
IQBAL'S THOUGHT ON ECONOMIC 

                         DEVELOPMENT 
 

Muzaffar Hussain 

 

The function of art is to transmute ideas into sentiments so that they can 

be infected to other people without rigour. Art and poetry are therefore 

media of complete and unhindered communication which are used as 

cultural tools to create and sustain a social mood for establishing a 

community of experience. This is why art and poetry are often employed for 

the inculcation of cultural values as through them the values are easily 

assimilated and become part of personality immediately. In view of the 

formative influences of art and poetry on the spirit of a people, their role in a 

nation-building, and programmes of economic development cannot be 

ignored. It is not well realized that a psychological climate must be created 

before any drama of development is staged. Iqbal is keenly aware of the 

constructive role of art and poetry in the overall development of a nation. 

"The spiritual' health of a people," says he, "largely depends on the kind of 

inspiration which their artists and poets receive. 

He, therefore, attaches great importance to the poets and the life-quality 

of the inspiration received by them. In his view spiritual health enables a 

people to conquer nature and muster material power." From the view point 

of art he regards only that type of inspiration as genuine, which synthesizes 

Beauty with Power. "To seek what is scientifically called adjustment with 

nature is to recognize her mastery over the spirit of man. Power comes from 

resisting her stimuli and not from exposing ourselves to their action. 

Resistance of 'What is' with a view to create 'what ought to be' is health and 

life. All else is decay and death. Both God and man live by perpetual 



creation." Life is thus an idealistic enterprise and an creative activity. 

Elucidating his concept of a true artist he says: 

The artist who is blessing to mankind defies life. He is an associate of 

God and feels the contact of Time and Eternity in his soul. In the words of 

Fichte, he sees all Nature full, large and abundant as opposed to him who 

sees all things thinner, smaller and emptier than they actually are."66 

Philosophy of Change and Power 

Iqbal idealizes power; so much so that he visualizes God as Power and 

eulogizes the 'powerful man'. Defining his concept of the powerful man he 

says: 

"The powerful man creates environment, the feeble have to adjust 

themselves to it."67 Through the human assimilation of Divine attributes the 

powerful man is infused with infinite aspiration and through the realization 

of his aspirations he attains the status of God's representative on earth. To 

win such a position under the Heaven he must create a new physical and 

social environment, or, in other words he should strive to bring the 'God's 

kingdom on earth. 

Iqbal is the prophet of change and his yearning for change assumes 

almost a passionate fervour Change is a key-word in his philosophic system 

and poetic flourishes. In his world-view, change is a permanent phenomenon 

in the Universe. 
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Nothing is at rest in Nature Permanence is only for change 
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And speaking of the human individual he says: 
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So change-loving a nature was betowed on me 

That I could not be at rest under the heaven 

In the-life of society, too, it is the change and the capacity for incessant 

struggle which bestows on it life and virility: 
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A life bereft of revolution is nothing short of death, For in revolutionary 

struggle lies the life of nations. 
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The cardinal sign of living nations Lies in their ever-changing destinies 
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Cultural Approach to the Problem of Poverty 

One of the very basic changes which Iqbal yearned to bring in the 

Muslim society was the eradication of poverty from the masses. He had a 

great repugnance for poverty and economic backwardness, and loathed it. 
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Were it possible that every individual is rid of the bane of poverty? 

Can't it be that the harrowing sobs and groans of those who rot 

unnoticed in the lanes could be silenced from the world for good. 

However, his approach in dealing with the problem of poverty was 

determined by the Islamic cultural pattern according to which life must be 

regarded as a unity. In contradistinction to Sensate and Ideational cultures, 

the Islamic culture insists on reciprocal relationship between economy and 

morality. In Sensate culture the supreme object of life is pleasant thrill 

whereas in Ideational culture passive contemplation is the highest ideal. In 

the idealistic culture of Islam, however, the highest ideal is the creation of a 

society free from fear and want and in this perspective the eradication of 

poverty from the society becomes the highest virtue of man prompted by 

love of God. "While the early Christians glorified in poverty and 

unworldliness", says Iqbal, "Islam looks on poverty as a vice". A society 

steeped in abject poverty cannot participate in higher cultural activities which 
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are so essential for the development of the transcendental aspects of human 

personality. Says Iqbal: 
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The malady of poverty is inimical to man's spiritual faculties. 
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Poverty stunts human potentialities. Sometimes, it tarnishes his soul to 

the extent of completely eliminating the difference between his existence and 

extinction as a moral and cultural entity. 

75

You know full well that poverty is the source of all crimes. If this persis 

tins evil could be eradicated, the world would become a model of Paradise. 

 

Taking moral-cum-economic view of the problem of poverty he 

emphasizes the vital relationship between the economy and morality. 
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Ethics discusses those subjects which are connected with the 

achievement of highest human ideals; while economics takes into account 

only those activities which lead to the attainment of ordinary goals of life. It 

can be inferred that in order to under-stand man's ordinary goals properly 

these should be looked in the perspective of moral values. For example, 

food, clothing and shelter are essential for our life. Their value depends upon 

the value of those objectives which are achieved through them. But the 

importance of the ordinary goals of life can only be under-stood if we 

consider them in the light of the highest ideals of life. Study of Ethics is, 

thus, necessary for full comprehension of economics. But most of the 

authors have not realized this fact with the result that wealth in itself became 

the highest objective, irrespective of highest values of life. This caused 

inordinate delay in the realization of cultural values and love and lust for 

money became rampant. 

The real worth of a thing depends upon its efficacy in the realization of 

the highest ideals of life. Stated otherwise, the real value of a thing can only 

be adjudged in cultural perspective. Take the example of wealth. If it does 

not help achieve our highest ideals of life it is nothing but useless."76 

He strongly believed in the reciprocally of morality and economics. In 

his view both had a symbiotic relationship in which the ethical factor plays a 

vital role in economic motivations. Says he, "If we want to turn out good 
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working men, good shop-keepers, good artisans and above all good citizens, 

we must first make them good Muslims."77 

Iqbal regards the world of matter as subservient to man in the realisation 

of his social goals 
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The destination of Momin is beyond Heavens, 

From the Earth to the highest galaxy are the idols of Lat-O-Manat. 
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This blue vault, named as the sky, 

Is nothing before the determination of man 

Above your head it is known as the sky, 

Underneath the wings this very sky is named as Earth. 
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Subjugated to you are these clouds, 

This cupola of the skies, this silent void. 

These mountains, these deserts, these oceans, these winds. 
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Heretofore thou looked on them as if these are manipulated by the 

angels. 

Henceforth thou art to manipulate them according to thine own designs. 

The obstruction of the world of matter in the realization of human 

ideals in fact an incentive for struggle and a favourable circumstance for the 

development of his self. According to the teachings of the Holy Quran, the 

universe that confronts us is not 'Batil' (Jbtl); it has its uses and the most 

important use of it is that in our efforts to overcome the obstructions offered 

by it we "sharpen our insight and prepare ourselves for an insertion into what 

lies below the surface of phenomenon coming closer to God" for, "it is the 

power and capture over the concrete which enables us to go beyond the 

concrete.81 Iqbal therefore suggests: 

"The world of matter which confronts the self as its 'other' is an 

indispensable obstruction which forces our being into fresh formation."82 

Men of Action of Practical Attitude 

Practical attitude therefore, gets an extremely important place in the 

philosophic system of Iqbal because it is through the con-quest of natural 

environment that the human self grows to attain its higher spiritual positions. 

In this context, Iqbal regards action as the "highest form of contemplation" 

which produces its results every moment. 
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Such is the law of Nature; such is the style of Nature, The man of action 

is the beloved of Nature. 
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Thou stand right in the midst of the Day of Judgement. Bring forth 

record of good actions, if thou has Lany. 
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The free men have a thousand errands to perform in this world, 

Through their love for action the nations are organized. 

Iqbal deplores and laments a human specimen who does not act for the 

realization of ideals: 
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The man of action is non-existent, merely breathing creatures exist. 

He strongly denounces such knowledge which does not invoke action. 

He therefore condemns all such literature and philosophy which do not lead 

to action: 
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O Ignorant! Literature and Philosophy are naught,  

Struggle is essential for the acquisition of skills. 
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The voiceless melodies of Polemics, Spell death for motivation and 

action. 

For him firm conviction is the elixer of life and only such philosophies 

which are inspired by strong convictions and emanate into action are worthy 

of note: 
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Letters become uninspiring and action a medley of confusion, When a 

nation is devoid of firm convictions. 

90

 
New worlds are born-of new ideas. Bricks and stones do not create new 

worlds. 

But both conviction and action emanate from high ideals and lofty 

objectives which are held supreme in life. 
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Enthused and inspired to soar high, 

Even a tiny particle can conquer the moon and the sun. 

A nation inspired by high ideals cannot rest contented with the 

prevailing situation and must therefore work incessantly to change and 

mould its environment according to its needs. Motivated by the urge to bring 

into being an ideal social order with a view to seek the pleasure of God, a 

momin is never at rest. He has to conquer the whole world. He has to 

manipulate the physical environment in order to make it more productive 

and create a social environment free from fear and want. A continuing 

revolution is thus a life mission: 
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Idleness is the pastime of the slaves 

The free have not a moment of leisure in the world. 

He therefore exhorts man to wage a continuous struggle against an 

imperfect universe which has to be perfected through his own efforts. He 

must create his own environment. 
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Excelsior Overcome Himalayan obstacles 

Mitigate the magic of Time and Space 

Many a world are yet to be born 

The essence of belong is not barren 

Everything awaits thine invasion, and 

Thine dashing ideas and action 

Thou are the conquerer of the worlds of the beautiful and the ugly What 

a glorious life has been bestowed on thou. 

Iqbal's poetry is thus a message of hope and confidence, will and 

determination aroused by high ideals. In one sentence his entire philosophy 

can be summed up as under: 

"The higher the ideal the more strenuous the effort, the more strenuous 

the effort the more sedulous the action, the more sedulous the action the 

more positive the results." 
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The elixir of life is available in this very world, 

The only condition is that thou developeth a crave for it. 
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Hail determination to swim, The ocean is boundless 
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If he willeth, he can refashion this worldly garden, Man bath been 

blessed with wisdom, vision and-power. 

It will thus be seen that the intellectual and emotional climate created by 

Iqbal's poetry is highly conducive to the popularization of the ideology of 
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economic progress. His philosophic visions and poetic flourishes have a 

special appeal for our masses. These characteristics of Iqbal's art and thought 

make his message exceedingly relevant to economic development. It can be 

used to spearhead all developmental efforts as it enables us to grasp the 

cultural rationale of economic achievement and creates a social mood in 

people without which no economic progress can be made. 

 


