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Most of you have heard of Iqbal with epithets such as 'a great Thinker', 

'a great Philosopher.' It is not my purpose to wean you from these popular 

appellations, but I am going to put before you a proposition that might 

appear novel to some of you: 

If Iqbal was a Thinker and a Philosopher, he was more, much more — a 

Seer. 

Not that being a Thinker is anything derogatory. Only, a Seer is the rarer 

phenomenon. 

This brings us to the important question: what is the difference between 

a Seer and a Thinker? A Thinker thinks things out. He tries to go to their 

roots. He explains their causes and points to the result of those causes, so 

that men's actions are rationalized. This rationalizing certainly makes a 

Thinker reach sound results and this rationalized, critical thinking is 

admittedly a great factor in the progress of civilization. Civilization is 

admittedly at its highest where thinking is critical, untrammelled and 

rationalized. Yet civilizations seldom spring up merely as a result of such 

thinking. They are more often brought about by a Seer whose actions and 

musings at the moment do not seem rational and understandable. 

Civilizations have oftener been brought about by dreamers. Well might 

Alexandre Kuprin say in the words of his prototype Platonov in YAMA: 

 ............. There will come a writer of geniuswho will absorb within himself 

all the burdens of his life and will cast them forth to us in the form of 

simple, fine and deathlessly-caustic images. And we shall all say: Why, 

now, we, ourselves, have seen and known all this, but we could not even 

suppose that this is so horrible! In this coming artist I believe with all my 

heart". 



Kuprin is here of course speaking of a particular social evil but the thesis 

applies in the case of any writer of genius, any artist, any seer. 

The world needs that Leader of Truth whose eye would rock the world-

thought like an earthquake. 

High vision; Heart-bracing speech; Life full of fire; this is all the 

equipage for the Leader of the caravan. 

It is in this sense that I use the word Seer. You can call him an artist, but 

you will have to conceive this word not in the ordinary, routine sense of 

today, but as an artist who has the rare gift of seeing through glasses which 

have not been worn out by use: to see things in their original, pristine glory, 

and to have the ability, I should say, the genius, to depict those things, 

whether through words or through line and colour, so that the same images 

of things are conjured up in the mind of his (the Seer's) reader, (or viewer), as 

the Seer saw himself. It is in that sense that Iqbal was an artist. And it is in 

that sense that he was a poet. Not in the ordinary sense in which the word 

poet is understood today. The Qur'an speaks in a derogatory sense of only 

those poets who used this powerful vehicle of expression for ends that were 

not meant to ennoble humanity, that were rather meant to debase human 

passions by inciting human nature to indulge too much in the debasing 



sensuousness: for, although the Qur'an says it is only the , the strayers 

from the true path, who follow the poets, it also follows this up by singling 

out only those poets who did not pursue a straight path. It is not a 

condemnation of all poets. It is, therefore, to the excepted category to whom 

my poet, or Seer, would belong. 

True, Iqbal has decried being a poet, as he says: 

Do not take my distressed voice as mere verse, for I am the knower of 

the innermost secret of the wine-shop. 

But we must not forget that it is through verse that he conveys the 

message which he "saw"; in which, in other words, he played the role of a 

Seer. For he says: 

When I am gone, they will read my verse and discover
that a self-knowing man transformed a whole world. 
Renan, the famous biographer of Jesus says that there is poetry in the 

words of a Prophet. So also is there poetry in the words of a Seer and it was 

naturally poetry (albeit technical poetry) that Iqbal used as a vehicle for 

expressing his message. Therefore, if Iqbal decried poetry it was the debased 

kind of poetry, the commonplace and the humdrum kind of poetry. 



He wants from me the tale of heart-stealing. He wants from me the 
colour and sheen of verse.

 

Hope nought from that low-hearted man who blames me with verse. 

From song to me is a far cry. The instrument of verse is just excuse: 
with verse I only call the straying camel back to the caravan. 
I therefore maintain that Iqbal was not so much a Philosopher and a 

Thinker as a Seer. A Thinker reaches results, maybe after eternities of 

rationalizing and thinking; a Seer sees those results. He does not have to reach 

them: he is there. 

Wisdom has nothing except Knowledge; thy cure is nothing but Vision. 



The Philosopher could not attain the secret of the oneness of god. To 
know that secret needs a seeing eye. 

Wisdom gave me the eye of the scholar; it is Love that 
taught me the language of the fear-nought, the rind.

Was it the blessing of Vision or the Miracle of the school of Wisdom: 
Which taught Ismail the high manners of sonship? 

The Philosopher admittedly flew high but he was not a man of courage 
or a respecter of self; he remained luckless in the secret of love. 

Although the vulture flew round in the air like the hawk, he could never 
know the taste of live game. 



Although the two fly in the same atmosphere, the worlds of the hawk 
and the vulture are worlds apart. 

At times my keen eye (of the Seer) broke into the heart of Being itself, 
while at other times it (of the Philosopher) got entangled in my own 
superstitions. 

I have no truck with either the Philosopher or the Theologian. The 
Theologian is the death of the heart and the Philosopher is the conflict 
between fear and vision. 

 

The world takes Wisdom as the Light of Life; who knows that it is also 
the Soul's Fire that burns its way into things? 

Wisdom is also Love and is not totally deprived of the taste of Vision; 



only, poor wisdom does not have that fear nought courage.

See through the eye of Love, that thou mayst find track of Him; the 
world seen through the eye of Widom is nothing but a Mirage. 
At this point I cannot do better than quote an excellent criticism on 

ART, by the great French Philosopher, HENRI BERgSON, who, in a 

digression on Art, has said in his book LAUGHTER: 

"...Could reality come into direct contact with sense and consciousness, 
could we enter into immediate communion with things and with 
ourselves, probably art would be useless, or rather we should all be 
artists, for then our soul would continually vibrate in perfect accord with 
nature... .Between nature and ourselves, nay, between ourselves and our 
own consciousness a veil is interposed: a veil that is dense and opaque 
for the common herd —  thin, almost transparent, for the artist and the 
poet ". 

Life weeps ages in the House of god and in the House of Idols; it is only 
then that from this House of Love one knower of secrets emerges. 

He alone will see this world of yesterday and tomorrow, who happens to 
possess my keenness of vision. 



Paradise. Houri and gabriel are here on this earth: only thy eye does not 
have the keenness of vision.

 

The Houri and Angels are prisoners of my imagination: my eye pierces 
Thy Light 

 

What is truth is not hidden from me: god has given me a heart which is 
knowing and seeing. 

 

This secular politics is in my ken — a hand-maid to the god of evil, 
mean of nature and dead of conscience. 

 

I have pierced the very veil of secrets but thy disease of blindness is too 
ancient to cure. 



I see this world transformed: I do not know what thine eye sees. 

 

O god ! bless my breast with a heart that knows: give me an eye that sees 
intoxication in the wine. 

 

Both the worlds can be seen through the wine-jar that I have: where is 
the eye that sees the spectacle that I have. 
According to Bergson, we do not see things as they are in reality. We 

only see what is useful for us to remember things by. In other words we do 

not see actual, individual things themselves: in most cases we confine 

ourselves to reading, so to speak, the labels affixed to them. Then comes 

along an Artist between whom and his consciousness the veil interposed is 

thin and almost transparent. He not only sees reality in its individuality, in the 

original harmony of line and colour in which it exists in reality, irrespective of 

our utility recognition; he depicts it, if he is a poet, in words which bring the 

original image of reality to our consciousness, and we perceive ourselves 

transported to a different world from that which we see around us. The sense 

of wonder comes upon us, as though the Creater was saying to us: "What has 

happened to your senses? Why have they been dulled? Why are they 

receiving blurred images of the things of beauty which I created for you to 



see and wonder at, and exalt My name?" This is the sense of wonder that, for 

instance, the Qur'an arouses when it says: 

“And do they not see how the camel has been created, and how the skies 
have been raised, and how the mountains have been stood, and how the 
earth has been spread !” 
This is also the sense of wonder which ghalib tries to arouse in us, albeit 

for a fleeting moment, when he says: 

 

When there is no one but Thee, then what is all this fuss, O God? 

Who are these fairies and what is blandishment ? 

 

Why are these amber locks curled: What is this gazelle-like eye? 

 

Whence the rose and the greenery; what are the clouds and the air ? 



Not only does a Seer see reality in its original, pristine shape; he even 

fills out, for the clarity and effectiveness of his image, details which were 

originally not perhaps there; and for this a Seer does not have to be a man 

experienced in the ways of the world. He only looks within himself. Ex 

hypothesi, if he had to look out for seeing reality, he would be a Thinker not a 

Seer. He only looks within himself and sees what he sees. Here again I should 

like to quote Bergson:

"Poetic imagination is but a fuller view of reality. If the characters 
created by a poet give us the impression of life, it is only because they 
are the poet himself — a multiplication or division of the poet, — the 
poet plumbing the depths of his own nature in so powerful an effort of 
inner observation that he lays hold of the potential in the real, and takes 
up what nature has left as a mere outline or sketch in his soul in order to 
make of it a finished work of art."

This is Iqbal's or Self, or Ego. This  is an important element 

in the system of reality which Iqbal saw and rendered into verse. 

Verse upon verse can be quoted in support of this seeing, this , and I 

am only contenting myself with quoting a few more: —  

Vision is not that which knows the red from the yellow: Vision is that 
which is inuependent even of the sun and the moon. 



Until thy eye sees the truths of life, thy mirror will not be able to stand 
the blow of the stone. 

 

The world does not hide its happenings; it is the uncleanliness of thy 
heart and of thy eye which is thy veil. 

 

Is this the be-all and end-all of the new world: a bright brain, an insolent 
eye, but a black heart? 

 

Row the boat of thy heart and thy eye safely; the moon and the stars arc 
whirlpools in the sea of Being.

 

The affairs of the world are seen transformed, if the seeing is 
accompanied by the vision of life. 

 



With this eye my fear-free love is teaching every particle the manners of 
desert-roaming. 

 

 

If thou hast not the vision of love, then thy being is merely a dissipation 
of the heart and the eye. 

 

If thy eye is clean, thy heart is clean: for god has made the heart the 
follower of the eye. 

 

Universe-conquering passion does not arise in the heart if the eye does 
not first produce the manner universal.

 

If I am a beggar, it is of Thee that I beg whatever I want: touch thou the 
heart of a mountain with the leaf of my being. 

 



The lesson of the Philosophers has given me a headache, for I have 
been brought up only in the lap of the eye that sees. 

 

From a man who knew, this secret came into my heart: from the 
beloved, a loving blandishment is more effective than a loving word.

See me because thou seest not the like of me in India — descended 
from the line of Brahmins but the knower of the secret of Rum and 
Tabriz. 

What is this world but the idol-place of my vanity. Its brilliance is 
nought but the product of my own wakeful eye. 

 

Being and non-Being is from my seeing and from my non-seeing. 
Whether it is Time or Space, all is but the result of my own perception. 

 



I see in this old dust the diamond of life. I see every atom looking upon 
us like a star. 

The grain which is yet in the lap of the earth, I see it youthful and 
bearing fruit on every branch.

 

I see the mountain as a straw, waif-like and rootless, and I see the straw 
like a mountain, heavy and rooted. 

 

A revolution that cannot be contained in the heart of the Heavens, I see 
and do not know why I see it.

Love is all seeing, from the deliciousness of seeing. Beauty wishes to be 
known and known it shall be.

 

The spring has only put the scattered leaves together. It is my eye which 
has given the poppy colour and sheen.



 

Look into thyself: why dost thou complain against the world ? If thy eye 
becomes different, thy world will become different. 
It only remains for me to say a word on whether a Seer knows that he is a 

Seer. Why is he able to answer all questions put to him without thinking and 

rationalizing? Because he is seeing the reality. He is seeing it in its pristine 

glory. He has seen the original outline of colour and line which the Creator 

created to charm and enchant mankind. He sees god's signs. He does not 

have to think. He has the sixth sense. A Philosopher, even if he eventually 

knows as much as a Seer knows to start with, will still fall short of the role of 

the Seer: the Philosopher will not be able to arouse in his hearers the same 

image which the Seer will, through his beautiful words, through his 

spectacles. The Philosopher will take long to explain things to his hearers in 

commonplace language, and the images he will create will still be images of 

the things blurred and not of the things orginal and pristine. A Philosopher 

will not convince the way a Seer will. 

In the end I must re-emphasize what I said in the beginning. I do not 

wish to deny that Iqbal was a great Thinker. Indeed he was. The personality 

of even a Seer is a multiple one. No one is a Seer twentyfour hours, or a 

Thinker twentyfour hours. A Seer sees and this very act leads him to ponder, 

and pondering, he further sees. Seeing and thinking are not mutually 

exclusive. All I say is that Seeing in Iqbal outweighed his Thinking — he was 

in his essence a Seer, not a Thinker. 

While on this point, I must, refer to something which is sometimes 

averred in certain quarters: namely, that Iqbal got his philosophy from the 

aggressive Philosophers of the West, like Nietzsche. Admittedly he learnt 

much in the West. He certainly learnt the modern way of thinking, wherever 



he has done thinking. And why not ? Knowledge is not Eastern or Western, 

and in any case, the West itself had, only a few centuries back, borrowed, not 

only the way of thinking but the content of that thinking, from the Eastern 

Arabs, all ready-made. 

But can the following verses for instance, ever have been taken from 

Nietzsche. 

 

If thou canst not pardon, rise and have it out with thy enemy. 

 

Do not make thy breast a battle-ground of grudge: do not pour vinegar 
into the honey of thy being. 

And, again, those who say that the concept of  "hawk", has been 

taken from the West, should remember that the which Iqbal held up as 

a model was not every  but only that which has the freedom of the 

Aerial atmosphere. 

 



Take it from me that the crow of the wilderness is better than the hawk 
which has been trained on the hand of a King. 
Iqbal indeed was the knower of the innermost secret of the wine shop 

of nature,  and it is the light with which he saw this secret 

that he wished to be universal. 

 

O God! give the youths my sigh of the morning; give these young hawks 
my wings. 
My wish is merely this: make the light of my eye universal. 

I have merely thrown up an idea to those who have devoted their lives 

to the study of a great mind and it is for them to work on this aspect of Iqbal 

and test the truth of this idea — or throw it away. 

I must now close on Iqbal's own idea of the coming of the Seer.

 

The drooping (self-seeing) narcissus weeps thousands of years on its 
lightlessness: it is only then that the garden produces a Seer. 


