking world. Especially since the world is shrinking due to the factors of media, 

internet and war. Day of Ahmed’s Secret, Sami, Camel Rider, Iqbal, Broken Moon, The 

Carpet Boy’s Gift and Roses in My Carpet are based on the global social justice issues of 

child labor and abuse through the carpet industry and the abduction of children to become 

‘camel riders’ within other rich Muslim nations. These issues are of great global import 

in the Western countries and the authors and illustrators who touch upon these important 

aspects tap into a larger audience who may view and react to the content put before them. 

This audience may view this content from their privileged premise of ostensibly living 

lives not touched by issues of social injustice presented within these texts. This focus on 

representing these specific issues constructs the identities of Muslim nations as either 

very poor, who sell their children in bondage to make ends meet, or too rich who become 

the buyers of this human commodity. In either case it is Muslims as a people who are 

shown negatively. 
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The point is not that these circumstances are not true in numerous instances. The 

concern is when fiction is taken as fact in the form of generalizations. The issue is the 

major portion of the collection of books (41books) having no other representations. 

Terrorism and bonded labor does happen in the histories of nations but its significance is 

more due to the fact that these are the only representations that are out there and 

accessible to the English speaking world. Thus all females from these regions end up 

being taken as oppressed, all children as being subjected to bonded child labor and all 

Muslims are considered terrorists.  

I believe that cultural authenticity is an extremely difficult term to be defined but 

it could be regarded as a literary work that resonates with values and beliefs of a certain 

specific cultural group and reflects the diversity within that group so that voice is given 

to many rather than only a negative few. This might be difficult to portray within one 

book but becomes a possibility through the varied representations of the peripheral 

characters and dialogue. A group of books written from different viewpoints might also 

be successful in projecting diversity within a cultural group. There are books in this study 

that can be considered representative literature of that culture, these are authentic in the 

above mentioned manner, as in case of Mobin-Uddin’s stories representing Muslims in 

the U.S. and Fattah’s representation of Australian Muslims. While existing in the 

mainstream of both Australian and American countries, these characters have their own 

cultural distinction. Satrapi’s representations, on the other hand, are authentically 

representing her own experiences within Iran at that point in history, and cannot be 

denied but these works portray a one sided view point. Visible and invisible signs of the 
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belief system and/or culture are inherent in these examples of literature which make them 

culturally conscious as well as authentic versus being merely accurate.  

Conceptions of democracy in education can be created through literature to 

encompass the true essence of the word that we as global citizens argue for ‘others’ to be 

given a voice. Democracy through educational empowerment of the ‘other’ is a concept 

developed by Dewey (1934. 1938), Rosenblatt (1938, 1978) and Freire (1970). They 

further our conception of democracy through opening up avenues of dialogue. It is only 

through dialogue that actual understanding of cultures other than one’s own can become 

acceptable. If one considers children’s literature as a certain avenue that opens dialogue, 

then the concept of dialogue is strengthened. According to Freire (1970) an authentic 

dialogue is the only way to liberate, completely, a group of people who have been 

subjugated, who have lived through mind manipulation and control. Freire believed that it 

is only through dialogue that true freedom of thought can be achieved. He says, “Only 

dialogue, which requires critical thinking, is also capable of generating critical thinking” 

(p. 92). If this open encounter does not exist then liberated people cannot be regarded as 

actually free.  

Wherever colonization by oppressors occurred, it gave birth to the same dilemmas 

for the ‘Others’ for the occupied lands. Freire (1970) articulates his thoughts about the 

oppressors whose actions speak louder than their words when they say, “how can I 

dialogue if I consider myself a member of the in-group of ‘pure’ men, the owners of truth 

and knowledge, for whom all non-members are ‘these people’ or ‘the great unwashed’?” 

(p. 90). One just has to look at the previous and present plight of Native Americans, 
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Mexicans, African Americans, Asians, and presently the Middle Eastern peoples within 

the United States, to realize that oppression based on race still exists, within the 

parameters of a world power. Democracy in education and government needs actual 

dialogue and if the ‘subaltern’ is silenced (Spivak, 2003) it rejects the essence of social 

equality; Friere (1970) argues that, “to glorify democracy and to silence the people is a 

farce; to discourse on humanism and to negate people is a lie” (p. 91). 

Through careful examination of the texts and data analysis, I have found that 

thirty five of the children’s and adolescent literature focusing on Middle Eastern regions 

expose regimes of hegemony that form, reinforce, and circulate accepted stereotypes. It is 

these books that form the category of ‘social conscience’ and are most commonly read by 

audience here and have received many awards. The six books that are part of the ‘melting 

pot’ category also carry the same confusions in representations. The findings indicate that 

stories written by authors/illustrators who are outside or inside of the culture or in the 

case of insiders, have been disconnected from these countries for a period of time can, 

misrepresent and silence significant groups of people and their values through a lack of 

inclusion (Young, 2003). The significance of this analysis is not so much the individual 

books but the impact of this collection of books belonging to the first category, from a 

particular region of the world that is dominated by colonizer’s perspectives. These 

examples of multicultural books provide neither a mirror for a mainstream of insiders to 

be reflected in nor a proper window that provide glimpses of actual life experiences of 

many genuine people within these regions and cultures.  
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The availability of counter narratives is necessary if the diversity and central 

values of a culture are to be authentically portrayed; this is possible only if voice is given 

to the silenced ‘other.’ Further, if only insiders wrote in their own language, translations 

may become an issue. The authors living within these countries do not have any way to 

get their work noticed by the powerful first world inhabitants. Thus discourse about these 

regions becomes one with an agenda and these postcolonial discourses are presented as a 

privileged premise that goes unchallenged.  

The breaking of the silence is observed in the other half of the books within this 

study. Thirty-seven of the books in this study portray a positive image of the Middle 

Eastern regions. This is creating a sense of social responsibility for publishers and authors 

as institutions of power within the Western world. Even though the availability of counter 

narratives by insiders is complicated because authors and illustrators from the Middle 

Eastern regions lack resources within those countries to get their work published for the 

English speaking countries (Mughal, 2000), the English speaking countries have begun to 

take on the responsibility in publishing books that are critically conscious and provide a 

views that are showing the diversity within Muslim people. The predominant concern is 

that the numbers are still too few over longer length of time, to portray certain cultures 

positively.  

This study depicts that authors, illustrators, and translators of multicultural 

adolescent and children’s literature, unknowingly or knowingly, influence the images of 

various subcultures existing in the U.S. and globally (Said, 1993, 1978/1994), so that it 

adheres to the popular beliefs and expectations. The image of Islam and Muslims within 
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the Western world is viewed through the conception of the Western mind set; therefore it 

seems to be corrupted to a certain degree. Due to the dearth of peace, the literature that 

forms the worldview about these regions is mostly by Western people writing about 

them, insider’s voices are thus being silenced due to factors not under their control. 

Further, there is a cause of concern when present history seems to have become a 

reflection of the journalistic mind (Said, 1981/1997). Journalists like Staples and Stolz, 

and activists like Ellis have won awards for their apparently accurate and culturally 

authentic representations (Mo and Shen, 2003) of Pakistan, Libya, and Afghanistan for 

U.S. audiences. These representations of Pakistan within Shabanu, and Afghanistan 

within the Breadwinner trilogy, are somewhat culturally authentic but carry within them 

issues that present the countries as frozen in time, as they do not do justice to the values 

held by a majority of the people in the current day and age. Stolz, in Ghadames, on the 

other hand, represents a historical fiction which is usually taken as set in the present day 

depiction by readers as it adheres to the exotic media images presented in the day to day 

life in the U.S. According to Said, (1981/1997), whole histories of realities within the 

Muslim world are whitewashed and rewritten by journalists, travelers, and media. The 

social responsibility of authors, illustrators, translators, publishers, educators, and 

librarians are often cast aside in the name of artistic license. Literary works that deal with 

representation of a demonized culture, often perpetuate stereotypes rather than question 

them, creating problems in intercultural understandings. This is a concern that can be 

addressed by the various institutions that make literature available to the youth by writing 
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and publishing books that reflect the realities of a majority within the Middle Eastern 

regions and Muslims. 

Implications and Recommendations 

The findings of this study indicate that there is an insufficient amount of books 

available on the regions of the Middle East and Muslims within those nations or on 

Muslims within the United States. The books that are currently available are frequently 

written by insiders of the cultures who typically reside outside of Middle Eastern regions 

and tend to represent a limited range of perspectives about Muslim cultures. After 

observing the patterns in this study and undertaking the analysis, I recommend the 

following for authors, illustrators, translators, publishers, educators, parents and 

researchers.   

Authors, Illustrators and Translators 

Authors, illustrators, and translators need to be aware of their implied audience 

before putting forth ideas in print (Glazer, 1997; Kiefer et al., 2007). As the U.S. is a 

country which is made up of diverse people, many of whom are Muslims, these writers 

need to be responsive to the fact that they are writing both to a mainstream and an insider 

audience.   

There is no way any single book can be taken as  representative of a cultural 

group, as there exist variations within every culture and these cultures are constantly 

evolving, changing, and growing (Glazer, 1997). Thus, more books are needed that frame 

the different Muslim cultures in an authentic manner to reflect the range of experiences 
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with each culture. They also need to make use of the author’s note, epilogue, or prologue 

to explain the present progressive developments within those regions and peoples if it is 

not already part of the written and illustrated narrative.   

It is recommended that spaces within a text also have deliberate thought put into 

their creation, taking into account the reader as an independent agency in the formation of 

meaning. These spaces are significant as they open a text to further re-creation and 

expansion (Rosenblatt, 1938). --It would be helpful if the evident directions of these 

expansions are taken into account before delivering the work to a publisher. Authors, 

illustrators, and translators need to realize their social responsibility (Little, 1990; 

Paterson, 1994; Skelton, 2002) in representing cultures and engage in careful research as 

well as take into consideration the possible impact of a certain text, even if they are 

insiders to a cultural group. If they are not insiders, then they have a responsibility to 

research carefully and to share their manuscripts with cultural insiders, much as the 

illustrator, Laura Jacobsen, has done in order to maintain authenticity and accuracy. They 

also have a responsibility to be aware of common misrepresentations to avoid in their 

own work. This awareness of misrepresentations would be possible only if the authors are 

aware of representational issues within texts. The authors need to look at what other 

children’s books have been published related to their book, to see how their work fits 

within the broader field and adds to the representations of particular groups of Muslims.  

Publishers and Editors 

The politics of power affecting the publishing agencies as they accept and reject 

works of literature is another factor in circulating certain texts. It is interesting to observe 
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that there has been a trend towards publishing books that reflect certain worldviews 

accepted by people within the U.S. while books that question that view struggle with 

getting published.  For example the author of Salam, Brown, uses the author’s note to 

discuss  the complexity of getting the book published after 9/11  because it focused on the 

Islamic religion and made Muslims  appear approachable and human rather than as 

‘sword wielding terrorists.’ It took three years to get the book published (Brown, 2006).   

Publishing houses and editors are partly responsible for promoting particular 

depictions of certain cultures. This situation of myopic representations does not challenge 

thinking in inviting another vision for U.S. audiences. In doing this they impair the 

judgment and the prospect of children through restricting their minds to acknowledge 

only a single way of understanding another culture which may lead to future national and 

global concerns.  

While market sales are a concern and profitability a necessary component of a 

publishing agency, publishers and editors need to be aware of the most common 

stereotypes and misrepresentations for a certain cultures.  Publishers also need to be 

aware of what is already available in the field and how a particular book fits into and 

hopefully broadens the field.  Another step they can take is to have cultural insiders as 

advisors whom they use to respond to a manuscript before it is published. 

It would be commendable if publishers establish programs to support emerging 

authors and illustrators who are cultural insiders within the U.S.  This would help in 

providing the insider voices necessary to expand the manner in which the varied Muslim 

cultures are represented.   
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The United States Board of Books for Young People (USBBY) is working hard as 

an organization to recognize the efforts of international authors and illustrators and their 

works. There needs to be an effort to search out literature from Muslim countries that can 

be translated and published within the U.S. Many Muslim countries have their own 

national sections of the International  Board of Books for Young People (IBBY) that are 

actively involved with this process, for example that of Iran. It would be a good idea to 

look at their body of literature to carefully consider what might be translated and 

published in the U.S.  Pakistan also has an IBBY section but it is not very active right 

now due to the current unrest there.  An international effort by publishers might be able 

to improve the situation by expressing interest.    

Teachers and Teacher Educators 

Educators have the responsibility of teaching critical thinking skills through 

inquiry based, collaborative learning so that the youth do not merely walk on top words 

but learn how to wrestle with them so that their understanding and acceptance of the 

‘others’ is possible by reading the world through reading the word  (Friere, 1970). 

Educators can work with students to struggle with the manner in which a text frames the 

world of certain cultures. Educators also face the challenge of “provoking and sustaining 

a curiosity that questions the author/illustrators’ constructions of a ‘real world’ while 

simultaneously imagining readers’ likely points of engagement” (Beach et.al, in press).  

Educators need to broaden the books they bring into classrooms and not rely on the 

classics and old favorites from their own childhoods. Finding texts that reflect less-well 

represented cultures, such as Muslims, may be a challenge since a larger body of work is 
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not available as indicated in this study. What needs to be done in situations like that is an 

inquiry and research based curriculum that creates critical thinking and a questioning 

mind. According to Harste in Beach et al. (in press), educators,  

need to develop a critically literate citizenship, one that can unpack the systems of 
meaning that operate in texts to position readers in particular ways as well as to 
endow them with ideologies they may or may not wish to take on.  In thinking 
through instruction, this means we need to support learners in becoming 
consciously aware of the systems of meaning that operate in text. Learners do this 
by taking multiple perspectives, becoming reflexive (using themselves and others 
to outgrow themselves), and engaging in inquiry (not taking things at face value 
by always looking further and taking active responsibility for what it is they 
currently know).  These stances have to take root as dispositions or habits of mind 
for readers in the 21st century. (p. 21)  
 
It is recommended that the critical reading and discussion of multicultural texts be 

a requirement for teacher education programs and that these courses be required, not 

optional.  Teacher educators should consider it their responsibility to expose students to 

controversial issues within these texts so that future teachers develop a critical manner of 

observation while reading texts and then use the same techniques in exposing their 

students to texts. Strategies of literature discussion and analysis should be utilized to 

make more sense of the texts. The awareness of the controversial nature of a text and its 

context is an essential first step for educators; the next step is its introduction through 

various experiences in the classroom setting so that students create their own 

understanding of the texts critically.  

There is no one book that could be taken as representing any culture, let alone 

Muslims, who embody a myriad of cultures that are distinctly diverse in their varied 

backgrounds and their reflections of Islam. Islam may be the unifying force behind each 

of these cultures but the followers cannot and should not be merged together as one and 
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the same. There is a distinct difference in the cultural norms of Saudi Arabia and Iran as 

compared to life in Pakistan or Bangladesh. Careful study of the Muslims in novels and 

picture books need to reveal the various faces of Islam. Educators can explore the issues 

of representations and stereotypes alongside their students and in the process learn with 

them.  

I intend to collect useful and insightful information from this dissertation into a 

short article or evaluation list for educators to use when choosing the books about 

Muslim cultures or any multicultural book, so that they know what to look for as they 

select books for use in the classroom and engage in dialogue around the literature.   

Lecher (2007) argues that, “no single book should be relied on as the sole source 

of information about any country or culture” (p.1). There should be an amalgamation of 

fiction and non-fiction, contemporary pictures obtained from other sources, and 

interviews with people from the culture when introducing a culture or a country, 

specifically Muslims as they do not belong to one country or one culture. Teachers need 

to gather text sets for their classrooms that are carefully balanced to provide a range of 

representations. Freeman and Lehman (2001) also emphasize this point and say that, 

When availability of a wide range of literature is lacking, readers may gain 
misconceptions and stereotypes about other regions. When many books about a 
country are available, misconceptions, stereotypes, and questions of authenticity 
can be balanced. No single piece of literature or even a few works can give 
readers a well rounded perspective of a culture, whereas diversity can counteract 
faulty perceptions and help readers ultimately gain their own sense of what is 
authentic. (p. 26) 
 
There are very few literary works that come to the U.S. from within these regions 

and reflect the life of the people who live there due to the lack of economic stability, 
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political unrest and turmoil.  Thus, children in the U.S. from those regions do not see 

literary works reflecting themselves and their culture, which is problematic in the 

development of their self-identity (Bhabha, 1994, 1997). According to Husain (1976), if 

background and customs of a certain culture are not conveyed through academic and 

household instruction and literature, there will be “a barrier between age and youth and, 

what is worse, it will make the young feel that life is purposeless because they would 

have nothing from their own past to lend meaning and definition to their existence” 

(p. 12).   

The lack of a large body of work on Muslims within the genre of contemporary 

realistic fiction, biography and historical fiction means that authors who are insiders and 

outsiders need to be encouraged to keep writing authentically, by engaging in careful 

research and taking their social responsibility into account. Institutions of power, for 

example the libraries and schools, need to present these views by making a range of 

literature available, especially highlighting books which challenge existing mainstream 

views on a particular culture. They also need to scrutinize books for inaccuracies in the 

content and observing if it is doing justice to the values and beliefs of a certain culture as 

well as consider the impact of the text on readers.  

Further Research 

There is a need for further research on the representations of Muslims in 

children’s and adolescent literature, within and outside of the U.S. There is a dearth in 

this focus within the higher echelons of academia. What I have presented here is a critical 

content analysis of texts but it needs further expansion in data collection and analysis.  
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The texts within this study along with some nonfiction texts need to be combined 

and the research broadened to classroom settings so that data collection reflects the reader 

as an involved independent agent within the research. Case study as a qualitative 

methodology would present researchers with some interesting data to analyze. A 

longitudinal or even a short term case study would be interesting to conduct. Further, 

these books should be taken into Muslim communities and responses gathered from 

younger and older members of these communities to observe patterns through data 

collection and analysis in an ethnographic study. 

I have personally observed the expansion and growth in the thinking of students 

when they engage with well thought out strategies within literacy and literature courses. 

Teacher research needs to be explored where educators and researchers work together 

with students to develop critical thinking skills. Literature circles and other literature 

discussion strategies need to be investigated in exposing students to a selection of texts 

representing Muslims.  

Further, there should be an analysis of the genre of folklore representing Muslims. 

I have observed interesting patterns within those texts and I find a lack of academic 

research on the topic. Studies are needed that use content analysis through the methods of 

critical discourse analysis and critical content analysis to look for interesting patterns 

within the literature. Miscue analysis as an assessment technique might shed light on 

various aspects of readers thinking as they read a particular text. This assessment method 

should be used to gather data on readers’ thinking about literature of Muslim cultures.     
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Conclusion 

With such a small number of texts reflecting so many diverse Muslim cultures, it 

is easy not to have a holistic picture of what is authentic and what is not, to a specific 

culture. With or without authentic representation within adolescent and children’s 

literature about Muslim cultures and Middle East regions, the books analyzed in this 

study have a monopoly in the U.S. Through incomplete representations readers may 

conclude what these texts reflect. The books are not only being utilized by elementary 

and middle school language arts educators for their classes but also at the universities for 

their teacher education programs (Cai, 2008; Crocco, 2005). According to Mills, (1997) 

Foucault believed that, “to ‘discover’ the ‘real’ meaning of the text is simply an illusory 

practice, which keeps texts in circulation…this is particularly important to consider 

within the spheres of literary criticism within universities and schools” (p.61). Thus, 

schools as institutions of power become responsible for text such as the most popular of 

these novels and picture books to become an authentic reading material within their 

parameters.  As readers take the texts and their context with them into their lives outside 

of the schools, the stereotypical influence of some of these texts cannot be contained. 
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APPENDIX A: CONTEMPORARY REALISTIC FICTON  

 

Book Titles, Authors, Illustrator, and Translator Backgrounds, Their Connection 

to the Cultures, and Their Awards 
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Contemporary Realistic Fiction     

Titles Author Illustrator Translator 
Connection to the 

Cultures Awards 

Grandfather’s 
Orchard 

Ghazi, Abidullah a 
U.S. Pakistani 
Muslim. Studied in 
India and went on 
to get higher 
degrees from 
London School of 
Economics and 
Harvard. He is the 
director of IQRA in 
Chicago   

Patten, Michele van 
is a talented 
retoucher/Illustrator 
and computer 
production artist 
with experience at 
major advertising 
agencies and 
graphic design 
studios. 

 Immigrated as an 
adult/Research 

 

Broken Moon Antieau, Kim. U.S. 
resident, never 
visited Pakistan 

  Research A Junior Library 
Guild selection 

One Green Apple Bunting, Eve has 
written more than 
200 books.  

Lewin, Ted author/ 
illustrator of more 
than a 100 books. 
He is a traveler and 
lives in New York.  

 Visited areas/Research  
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Contemporary Realistic Fiction     

Titles Author Illustrator Translator 
Connection to the 

Cultures Awards 

Ask Me no Questions Budhos, Marina 
Assistant professor 
of English in 
William Patterson 
University. She is 
the wife of Marc 
Aronson. She is 
part Indian.  

  Settled in the U.S. from 
birth 
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Contemporary Realistic Fiction     

Titles Author Illustrator Translator 
Connection to the 

Cultures Awards 

Samir and Yonatan Carmi, Daniella 
Resident of 
Jerusalem and 
regarded as the 
most talented Israeli 
author. 

 Lotan, Yael 
lives in Israel. 

Belongs to Israel Honorable Mention 
from UNESCO for 
Children`s and 
Young People`s 
Literature in the 
Service of Tolerance 
(1997), the Berlin 
Prize for Best 
Children`s Book in 
Translation (1997), 
the Silver Quill 
Award (Germany, 
1997), the 
Batchelder Award 
for Best Translated 
Book by the 
American Library 
Association (2001), 
and the Italian 
WIZO Prize (2003). 

Camel Bells Carlsson, Janne & 
Sjogren, Raben 
Swedish Authors 

 Lindberg, 
Angela Barnett  

U. S. resident 

Research  
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Contemporary Realistic Fiction     

Titles Author Illustrator Translator 
Connection to the 

Cultures Awards 

A Stone in My Hand Clinton, Cathryn 
She lives in 
Pennsylvania 

  Research Children’s Book 
Award Notable 
Book 2003 Young 
Adult Fiction; 
Notable Books for a 
Global Society, 
2003; Publisher’s 
Weekly Starred 
Review. 

Nadia’s Hands English, Karen U.S. 
resident with 
friends from 
Pakistan. 

Weiner, Jonathan 
graduate of Rhode 
Island School of 
Design and resident 
of U.S.  

 Research/ Research  

Breadwinner Trilogy 3 novels by Ellis, 
Deborah. Canadian 
social worker. 
Visited refugee 
camps. 

  Visited area/ Research Sweden’s Peter Pan 
Prize; Rocky 
Mountain Books 
Award; University 
of California’s 
Middle East Book 
Award; Notable 
Books for a Global 
Society 
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Contemporary Realistic Fiction     

Titles Author Illustrator Translator 
Connection to the 

Cultures Awards 

1.Does My Head Look 
Big in This,  
2.Ten Things I Hate 
About Me 

2 novels by Fattah, 
Randa Abdul 
(Insider) Australian 
Muslim who is a 
lawyer and a writer 
and an active 
member of the 
interfaith 
community and a 
Palestinian human 
rights activist.  

  Immigrated as a child 2008 Kathleen 
Mitchell Award 

1.The Day of Ahmed's 
Secret,  
2.Sami and the Time 
of the Troubles 

2 picture books by 
Heide, Florence 
Parry: born 1919 
and lives in 
Pennsylvania. 
Gilliland, Judith 
Heidi daughter  of 
Florence, both 
widely travelled 

Lewin, Ted   Visited areas/Research Editors’ Choice 
Award 
Booklist1991/2 

My Father's Shop Ichikawa, Satomi 
born in Japan lives 
in Paris.  

Ichikawa Satomi   Research/Research  
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Contemporary Realistic Fiction     

Titles Author Illustrator Translator 
Connection to the 

Cultures Awards 

My Name was 
Hussein 

Kyuchukov, Hristo 
Lives in Bulgaria 
works on 
advancement of 
human rights 

Eitzen, Allan lives 
in Pennsylvania and 
has illustrated many 
children’s books. 

 Born and raised in 
Bulgaria/Research 

 

1.Silly Chicken, 
2.Ruler of the 
Courtyard,  
3.Roses in My Carpet 

3 picture books by 
Khan, Rukhsana 
Canadian resident.  

Himler, Ronald: 
U.S. illustrator  
Gregory, Christie: 
U.S. Resident 
award winning 
artist and illustrator 
Kyong, Yunmee 
U.S. resident, raised 
in Korea.     

 Immigrated as a 
Child/Research 

Children’s Literature 
Choice List, 
2004,Polish Chapter 
of the International 
Board on Books for 
Young People, 1998 

Ziba Came on a Boat Lofthouse Liz  
Australian worked 
with refugees in 
Australia 

Ingpen Robert 
works on 
environmental, 
conservational and 
historical projects 

 Worked with 
refugees/Research 

W.A. Premier's 
Book Award 2008. 
Winner Children's 
Book CBC Book of 
the Year 
2008. Short-listed 
Picture Book Early 
Childhood of 
Australia 
2007. Short-listed 
Best Picture Book 
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Contemporary Realistic Fiction     

Titles Author Illustrator Translator 
Connection to the 

Cultures Awards 

1.Kiss the Dust,  
2.A Little piece of 
Ground 

2 novels by Laird, 
Elizabeth,  British 
novelist who has 
lived in the Middle 
East 

  Visited area  

StoryTellers   Lewin, Ted author/ 
illustrator of more 
than a 100 books. 
He is a traveler and 
lives in New York. 

Lewin, Ted author/ 
illustrator of more 
than a 100 books. 
He is a traveler and 
lives in New York. 

 Visited areas/ 
Research 

 

What’s the Matter 
Habibi 

Lewin, Betsy U.S. 
resident and wife of 
Ted Lewin 

Lewin, Betsy  Visited areas/ 
Research 

 

Ali, Child of the 
Desert 

London, Jonathan 
lives in California 
and has travelled to 
Morroco 

4 picture books: 
Lewin, Ted author/ 
illustrator of more 
than a 100 books. 
he is a traveler and 
lives in New York. 

 Visited areas 
/Research 
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Contemporary Realistic Fiction     

Titles Author Illustrator Translator 
Connection to the 

Cultures Awards 

The Stars in My 
Geddoh’s Sky 

Matze, Clair 
Sidhom she has 
written many books 
but I could not find 
much about her life. 

Farnsworth, Bill is 
a published author 
and an illustrator of 
children's books. 
Some of the 
published credits 
include The Wheat 
Doll, Kaya's Story 
Collection 
(American Girl), 

 Research  

Camel Rider Mason, Prue She 
lives in Australia 
and has written for 
magazines in Dubai 
and Australia.  

  Visited areas 
/Research 

 

Sunset Over Fallujah  Meyers, Walter 
Dean renowned 
author of children’s 
books. Grew up in 
Harlem and now 
lives in Jersey City 
New Jersey.  

  Visited areas 
/Research 
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Contemporary Realistic Fiction     

Titles Author Illustrator Translator 
Connection to the 

Cultures Awards 

1. Best Eid Ever,  
2.A Party in 
Ramamdan,  
3.My Name is Bilal 

3 picture books by 
Mobin-Uddin,  
Asma born and 
raised in U.S. she is 
a Muslim of 
Pakistani descent. 
Lives in Ohio and 
practices pediatrics.  

2 picture books by 
Jacobson, Laura: 
lives in Phoenix 
AZ. And writes 
sensitively about 
Muslims. 1 by 
Kiwak, Barbara: a 
commercial 
illustrator who lives 
in Baltimore 

 Born to parents who 
immigrated as adults 
/Research 

Middle East 
Outreach Council 
Elementary Level 
Award Winner. 

 

Habibi, Sitti’s Secret 2 books by Nye, 
Naomi Shihab 
Palestinian activist 
and poet (Insider)    

Carpenter, Nancy 
U.S. born never 
visited Palestine but 
well researched 
illustrations and 
sensitivity to 
universal themes of 
Grandparents and 
grandchildren. 

 Belongs to the U.S. her 
father Immigrated 
/Research 

Two Jane Addams 
Book Awards, four 
Pushcart Prizes, a 
Guggenheim 
Fellowship, and a 
Witter Bynner 
Fellowship from the 
Library of Congress. 
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Contemporary Realistic Fiction     

Titles Author Illustrator Translator 
Connection to the 

Cultures Awards 

Hundredth Name Oppenheim, 
Shulamith Levey: 
was born in Ohio. 
Her father taught at 
a college there, and 
was an expert in the 
history of Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia, and 
Israel. From him, 
Oppenheim got her 
love of travel and 
world cultures.  

Hays Michael lives 
in Illinois 

 Visited Area/Research Notable Children's 
Trade Book in the 
Field of Social 
Studies 
(NCSS/CBC). New 
York Public 
Library's "One 
Hundred Titles for 
Reading and 
Sharing"  

1-2 .First Daughter 
Series,  
3.Rikshaw Girl 

3 novels by Perkins, 
Mitali She has 
widely travelled 
and was born in 
Calcutta India. She 
has immigrated to 
U.S. and lives in 
Massachusetts 

Hogan, Jamie lives 
in Main and is a 
freelance illustrator. 

 Immigrated as a 
child/Research 

nominated for the 
Rhode Island 
Children's Book 
Award, The South 
Carolina Children’s 
Award, and the 
Children's Crown 
Award 

Beneath My Mother’s 
Feet 

Qamar, Amjed 
Pakistani settled in 
the Ohio U.S. 

  Immigrated as an Adult Ohioan Book Award 
Finalist 
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Contemporary Realistic Fiction     

Titles Author Illustrator Translator 
Connection to the 

Cultures Awards 

Silent Music Rumford, James 
well travelled 
author illustrator 

Rumford, James 
well travelled 

 Visited area  

Carpet Boys Gift Shea, Pegi Deitz 
U.S. resident. 
Writes human 
rights related 

 articles 

Morin, Leane U.S. 
resident, never 
visited the areas she 
is illustrating. 

 Research/ Research Notable Social 
Studies Trade Books 
for Young People, 
2004 

Shabanu Trilogy, 
Under the Persimmon 
Tree 

4 novels by Staples, 
S.F. journalist, 
some time in 
Pakistan, 
Afghanistan & 
India 

  Visited area 

/Research 

Newberry Honor  
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Contemporary Realistic Fiction     

Titles Author Illustrator Translator 
Connection to the 

Cultures Awards 

Nesma Buys the Beans Smart, Andy 
Having started a 
career teaching 
English in Sudan 
and Egypt, Andy 
Smart joined 
Longman 
publishers in the 
UK before moving 
to Egypt where he 
started a children’s 
book publishing 
company. 

Walid, Taher 
(Insider)An 
Egyptian illustrator 
of children’s books 

 From area  

Four Feet Two 
Sandals 

Williams, Karen 
Lynn lives in 
Pennsylvania and 
works with refugees 
& Mohammed 
Khadra (Insider) 
executive director 
of Pittsburg refugee 
camp 

Chayka, Doug lives 
in Brooklyn new 
York. instructor in 
Pratt Institute 

 Research/ Immigrated 
as an adult 
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Contemporary Realistic Fiction     

Titles Author Illustrator Translator 
Connection to the 

Cultures Awards 

 Total  

32 authors 

19 illustrators  

2 co-authors 

2 translators 

7 female illustrators 

12 male 

 8 authors=research 

14 illustrators=research 

3 authors and 1 
illustrator belong to the 
region. 

8 immigrated  
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APPENDIX B: BIOGRAPHY, AUTOBIOGRAPHY, AND MEMOIRS 

Book Titles, Authors, Illustrator, and Translator Backgrounds, Their Connection 

to the Cultures, and Their Awards 
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Biography, Autobiography, & Memoirs 

Titles Authors Illustrators Translators 
Connection to 

Culture Awards 

The Story of My 
Life 

Ahmedi, Farah 
Afghani insider. Settled 
in the U.S. 

 Ansary, Tamim is 
an Afghani 
Insider, writes and 
lectures about 
Afghanistan 
Islamic history, 
democracy, 
schooling, and 
learning. 

Both immigrated 
as young adults 

 

Thura’s Diary Al-Windawi, Thura 
Iraqi on scholarship to 
study in the U.S. has 
lived in England and 
Baghdad.  

  Immigrated as a 
young adult 
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Biography, Autobiography, & Memoirs 

Titles Authors Illustrators Translators 
Connection to 

Culture Awards 

Tasting the Sky Barakat, Ibtisam 
(insider) born in 
Ramallah. She lives in 
Columbia Missouri, 
U.S. resident and a 
Palestinian activist 

  Immigrated as an 
adult 

American Library Association 
Notable Children's Books 

IRA Children's Book Award 

IRA Notable Books for a Global 
Society 

IRA Teachers' Choices 

Books for the Teen Age, New 
York Public Library 

CCBC Choice (Univ. of WI) 

Arab American National Museum 
Book Award - Winner 

Middle East Book Award - Winner 

NCSS-CBC Notable Trade Book 
in the Field of Social Studies 

USBBY-CBC Outstanding 
International Book 

Booklinks Lasting Connection 

Kirkus Reviews Editor's Choice 

School Library Journal Best Books 
of the Year 

Texas TAYSHAS High School 
Reading List 

Vermont Dorothy Canfield Fisher 
Award Master List 
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Biography, Autobiography, & Memoirs 

Titles Authors Illustrators Translators 
Connection to 

Culture Awards 

Salam Brown Tricia belongs 
to the U.S. lives in 
California.  

Cardwell Ken 
award winning 
freelance 
photographer/lives 
in California. 

 Research/ 
Research 

 

Mansa Musa Burns, Khephra is a 
widely published 
author/ resident of New 
York  

Dillon, 
Leo&Diane are 
award holders, 
resident of New 
York 

 Research/ 
Research 

 

Iqbal D’Adamo, Francesco 
well-known for adult 
books in the Italian noir 
fiction 

Edizioni, EL 

 Leonori Ann 
renowned Italian 
translator 

Research/ 
Research 

 

Mohammad Demi U.S. resident 
author and illustrator of 
many C/L multicultural 
books 

  Visited 
area/Research 

 

Funny in Farsi Dumas, Firoozeh U.S. 
Resident from Iran 

  Immigrated as a 
child 

 

My Forbidden 
Face 

Hachemi, Latifa 
Shekeba  

Afghani Insider. 
Settled in France 

 Coverdale Linda 
French award-
winning translator 

immigrated as 
young 
adults/research 
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Biography, Autobiography, & Memoirs 

Titles Authors Illustrators Translators 
Connection to 

Culture Awards 

Travelling Man Rumford, James   
resident of Hawaii has 
written many books on 
and has learnt Arabic 
Calligraphy  

Rumford, James  
resident of Hawaii 
has written many 
books on and has 
learnt Arabic 
Calligraphy  

 Visited 
area/Research 

 

Saladin Stanley, Diane author 
and illustrator of many 
books she is from 
Texas. 

Stanley, Diane 
author and 
illustrator of many 
books she is from 
Texas. 

 Research  

12 Rounds of 
Glory 

Smith, Charles R. lives 
in New York and has 
20 years writing books   

Collier, Bryant 
lives in New York 
City and has 
written many AA 
books for kids. 

 Research/ 
Research 

 

Alia’s Mission Stamaty, Mark Alan 
comic strip writer of 
BOOX, resident of 
New York  

Stamaty, Mark 
Allan resident of 
New York 

 Research Top 10 Graphic Novels for Youth, 
2005 
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Biography, Autobiography, & Memoirs 

Titles Authors Illustrators Translators 
Connection to 

Culture Awards 

Persepolis  

1&2, Chicken with 
Plums 

Satrapi, Marjane  
Iranian settled in 
France 

Satrapi, Marjane 

Iranian settled in 
France 

 Immigrated as a 
child 

Angoulême Coup de Coeur Award 
(2001), Angoulême Prize for 
Scenario (2002), Time's Best 
Books of the Year (2004), 
Angoulême Best Comic Book 
Award (2005), ALA Best Books 
for Young Adults (2005) 

2003. Fernando Buesa Peace Prize 
(Spain). 

Muhammad Ali: 
Champion of the 
World 

Winter, Jonah belongs 
to the U.S. and has 
written many books  

Roca, Francois 
lives in Paris and 
has illustrated 
many books. 

 Research/ 
Research 

 

The Librarian of 
Basra 

Winter, Jeanette Lives 
in New York and has 
written many books  

Winter, Jeanette 
Lives in New 
York and has 
written many 
books 

 Research  

 Total  
16 authors 
5 auth/illus 
6 insiders 

9 illustrators 
5 male 
4 female 

3 translators 
1 insider 

8 research 
6 immigrated 
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APPENDIX C: HISTORICAL FICTION 

Book Titles, Authors, Illustrator, and Translator Backgrounds, Their Connection 

to the Cultures, and Their Awards 



 
 
 
 

 

258

 

Historical Fiction  

Titles Authors Illustrator Translators 
Connection to 

Culture Awards 

The Shadow Spinner Fletcher, Susan lives in 
Oregon 

  Research  

The Granville 
Trilogy 

Grant, K.M. has 3 books by 
Grant born and brought up in 
England. She lives in 
Glasgow Scotland. 

    

Leyla: The Black 
Tulip 

Lytle Croutier, Alev She has 
written widely about harems 
and veils. She has written and 
directed films in Japan, 
Middle East, and Europe. She 
was born and raised in 
Turkey but now lives in the 
U.S. 

  Immigrated to 
the U.S. as a 
young adult. 

 

Shadows of 
Ghadames 

Stolz, Joelle French journalist 
based in Vienna.  

 Translated from 
French by 
Temerson, 
Catherine. 

Research WINNER 2005 
Mildred L. 
Batchelder Award 
Winner 

 Total 
4 authors 
0 illustrators 
1 translator 

  3 research  
1 immigrated  
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