INDIVIDUAL AND SOCIETY IN
IQBAL’STHINKING

The Concept of Self and Selflessness
Dr. G.R. Sabri

In a previous paper of mine, entitled Igbal’s Relevance to the Present
World', 1 observed that some critics have superficially regarded Igbal as a
mere national poet with dogmatic religious views, while others have tried to
link him with the ideas of Nietzsche, Bergson, Goethe and Dante. A close
study of Igbal’s writings rejects these extreme views. He was neither a
nationalist in the limited meaning of the word, nor a follower of Western
philosophers. He was, above all, the product of his social and historical
environment. His imagination and philosophy were rooted in his society and
culture, and were inspired by his love for the millions of working people who
either were unable to speak for themselves or were silenced by social and
political oppression.

In this paper I shall attempt to discuss Iqbal’s idea of Asrar-i Khudi (The
Secrets of the Self), and Ruminz-i Bekhudi, (The Mysteries of Selflessness), which were
published in 1915 and 19 i8. Many books and papers by both European and
Eastern critics have been written on these works. Some have interpreted the
idea of Self in terms of Nietzsche or other philosophers, or have discussed it
on an abstract and metaphysical level detached from reality.

It seems more fruitful and imaginative, however, to examine the books
in the light of Igbal’s social background and life-experience. In this context it
will then be seen that Asrar-i Kbudi and Rumnz-i Bekbudi are neither mere
philosophical concepts nor metaphysical speculations. They are rather an
extension and expression of Igbal’s deeply-held ideas.

Igbal’s other Persian works, including Payam-i Mashrig, Zabir-i ‘Ajam,
Javid Namah and Armaghan-i Hijaz, express his social and political views. He
opposed colonialism and Western imperialism, and challenged the
philosophy of Plato and some Western philosophers who, he considered,
alienated Man from his creative Self and the world of reality. These ideas, no
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doubt, have also been expressed in his Urdu writings. In Asrar-i Khudi and
Rumiiz-i Bekhudi 1gbal develops his ideas by giving depth and a sense of
universality.

Now we come to the questions: “What is Man as an individual, and what
are the secrets of his Self?” and “What is the relationship between the
individual or Self and other men or society?”

The Secrets of the Self and The Mysteries of Selflessness are among the most
important works of Igbal. In writing them, Igbal has attempted to chase away
the clouds of mysticism and cast out the spectre of God or gods which has
hung over Man for centuries. He believed this was possible only by stressing
that Man has a creative self. The basic difference between Man and lower
creatures lies in Man’s creativity. Man creates his natural surroundings by
giving names to objects.
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[The whole of Existence is the manifestation of Self,
Whatever you see is derived from the secrets of Self.
When Self awakened itself,
It revealed the world of Imagination... .
The seed of enmity is sown in the world

And Man has become alien to himself.]”

2 Asrar-i Khudi, p. 12.
* All translation are Mine



Here “Self-awakening” and ‘Man’s becoming alien to himself” are the
key points. What does Igbal mean by “Self-awakening”? Igbal, among many
great thinkers such as Rami from the East and Blake from the West, believed
that Man is a creative being and that he creates his own surrounding world.
In other words, Man by his sense-perception receives impressions from the
material world and recreates these worldly objects in his imagination. Being
aware of the existence of such creative power in oneself is the beginning of
‘Self-awakening”. This gives Man a sense of self-identity and determination.
He brings Nature under his control, and gives meaning, colour and a name to
it Igbal, praising the creative soul of Man, and Nature as a vehicle of its
development, writes:
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[Sparks are hidden in my soul,

Mountains and fields are gateways for my wanderings.
Mingle with my ocean if you are a field,

Catch my sparks if you are Sina’t

I am given the spring of life

And made the confidant of my life.

The particle gained life from my song,

Grew wings and became a fireefly.]

33, Ihid., p. 6.



This creative self or imagination is neither the characteristic of a nation
nor a literary movement. The difference between ancient and modern writers
or between writers from so-called “developed” or “undeveloped” countries
is not a difference in the quality of the creative mind or imagination, but the
difference of objects and means of creation or production. In other words,
ancient Man had an equally creative and powerful mind and used his mind
equally well as modern Man; the difference between the two lies only in the
use of objects—an axe made from stone or steel. The Creative Self is as old
as Man. Men in caves carved or drew pictures of the Nature or world
surrounding them. In order to conquer their natural environment, they first
conquered it in their imagination. Poets animated mountains, rivers, trees,
sun, moon and stars, giving them the power that they themselves desired to
have. In his imagination the poet brings water to barren lands, and the barren
lands blossom with joy and fruit. His people are being saved from starvation
and want. He invites the people to translate his imagination into action
within society.
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[Rise and step on a different road,

Give up living in the past...

I have seen the nervous system of the universe

And the blood circulation in the veins of the moon.
For humanity I lamented many nights,

Till I have torn the veil of mysteries...

Like a moon I have brought light into this dark night
And have shed my light at the feet of my people.

I have become their songs in gardens and fields

And the fire of their hearts and fresh songs.]

Igbal suggests that, by giving up the past, Man will become a living and
creative being rather than a slave to the abstract and passive teachings of the
past. This suggestion might raise the question in our minds: Since Igbal urges
us to give up the past and step on a different road, why does he then advise
us to follow the path of Muhammad and Rami ? By urging us to give up the
past, Igbal in fact tells us not to be idol-worshippers and passive followers:
not to worship the objects, images and stories that the creative Self of men
like ourselves has created in the past. In other words, he tells us that we
should not forget that we have our creative Self and that we are living in the
reality of the present, in a different world. This is the principle that
Muhammad teaches us in the Qur’an and which Ramf stresses in his poems.
Igbal, stressing the value of Man as the successor of God on earth, writes:
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[Light your candle as Rumi did

And burn Rome in the fire of Tabriz.

There is a beloved part hidden in your heart,

Let me show it to you if you have the eyes....

The vision of Mustata (Muhammad) is in the heart of Muslim,
Our reputation stems from the name of Mustafa...

He burned down all family privileges,

His fire burned all this rubbish... .

Then, are you a lover? Be firm on the path of your friend, Till God (sky
or supernatural God) is caught in your net. Reside in the free land of the
heart,

5 Ibid., pp. 19-23.



Give up yourself and depart towards Hagq or the “Truth”.

Trust Haqq or the “Truth” and step on the way of “self,”’rely on your
creative self.

Suppress irresponsible and selfish fancies. . . .
Ask the God of the Ka’bah to cherish you,
And make you His vicegerent on earth.]

Igbal, by telling us to “rise and step on a different road” and “give up
living in the past,” is in fact urging us to rise against any sort of social
injustice and exploitation of man by man — either physical or spiritual The
elite and the privileged class, while living at leisure amid material wealth,
teach the love of Allah and the denial of worldly love. By this negation they
thwart the creative and most valuable part of Man, that is to say, the Self,
The creative Self can develop only within the material world or society, not
in a vacuum. Food and favourable living and social conditions are most
essential fir the development of Self. The creative Self loses its creativity and
fruition in an unfavourable condition.
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[All your tirednesses are the result of poverty,
The main cause of your illness is the same disease.
Poverty or need of wants steals power from great thought,
And kills the candle of creative imagination.]

Igbal believed that a human being has a creative mind by which he or
she can create images of things in the outside world, think over them and
recall them whenever he or she wishes. This creative mind or Self is perhaps
the most essential difference between animals and human beings. This

6 6, Ibid., p. 24.



creative and dynamic part is potentially in every man and is his true Self. But
Man has been alienated from his creative Self in two ways. Firstly, Man has
created his own myth and allegory, but, later on, forgetting and ignoring his
creative Self, he has allocated these mythological and allegorical tales to God
or gods.
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[The heart gradually departed from Man’s breast,

The lustre of the mirror departed from the mirror.

The mad enthusiasm for full effort is no more,

The demand for action is no more in the heatt.

The power, determination and independence have gone,

Reputation, honour, prosperity have gone.

77.Ibid., ;p. 33,



The creative iron hands lost their strength,

The hearts died and became only a graveyard.

The strength of the body wasted away and tee fear of the soul increased,
The mortal fear stole away the reserves of determination.

Hundreds of diseases appeared because of irresoluteness:

Poverty, despair and inferiority.

The alert lion fell asleep under the spell of the ram, And thought his
decline was a great refinement.|

All these have happened because Man forgot his true Self and creativity.
Igbal, like Rami, criticises mullas and priests for using these allegorical tales
for the enslavement of Man:
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[I am returning from the lesson of the Wise unhappy and disturbed,

Sometimes the world on top of me and sometimes I on top of the
world.

Here is neither winking of the wine-giver nor is there a word of lover,
I am returning from the feast of Mu/ld and Sifi very sad,
A time will come that your Elect will peed me,

Because I am a man front the desert who is coming to visit the king
without fear].

Islam, which originally rose against idol-worshipping and against all sorts
of privileges, turned later on to idol-worshipping by ignoring human
creativity. Social and philosophical systems have played an important role in
this process. The Greek philosophy which kept Europe asleep until the
fourteenth century had found its way among Muslim religious thinkers. Plato,
for example, negated the world by his metaphysical and abstract teachings.
Muslim philosophers and scientists, such as Abu ‘Ali Sina’, Razi and al-
Biruani, stressed the importance of the material world and human experience,
and created scientific and cultural advancement between the ninth and the
thirteenth centuries. All this was gradually forgotten, and Muslims turned to
the dream-world of Plato and the empty world of passive Sufism Thus
Muslims, whose knowledge had given ideas and inspiration to Western
thinkers in the seventeenth century, became beggars of knowledge at the
doors of others. Criticising Muslims who lost their identity by following the
abstract ideas of others and gathering crumbs of knowledge from other
people’s doors, Igbal writes in Asrar-i Khudi:
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[Do not seek enthusiasm from ready-made knowledge,
Do not seek of “Truth” from the cup of the faithless...
Ready-made knowledge is the veil of great imagination,

It is idol-worshipper, idol-seller and idol-maker.]
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[The philosopher Plato, the ancient monbk,

Was one of the flock of old sheep...
He cast such an invisible spell through his teachings,

Which killed the power of hands, eyes and ears.]
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[Platonic love is based on passive reason,

Your reason will be cured by its destruction. |
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10 Thid., p. 34.
11 Tbid., p. 78.
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[O beggar of crumbs from the tables of others,
You are seeking your own goods from the shops of others.
The Muslim’s feast is lit by the light of others,
His mosque is lit by the flames of the temple...
Ka’bah ot Mecca flourishes with our idols,
Non-Muslims are laughing at our Islam.
The Shaikh has lost his Islam by idol-worshipping,
And his beads are made of gunnar”...

His heart has become alien to /a-zlah,

12 Tbid., p. 78-79.
13 The Christian’s or Jew’s girdle, distinguishing him from a Muslim.



And he has created idols from his caprices.
Every man with long hair becomes a suff,

Alas for these traders in religion.

He is travelling with his followers day and night,
But is unaware of the people’s needs.]

Igbal is not against religion, science or learning, but against the use of
these in opposition to human values and interests. He believed that religion,
science, law, literature and all sorts of learning must be based on the
understanding and knowledge of human values. In other words, religion,
science, law and literature must have a moral and human commitment. In

Asrar-i Khudi Iqbal writes:
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[Gaining information about knowledge and science is not the only end,
The buds and flowers cannot replace the meadow,
But knowledge ought to be a means for the security of life,

It ought to be the means of self-assertion.

Y Asrar-i Khudi, pp. 17-18.



Knowledge and science grew and rose with life,

They were born and brought up with human existence...
We live by recreation of ends,

We shine by the light of desire.]

Igbal’s desire and aim were to create society and protect its interests
rather than to use knowledge for his limited and selfish interests. When he
attacks philosophers like Plato, and the elite, he attacks abstract knowledge
and the irresponsible nature of the knowledge which is used by the ruling
class to teach love, affection, brotherhood, justice and democracy which they
do not put into practice.
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[The creative Self is extinguished within you like a candle,

What is the use of sky-wandering imagination ?|
1
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[You have hung the science of truth on your neck,
But you have lost your faith for a piece of bread.]
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[Are you a Muslim? Be free from this gunnar
And become a candle in the feast of free people.]

Igbal believed that Man is not free but that he should be free. This
freedom takes place in society and within the individual. Freedom of Self, as
we pointed out before, is freedom from intellectual or spiritual enslavement;

15 Thid., p. 67.
16 Thid., p. 76.
17 Thid., p. 81.



secondly, freedom from hostility and terror which exist within society:
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[The seed of enmity is sown in the world
And Man has become alien to himself.]

How is it that Man, we might ask, who, according to Igbal, is originally a
creative man, becomes alien to his true Self and others? Igbal believed that
error, enmity, is created within society but that Hagqg or the creative Self is
eternal. In other words, every man is born potentially with a creative self, but
not every man is born in the same social condition of life. The Self develops
in its own particular social circumstances. In this development and self-
awakening there are two possibilities on two kinds of Self: (1) a limited and
egoistic Self, (2) an unlimited and prophetic or prolific Self. The limited Self
sees only himself, that is to say, only his own limited impressions. He
associates self-awakening only with certain individuals who, in terms of
Nietzsche, can be supermen. Such a limited Self finally dies in its cocoon of
individualism. This is the beginning of alienation from oneself and of tyranny
over others.

The unlimited Self, after awakening, casts out its limited and selfish
memories or “dead bones” by joining a bigger Self or society. Thus, the Self
is formed within society; and one Self is limited and selfish and the other Self
unlimited and selfless. We must now act ourselves. To what kind of social
Self did Igbal belong? Igbal has answered this question in a letter to his son
Javid Igbal. He writes:

“A rich man’s ways are not mine

I am a fakir,

My advice is: do not sell your selthood;
Find your fulfilment even in poverty.”

Igbal’s self-identity is rooted in the fakir class rather than in that of the

18 Thid., p. 12.



Lords, or khassan (the ruling class). Igbal’s Rumuz-i-Bekhudi is the
expression of this kind of social outlook, which clearly defines the role of a
poet, a prophet and a leader as an individual in society. The people are the
source of strength and inspiration for such an individual:
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[For the individual the bond with the masses is a blessing,

The maturity of his essence is from the people.

Be as close to the masses as you can,

Be a supporter of freedom-fighters.

Give up yourself to the masses as &bair al-bashar or Muhammad has said:
Only Satan is separated from the masses.]

The interests of prophets or true leaders are not separated from the
masses. Prophets serve the people but Satan rejects the will or the interests
of the people. It is interesting to note that the personality of the prophet and
of Satan, which is described in the Qur’an, should be observed and
understood in the social context.

Igbal’s idea of the individual and society is not one of a superficial link.
It is based on the essential needs of life and the unity of the interests of the
individual and society. The individual cannot be free unless he sees that his
interests and freedom are identical with those of the whole of society.
Otherwise individual freedom without the whole of society is the freedom of
the jungle. In other words, individualism, the ignoring of the interests and
love of the masses, leads to chaos in thought and action which eventually can

19 Thid., pp. 97-98.



turn against the people. Iqbal writes in Rumiz-i Bekbudi:
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[The individual gains his respect from the people
And society receives law and order from individuals.
When the individual dissolves himself among the masses,
The expanse-seeking drop becomes a sea... .
The isolated individual is heedless of basic issues,
His power of imagination leads him to chaos.]

Nietzsche is an example of such an individual.

Igbal believed that if a man is truly aware of Hagg or human value, he
never rests from giving life and hope to the masses. He destroys their fears
and doubts by laying stress on action and human creativity or work:
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[When fear and doubt die and action gains life,

Then the eyes see the essence of the universe.

20 Ibid., pp. 98-99.
21 Ibid., pp. 105



When the position of the common man becomes secure,

He turns a clay bowl into Jam-i Jam.]
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[He breaks the bonds from the slave’s feet,

And rescues him from the cords.

And he tells him, “You are not a slave any longer;

You are no longer looked upon as less than these dumb idols.”
Finally he leads him towards his aim

And replaces his bondage by principle or faith.

He teaches him the meaning of Tawhid again,

Teaches him what he needs and how to achieve it.]

Igbal’s nationalism is neither an emotional one in the superficial
meaning of the term, nor a limited one. He believed that a nation is formed
above all by the unity of material and cultural interests. And when he frees
his people from exploitation, this freedom is not the end but a beginning for
the freedom of other oppressed nations. For this reason Igbal is regarded as
a revolutionary Muslim poet who believed in one race and one interest, that
is, the human race and human interest:

22 Ibid., pp. 103-04.
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[A nation is formed by the unity of hearts or of interests,

The light of Sina’1 is a manifestation of this.

The people must he united in their vision and thinking,

The essence of their aim must be one.

Their basic interest or desire must be essentially one,

The standard of moral good and bad must be the same.

If there is no desire of Hagg or “Truth” in the song of your thought,
Then such a thought is impracticable]

What is the use of seeking the origin of a nation in a home? What is the
use of worshipping water and land? In other words, only by the unity of
hearts, deeds and interests does a nation become creative, productive and
powerful.
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[We became brothers because of one natural resources,

We chose one language, one heart and one soul.]

23 Ibid., pp. 106-07.
24 Ibid., p. 107.



This is realism, this is the social outlook of Igbal and his true “Self”.





