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This article takes a sustained look at Igbal’s intellectual roots in the conceptual
paradigm and poetic narrative of Islamic Spirituality or Sufism and navigates the
subject through the perceptive remark of Prof. A. J. Arberry, that,“Poets are the
unofficial legislators of mankind”, to investigate Igbal’s manifold relationship
with Sufism and to show that, through the poetic and metaphysical paradigm of
Sufism, he had played a prominent, in some instances indeed a leading part, in
that most exciting drama of modem times, the revolt against internal corruption,
and against external domination, intellectual as well as political. The article
argues that for Igbal, Sufism was a spiritual vocation and a system of repair.
Conflicting views about Igbal’s Sufi credentials and his normative relationship
with Sufi thought and praxis, as well as Sufi metaphysics and poetics have also

been examined.
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There is within us-in even the blithest, most light-hearted among us-a



Il
fundamental dis-ease. It acts like an unquenchable fire that renders the vast
majority of us incapable in this life of ever coming to full peace. This desire lies
in the marrow of our bones and deep in the regions of our soul. All great
literature, poetry, art, philosophy, psychology, and religion tries to name and
analyze this longing. We are seldom in direct touch with it, and indeed the
modern world seems set on preventing us from getting in touch with it by
covering it with an unending phantasmagoria of entertainments, obsessions, and
distractions of every sort. But the longing is there, built into us like a

jack-in-the-box that presses for release.r
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most exciting drama of modern times, the revolt against internal corruption, and

against external domination, intellectual as well as political.lr
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In the world of modern Muslim thought he stands alone. His Reconstruction of

Religious Thought in Islam aspires to a place akin to that occupied by

al-Ghazali's Thya Ulum al-Din ("Revivification of the Religious Sciences"). His

philosophical poetry is regarded by many Muslim scholars as a worthy

postscript to the Diwan and Mathnavi of Jalaluddin Rumi.!
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I claim that the philosophy of the Asrar is a direct development out of the
experience and speculation of old Muslim Sufis and Thinkers.......... It is only a

restatement of the old in the light of the new. "
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The twentieth century, the most barbaric in history, makes the myth of progress
read like a cruel joke. 160 million human beings slaughtered by their own kind;
more people dying of starvation in a single decade than in all of history up to the
twentieth century; epidemics in Africa and elsewhere; the widening gap between
the rich and the poor; the environmental crisis; the threat of nuclear holocaust-

the list goes on and on.

The crisis that the world found itself in as it swung on the hinge of the 20th
century was located in something deeper than particular ways of organizing
political systems and economies. In different ways, the East and the West were
going through a single common crisis whose cause was the spiritual condition of
the modern world. That condition is characterized by loss- the loss of religious
certainties and of transcendence with its larger horizons. The nature of that loss
is strange but ultimately quite logical. When, with the inauguration of the
scientific worldview, human beings started considering themselves the bearers
of the highest meaning in the world and the measure of everything, meaning

began to ebb and the stature of humanity to diminish. The world lost its human
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dimension, and we began to lose control of it.
ol
In the words of F. Schuon:

The world is miserable because men live beneath themselves; the error of
modern man is that he wants to reform the world without having either the will
or the power to reform man, and this flagrant contradiction, this attempt to
make a better world on the basis of a worsened humanity, can only end in the
very abolition of what is human, and consequently in the abolition of happiness
too. Reforming man means binding him again to Heaven, reestablishing the
broken link; it means tearing him away from the reign of the passions, from the
cult of matter, quantity and cunning, and reintegrating him into the world of the

spirit and serenity, we would even say: into the world of sufficient reason.
ar
This is echoed in Igbal in the following remarks:

The modern man with his philosophies of criticism and scientific specialism
finds himself in a strange predicament. His Naturalism has given him an
unprecedented control over the forces of Nature, but has robbed him of faith in

his own future.
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An other analogy can pull together all that we have just said and summarizes
the difference alluded to. If we think of traditional peoples as looking out upon
the world through the window of revelation (their received myths and sacred
texts), the window that they turned to look through in the modern period
(science) proved to be stunted. It cuts off at the level of the human nose, which

(metaphysically speaking ( means that when we look through it our gaze slants

downward and we see only things that are inferior to us. As for the
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Postmodern window, it is boarded over and allows no inclusive view

[AA]
whatsoever.
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There is no doubt that the theories of science constitute trustworthy knowl-edge,
because they are verifiable and enable us to predict and control the events of
Nature. But we must not forget that what is called science is not a single
systematic view of Reality. It is a mass of sectional views of Reality fragments of
a total experience which do not seem to fit together. Natural Science deals with
matter, with life, and with mind; but the moment you ask the question how
matter, life, and mind are mutually related, you begin to see the sectional
character of the various sciences that deal with them and the inability of these
sciences, taken singly, to furnish a complete answer to your question. In fact,
the various natural sciences are like so many vultures falling on the dead body
of Nature, and each running away with a piece of its flesh. Nature as the subject
of science is a highly artificial affair, and this artificiality is the result of that

selective process to which science must subject her in the interests of precision.
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The moment you put the subject of science in the total of human experience it
begins to disclose a different character. Thus religion, which demands the
whole of Reality and for this reason must occupy a central place in any
synthesis of all the data of human experience, has no reason to be afraid of any
sectional views of Reality. Natural Science is by nature sectional; it cannot, if it
is true to its own nature and function, set up its theory as a complete view of
Reality.
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In Igbal's view, if anything characterizes the modern era, it is a loss of faith in
transcendence, in God as an objective reality. It is the age of eclipse of
transcendence. No socio-cultural environment in the pre-Modern times had turned
its back on Transcendence in the systematic way that characterized Modernity. The
eclipse of transcendence impacts our way of looking at the world, that is, forming a
world view, in a far-reaching manner. According to Igbal's perspective,
Transcendence means that there is another reality that is more real, more powerful,
and better than this mundane order. The eclipse of transcendence impacted our way
of looking at the world, that is, forming a worldview? It was an issue of the greatest
magnitude in Igbal's opinion. He was convinced that whatever transpires in other
domains of life politics, living standards, environmental conditions, interpersonal
relationships, the arts was ultimately dependent on our presiding world view. This is
what was wrong with the presiding paradigm or worldview that his age had come to
espouse (/s 7~ #%). In Igbal's view, Modern Westerners, forsaking clear thinking,

allowed themselves to become so obsessed with lifes material underpinnings that



o
they had written science a blank cheque; a blank cheque for sciences claims
concerning what constituted Reality, knowledge and justified belief. This was the
cause of our spiritual crisis. It joined other crises as we entered the new century-the
environmental crisis, the population explosion, the widening gulf between the rich

and the poor.
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For Rumi, Sufism was a spiritual vocation and a system of repair, a means of



re
repairing the ills (Lﬂ( 7~ 23) of his times. Rumi took up the challenge posed by
rationalism in the mediaeval age of Islam. Can a similar claim be made for the
Igbalian project? Does Igbal, like Rumi, take up the challenge posed by the
modern age of secular modernity and materialism i.e. ¢/l 2* £3))? Would it be
correct to say that for Igbal, like Rumi, Sufism was a system of repair, a means
of repairing the ills of modernity, (¢l Vall £3) and by his criticism of prevalent
Sufism he was pointing out the problems within that system of repair? Here, as
earlier, the answer is a yes, unequivocally and unabashedly. His "confrontations

AA)
with Modernity", in his own words, read as follows:
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I broke the spell of modern learning:
vy

I took away the bait and broke the trap.

God knows with what indifference,

Y<
Like Abraham, I sat in its fire!
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Ajam  became young again through my songs/My frenzy  raised the price

of its wares

It was a crowd lost in the wilderness/The sound of my bell made it a caravan
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In Igbal's view, the classical structures of Muslim thought and spirituality are
incapable of making an effective response to the issues raised by the modern
minds penchant for concrete thought, and this fact underscores the need for a
reconstruction of Muslim religious philosophy. Such reconstruction comes
under the general heading of tajdid, the Islamic technical term for a significant

'renewal’ or 'rejuvenation’ of Islamic religion. Igbal's Reconstruction itself may

be viewed as a contribution to the cause of Islamic tajdid.
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The mystical aspect is definitely the most significant aspect of Igbal's poetry. In
fact we should consider him a mystic poet and in this respect he is not different

from other mystic poets of Iran and Pakistan. .

In the course of his conversations with the great minds, Igbal, apart from
discussing the fine points and intricacies of philosophic thought and
agnosticism, brings in the social and political issues. Javed Namabh, therefore, is
to be regarded as the latest treatise on d mysticism, and Igbal has to be
accepted not only as one of the topmost exponents of mysticism, but also as the

last great exponent of Irano-Pakistani mystic thought ...

Igbal, certainly, is one of such eminent men and we can rightly call him the

prophet of poets a poet with a prophetic mission.
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In the world of modern Muslim thought he stands alone. His Reconstruction of
Religious Thought in Islam aspires to a place akin to that occupied by
al-Ghazali.s ........ Ulum al-Din ("Revivification of the Religious Sciences"). His
philosophical poetry is regarded by many Muslim scholars as a worthy

postscript to the Diwan and Mathnavi of Jalaluddin Rumi.
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3. Huston Smith, Religion-Significance and Meaning in an Age of Disbelief,
Suhail Academy, Lahore, 2002, p. 28.

4.  The verses of the Mathnaw represent a highly accomplished spiritualization of
Sufism while remaining completely true to Islamic orthodoxy. Their persistent
themes are the longing for the eternal, the reuniting with Allah, enlightenment

through love, and the merging of ones self with the universal spirit of the world:
The senses and thoughts are like weeds on the clear waters surface.

The hand of the heart sweeps the weeds aside: then the water is revealed
to the heart.

Unless Allah loose the hand of the heart, the weeds on our water are

increased by worldly desires.

When piety has chained the hands of desire, Allah looses the hands of
the heart.
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12.  A.J. Arberry, Aspects of Islamic Civilization As Depicted in the Original Texts,
Suhail Academy, Lahore, 2005, p. 378.
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13.
14.

15.

18.

Ibid.

Some of the contemporary scholars have even tried to see in Rumi a kind of a
political savior also, sent to rescue the Muslim society from its defeat and
decadence in the aftermath of the Mongol invasion. See, for example, Abu

al-Hasan, Ali Nadawi, Tarikh i Da'wat o Azimat, Tarikh i Dawat o Azimat,

A

Karachi, 1969, Vol. I, p. 333-354.

Robert Whittemore, "Igbal's Panentheism", The Review of Metaphysics, 9 (4),

June 1956: 681-699.

Igbal wrote this letter to R. A. Nicholson regarding the Tntroduction' and some
of the reviews on the Secrets of the Self. It was published in The Quest, London,
October 1920-July 1921, Volume XII, pp. 484-492. See, B.A. Dar, Letters of
Igbal, Igbal Academy Pakistan, 1978, p. 147. Also see Riffat Hassan, (Ed.), The
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Sword and the Scepter, Igbal Academy Pakistan, Lahore, 1977.
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F. Schuon, Understanding Islam, reprinted, Suhail Academy, Lahore, 2004, pp.
26.

Igbal, "Is Religion Possible", The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam,
Igbal Academy Pakistan/Institute of Islamic Culture, Lahore, 1989, pp. 147.
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No textbook in science has ever included things that are intrinsically greater
than human beings. Bigger, of course, and wielding more physical power, but
not superior in the full sense of that term which includes virtues, such as

intelligence, compassion, and bliss.

"Imagine yourself in a bungalow in North India. You are standing before a

picture window that commands a breathtaking view of the Himalayan



e

Mountains. What modernity has done, in effect, is to lower the shade of that
window to within two inches of its sill. With our eyes angled downward, all that
we can now see of the outdoors is the ground on which the bungalow stands. In
this analogy, the ground represents the material world- and to give credit where
credit is richly due, science has shown that world to be awesome beyond belief.
Still, it is not Mount Everest". Huston Smith, Religion Significance and Meaning
in an Age of Disbelief, reprinted, Suhail Academy, Lahore, 2004, pp. 187.
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58. Huston Smith, Religion Significance and Meaning in an Age of Disbelief,

59.

60.

61.

62.

reprinted, Suhail Academy, Lahore, 2004, pp. 197.

Muhammad Igbal, The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam,
Igbal Academy Pakistan/Institute of Islamic Culture, Lahore, 1989, p.
26.

Ernest Gellner defines Postmodernism as relativism- "Relativismus iiber Alles"
(Postmodernism, Reason and Religion)- but relativism is not an easy position to
defend, so Postmoderns do everything they can to avoid that label; Clifford
Geertz's "anti-antirelativism” is a case in point. The T-shirts that blossomed on
the final day of a six-week, 1987 NEH Institute probably tell the story.
Superimposed on a slashed circle, their logo read, "No cheap relativism". By
squirming, Postmoderns can parry crude relativisms, but sophisticated relativism
is still relativism. Postmoderns resist that conclusion, however, so I shall stay

with their own self-characterization.

Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, Minneapolis, Minnesota

University Press, 1984, pp. xxiv, 3ff.
Alan Wallace, Choosing Reality, Boston and Shaftsbury, Shambala, 1989.
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I took... trap: Modern learning failed to ensnare me: like a clever bird I made

away with the bait from under the trap without being caught. (M. Mir)

God knows... fire! A reference to Quran 21: 68-69, where God causes the fire
into which Abraham is thrown by his ruthless opponents to become cool and
safe' for him. Igbal says that he faced an ordeal similar to Abrahams: he was
thrown into the "fire" of modern learning (Igbal was educated at some of the
finest educational institutions of Europe), but was unharmed by it; like
Abraham, he was saved from being "burnt" because, like Abraham, he had
strong faith. (M. Mir)

Ataullah, Igbal Namah, Sh. M. Ashraf, Lahore, 1946, Vol. 1. p. 78. (Image of
the Urdu text/mss. at the end). Revised one volume edition, Igbal Academy
Pakistan, Lahore, 2007, p. 112.
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Original letter preserved in manuscript in Allama Igbal Open University
Islamabad (Department of Igbal Studies); Igbal's letter to Sayyid Sulayman
Nadavi, 13 Nov, 1917
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For a concise statement of how Igbal evaluated the genius of the Ajam and gave
it a pride of place in the Islamic civilization, see, M. S. Umar, The Pressing of
My Soul" (Some Observations on Igbal's Concept of the Ajam), in S. H. Nasr, A
Journey Through Persian History and Culture, Igbal Academy Pakistan,
Lahore, 2000, p. 1.
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Ajam: Persia; but the wider meaning of the non-Arab worldis intended here..

My frenzy ...wares: Igbals passionate, by which he sought to reawaken 'Ajam,
raised the price of 'Ajam's wares that is, gave new importance to 'Ajam in the

world.
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76. See B.A. Dar, Letters of Igbal, op. cit., p. 146-7, (Ibn Arabi and Sufism); Mu'ini,
op. cit., p. 155 (Ibn 'Arabi), p 161 (Sufism), p. 164 (Sufism); B. A. Dar,
Anwar-i-Igbal op. cit., p. 268 (Sufism); Hashmi, Khutut-i-Igbal, op. cit., p. 117
(Ibn 'Arabi); Sabir Kalurvi, Tarikh-i-Taswwuf, op. cit., p. 31 (Sufism); Ataullah,
Igbal Namah, op. cit., p. 53-54 (Sufism); Niazi, Maktubat-i-Igbal, 1.A.P.
Karachi, 1957, p. 10 (Sufism); Sahifa, op. cit., p. 165 (Sufism) p. 182 (Sufism).
The list could be expanded considerably. Addition of references from his poetic
works would prove our point and furnish further evidence. This is being left out

at the moment.
77. S.M. H. Barni, Kulliyat i Makatib Igbal, Delhi, 1999, Vol. 11, p. 282, 286.
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78. Ibn Arabi, Ruh al-Quds, Damascus, 1970, p. 21. For an English translation see
r.w.J.Austin, (Tr.) Sufis of Andalusia, reprinted, Suhail Academy, Lahore, 1984.

79. To be absolutely fair, Ibn Arab's opinion of Eastern Sufism was a good deal less
cut and dried than these two references, taken out of context, would suggest. He
himself, in the same pages, owns that authentic gnostics are also encountered in
the East, and he did not, finally, hesitate, once settled in the region, to adopt the
practices appropriate to Eastern rasawwuf whenever he judged this to be
necessary or advisable. We are in fact dealing, at bottom, with a
misunderstanding which was to evaporate as his acquaintance with Eastern

Sufism deepened.

Initially, nevertheless, he very naturally judged the Cairo Sufis on the basis of
Sufism as he himself had experienced it in the Muslim West; and while the two
Sufi traditions might have aims and doctrinal bases in common, they exhibited

wide differences with regard to form and methods.

It should be made clear that Ibn Arabi was neither the first nor the last Andalusi
to express disapproval of the sometimes rather ostentatious religious bearing of
Easterners. We might, for instance, recall the biting irony with which his
contemporary Ibn Jubayr, in his Rihla, denounces the Eastern ulama's taste for
solemn procedure, and the pretension displayed in their clothes and in the
pompous appellations they assume. Journeys, trans. M.

Gaudefroy-Demombynes, Paris, 1949, p. 344.
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R. A. Nicholson (Tr.) Ali Hujwiri, Revelation of the Mystery (Kashf al-Mahjub),
Suhail Academy, Lahore, 2010, ch. 3, p. 44.
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M. Mir, Igbal, Igbal Academy Pakistan, Lahore, 1989, p. 80-81.

Dr. Manzur Ahmad, "Igbal Awr Tasawwuf", in Igbal Review, Igbal Academy
Pakistan, Lahore, Vol. I, No. 2, July, 1960; also see Muntakhab Maqalat: Igbal
Review, Igbal Academy Pakistan, Lahore, 1983, p. 35.

Igbal wrote this letter to R. A. Nicholson regarding the "Introduction" and some
of the reviews on the Secrets of the Self. It was published in The Quest, London,
October 1920-July 1921, Volume XII, pp. 484-492. See, B. A. Dar, Letters of
Igbal, Igbal Academy Pakistan, 1978, p. 147. Also see Riffat Hassan, (Ed.), The
Sword and the Scepter, Igbal Academy Pakistan, Lahore, 1977.

Said Nafisi, "Mysticism in Igbal's Poetry", Igbal Review, Vol. I, No. 1, April
1960, p. 5-9.

"Igbal, like other great mystics of Iran and Pakistan, believes that the
realisation of the self has to be followed by "resignation of the self". This
is the same as the philosophy of separation and annihilation propounded
by the Sufis. The first step is 'Self'and the last 'resignation of the Self'.....
"And there is no doubt that it is his teachings that have brought into
being the independent state of Pakistan. Pakistan, in my view, is one of
the miracles of Igbals mystic thought...."Igbal, better than anybody else,
realised this drawback of this style and once again brought back to poetry
the form, simplicity and flow of the symbolic school. For Igbal was now
addressing his message to the people of the East and the Muslims-old
and young, educated and uneducated. That is why Igbal's poetry in the
first instance awakened the people of the sub-continent and then gave a
new thrill to the Iranians. And now its influence is gradually growing

even among those people who do not understand the Persian language".

Robert Whittemore, "Igbal's Panentheism", The Review of Metaphysics, 9 (4),
June 1956: 681-699.
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