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ABSTRACT

The present study focuses on the thoughts of 20"
century French writer and aviator Saint Exupéry
encompassing his views on the nuances of
resurrection and spirituality based on his critique on
modernity. The arguments of this paper are based on
his master piece novella The Little Prince — the widely
read book of French literature with translations in
more than 250 languages. In its comparative
dimension, the critique of Muhammad Igbal, the 20"
century poet-philosopher, is also elaborated to
expose how mankind has lost its spirituality and
ethics in this modern world. Whereby the modern life
indicates the technological advancement and
scientific progress, it also mirrors the disregard of
spiritual aspect of human life crushed by science and
technology. Saint Exupéry develops a critique on the
modern world, science and technology at the time
when the same technology is being used to defend
the frontiers across the world through World Wars.
The character of the little prince visiting this world
highlights the spiritual, philosophical and ethical
vacuum in which we are actually living. On a
comparative note, Igbal’s poetic works with regard to
the critique on the modern world further support the
dearth of spirituality and ethics. His critique on
modernity and industrialized society expounds the
void between the secular and sacred dimensions of
the modern world. The study thus seeks to examine
how Saint Exupéry and Igbal view the modern
soclety as unspiritual, profane and materialistic. It
also explores the alternatives that the two thinkers
highlight vis-a-vis the modern rational thought and
the sacred destiny of mankind.



s an introduction to the topic, I would like to quote André

Gide, the French Nobel laureate, “Sowvent une grande idée n'a pas
assez d’un seul home pour l'exprimer, pour l'excagérer tout entiere; un grand home
nly suffit pas; il faut que plusienrs s’y emploient, reprennent cette idée
premicre...”)]

Quite often one single man is not enough to express a great idea,
to describe it in its entirety; one great man does not suffice; several
(great men) must work over it, represent and refract that basic idea in
order to expose its real and original beauty.

In the same context, the present paper is an attempt to expound
upon the thoughts of 20" century French author Antoine de Saint
Exupéry by drawing upon his literary and philosophical masterpiece
Le Petit Prince — the Little Prince that he wrote in early 40’s. This was
the time when he was serving as a reserve military pilot and had to
spend a couple of years in the United States after the fall of France
during the Second World War.” The manuscript, illustrated by Saint
Exupéry himself in water colours, highlights the quest for life’s
meaning with its real values and morals. One of the most thought
provoking themes evoked by Saint Exupéry in this novella is the
critique on modernity and the increasing trend of dehumanizing
civilization of the present age that points out directly at the loss of
ethics and spirituality in the modern society. In a symbolic yet simple
way Saint Exupéry focuses on the growing deficiencies of the ever
expanding technological efficiencies thus highlighting the essentials
of life that are totally lacking in the modern industrialized and
machine dominated society. His following quote suffices to prove
the fundamental and indispensable role of spiritual and ethical aspect
of life : On ne voit bien qu'avec le canr. 1. essentiel est invisible pour les yenx.”
"One sees clearly only with the heart. What is essential is invisible to
the eye."

Using a variety of characters in this long fable, Saint Exupéry
paints the modern society that is heading towards a yet greater
chaotic order. Apparently he relies heavily upon his own experiences
as an aviator and imitates his own role by creating the character of
Author who, stranded in the Sahara desert with his airplane
breakdown, meets the little Prince who has come from a small
asteroid in space and is in search of wisdom and the real meaning of
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life. At the onset of the story, what appears to be a young innocent
child in the guise of the little prince, full of queries about this life on
earth, is revealed later on — as one enters the intrigue of the novel —
to be a mentor and guide for the Author. The questions that he asks
from the Author do not really imply a response rather they have an
eye opening role for the reader. These short dialogues between the
little Prince and the Author clearly demonstrate that Saint Exupéry
condemns materialism and underlines the need of morals and values
in human life.

During the little prince’s journey from his home planet to Earth
till he meets the Author, we see him conversing with different
characters on the planets and asteroids that he comes across.
Through these characters Saint Exupéry develops his critique on the
modern scientific world: each character, symbolic in nature,
constitutes a satite on the modern thought. This leads us to
formulate a central thesis: while modern man focuses on concrete
things, his predecessors were conscious of the value of abstract
thoughts. One can thus see, within the same paradigm, the focus of
modern man on objective rationality while ignoring the spiritual
reality — the essence of life. Through a few examples from Le pesit
prince, one can depict Saint Exupéry’s critique on modern civilisation
and on the redefining of moral values, ethics and essentials of life
according to the modern scientific rational thought :

Aspect of Character / | Reference Comments | Alternativ
modernity symbol of the e
criticized by used event visualized
Saint by Saint
Exupéry Exupéry
Exertion of King who Labeling Dignity, self | Respect for
authority and loved to give | Prince’s esteem and | individual
lust to orders actions as self respect | uniqueness
dominate and King’s ruled out and
rule the world orders freedom
Technology: Authot’s Author Loss of Honoring
Linear airplane preferred spirituality real values
approach in repairing of life:
scientific his airplane spirituality
progress ignoring and ethics

Prince’s

miseries
Quantification: | Businessman | Vicious Loss of Putsuit of
Reducing and Adults: cycle of quality in all | quality
knowledge to | who always counting aspects of
numbers and need figures the stars life; the
statistics and numbers most

to essential
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understand things in life
cannot be
counted —
love, beauty,
faith,
innocence,
wisdom,
Pursuit of Grown ups Example of | Wealth Preservatio
money grown ups | honoured; n of real
putsuing Self ignored | values that
worldly are durable,
titles everlasting
and
independen
t of
material
world
Exclusive Fox; “One can Spiritual Truth can
material gain Geographer; | see truly growth be seen
as life’s main only with excluded only
objective the heart. leading to through
What is decaying heart.
essential is humanity
invisible to
the eye.”
Defining Rose Caprices of | Modern Realization
money as the the rose, man has lost | of the real
real wealth rejecting the sense of | essence of
Prince’s real wealth | love,
love in life knowledg,
wealth, and
time
Ignoring the Pills’ Pills that Saving time | Realization
worth of time | Merchant replace to waste it | of the real
meals and more essence of
save time time
Emphasis on Turkish Rejected his | Honouring | Emphasis
physical Astronomer | claim in superficial on
appearance as Turkish layer while knowing
a sign of dress but rejecting the | the
knowledge accepted inner reality: | philosophy
the same basis of of life and
when he racism true love
got dressed
in
Buropean

Saint Exupéry declares : « ...7/ n'y a gu’un seul probleme, un seul, de par
le monde. Rendre aux hommes une signification spirituelle. »* There is only one
problem, one alone, in this world. To give a spiritnal meaning to man.
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The image of spirituality witnessed in Saint Exupéry’s thought
thus seems to play a pivotal role in the thematic construction of his
texts. The reader can easily elucidate his philosophy of life through
the following quotation: « Mais n'espere rien de I'homme s'il travaille ponr
sa propre vie et non pour son éternité. ¥’ But don’t expect anything from man if
he strives for his own life and not for his eternity. The morals, ethics and the
spiritual aspects of life are hence envisioned by Saint Exupéry as
life’s most essential part. The departure of the prince from this Earth
undoubtedly culminates in a sort of resurrection for the prince,
hereby proving the concept of eternity in Saint-Exupéry’s thoughts.

Saint Exuperian point of view regarding eternity and eternal life
of man leads us to other great thinkers who have articulated their
ideas in this regard. For the comparative axis of this study, we would
like to refer to the poetic works of Muhammad Igbal, the 20"
century poet philosopher of the Sub-continent, who is known for
promulgating his philosophical concept of khudi. The critique on
modernity in Igbal’s thought encompasses various characteristics of
the modern scientific world and rational thought in a yet more
stringent manner. Just to quote a few examples, his poems _Airplane,
The Wisdom of the West, Civilization, The Tavern of the West, Bookworm, A
Message to the West, etc. in his book entitled Payamr-e-Mashrig — Message
from the East, constitute an interesting poetic satire on the Western
thought and civilization. The elements of critique found in Saint
Exupery’s thought are strikingly similar to those found in Igbal’s
texts. Both the thinkers have not only criticized the modern scientific
thought but also presented the alternatives for the characteristics of
modernity that they have criticized.

As mentioned earlier, the little prince’s journey is embedded with
the symbolic visits to different planets which are used as symbols for
representing the weaknesses of human beings. Such a symbolic
journey through various planets also marks an essential part of
Igbal’s philosophical poetry in his anthology published in 1932 : Javid
name, The Book of the Eternity, where one can witness Igbal travelling
through different celestial spheres in his quest for reality and self
affirmation. Through these poetic dialogues, he presents his critique
on the prevailing state of mankind, indicating the reasons that have
led to today’s dehumanized and profane society.

The following section explores various such examples of critique
of modernity in Igbal’s poetic works in correlation with the Saint-
Exupérian critical account. Each subheading marks the aspect of
modernity that is criticized by both the thinkers:
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Exertion of “Power”

Describing the little prince’s visit to a planet, Saint-Exupéry
criticizes the exertion of power, through the character of the king, to
rule over the world of his planet, rather, ironically speaking, to rule
out the respect from the world. The king wants to dominate
everything around him with his power, and his power depicts the lust
which is part of his nature. The construct of “Power” has been
explained as a substitute for dignity, self stature and respect. The
irony of life is that “Power” construct is considered to be an
exchange for the respect of a human being. The lowliness of human
nature is exposed through the actions of the King on the planet. The
uniqueness of the individual is thus compromised with the imperial
ruling Power. The single human being, who is ruling over the other
human being, mars the individuality of his fellow humans. This idea
can further be elaborated in Igbal’s words where he incorporates the
absence of conscientiousness and the death of &hud; :

S ENS IS TV - Y - I

Ty d/;.‘i m ol ey o= d/d)f
The hearts of both the East and West
Of zeal and zest are quite bereft:
One means the death of Se/fand soul,
Other deceased of conscience whole.”

M el S S8 s

Don’t know whether its flattery or reality,
If one calls an owl, the eagle of night

oy o ke S ourw g 2
eow bk S S U

They have coerced slaves for a willing slavery
They present the pretext of problems as a mere excuse.

S g 2SS Uk

Democracy is that style of government,
In which the heads are counted, not weighed.
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Intellect versus reason:

The central theme in The Little Prince emanates from this quote:
“One can see truly only with the heart. What is essential is invisible
to the eye”; the bare critique of the author over modern thought,
materialistic approach and reason is sufficient to support the
underlying philosophy that the quote portrays in its latter part, i.e.
the value of imagination and intellect. Here one witnesses the reality
of truth and the lack of spirituality in modern times that leads to the
death of human values and morals. One may witness the following
verses of Igbal who unravels the similar, though not identical,
perspective in his poetic verses :

"oun U e e d

Knowledge comes from you, gnosis from me;
You seek God, I reveal Him.

< &y S D
"k Use E’m{) = u)"’(l~ 2!

You penetrate the secret of existence,
But I see it with my eyes.

(3

Jscws g\ oy
"Ly ek n Sl b & L e
Our thinking carves a new god with each passing moment
It gets freed from one bond only to get entangled in a new one
The metaphysical perspective in Igbalian critique is profoundly
connected to the divinity in contrast to that of Saint Exupérian
critique where the latter hardly pronounces the name of God,
although the notion of divinity and the image of life after death can

be read in between the Exupérian lines; e.g. the last lines of the
novella announce, thus, the resurrection of the little prince.

Technology: Linear approach in scientific progress

According to Saint Exupéry, the upheaval in the modern era is
related to the technology and scientific progress: Prince’s misery is
that the Author prefers repairing his airplane instead of comforting
the aggrieved prince. For him, mending a material thing has more
importance than mending a broken heart. The lacking part of the
new modern air is that there are no ethics left in the modern era.
Igbal, in his criticism over the unbalance created by the ruling norms
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of the modern technology, borrows from his Iranian predecessor,
Sa’adi:

G £ L K

J
T S A R

Have you solved the affairs of the world?

That you have started flying in the sky?

This linear approach of the contemporary modern age has
resulted in the loss of spirituality, dignity, honour and self esteem,
leaving no possibility for man to transcend. Igbal, therefore, lays
emphasis to disenchant this superficial world, to surpass its shallow
image of colors for the quest of its depths, and for the profound
meaning of life:

/)’f sy J) j/ J) (,Lb Jl
97 G s d e S

Come out from the apparent beauty of the flower and its color

Do not look at its apparent beauty but dive deep into the meaning

Here Igbal reveals the dichotomy between the ways of East and
West and unfolds the secret of universe in the form of “Love”, the
same view as Exupéry presents in The Little Prince:

= o o u kS
NS VR AR

For the people of the West, reason is the instrument of life
But for the people of the East, Love is the secret of the universe

> /:() flp uﬁ) 3 /.?
ILM%‘T d//.,) L Y J:;

Arise, be the creator of a new world!
Mingle the sparkle of love with intellect!

= ¥ L s Ej < L
g UL oS Sols o

The air of Europe has been littered with dark fumes
It is no more worth the glory of light

Quantification: Reducing knowledge to numbers and
statistics
The quantification and statistical analysis of number count is

given preference over the essence of the spirit and heart which is
103



Igbal Review 61: 4 (2020)

directly connected to the purification of soul, as shown in The /ittle
Prince. 'The most essential things in life cannot be counted: love,
beauty, faith, innocence, wisdom, pursuit of quality; all these aspects
are important as they constitute the basis for the pursuit of
satisfaction in life, and tranquility of the soul and heart. Igbal brings
our attention to the decline of human pursuit with reference to the
modern science in which knowledge is reduced to numbers and
statistics. The following verses of Igbal convey this reduction of
knowledge in a form of scathing critique:

/j —lo J 3 fv » o 4
'q/?g »/{( ¥4 EY3) Ji

He gains the connoisseur vision in art and knowledge
But remains astray from his own Self

S N DY BC LRy (y

h.:»"'j ﬂ’ J:‘;d Jl J.'f/

Modernity has discolored the true knowledge,
The color of Satanic influence has taken over the angelic image.

The material prospects are very much highlighted in The Little
Prince By Saint Exupery as example number 5, 7 and 8 given in the
table above. In the same course, Igbal presents the view of the
pursuit of knowledge vis-a-vis material gains:

VR TR RNy S
Hl/ _fE L:).b 24 f 73

The people of West have lost the spirituality
They search for spirituality in the deep pit of their belly

J&Q(g}ﬁ(&)!}f}j/
"SA ok ek F . 7

The pure soul takes not colour and scent from the body,
and Communism has nothing to do save with the body.

The question arises that whether the alternative solution offered
by each of the two thinkers is similar or not. If not what are the
distinguishing features in their critique? In the light of the above
discussions and the arguments presented, one may infer that Igbal’s
critique overpowers the Exuperian critique: As per the narratology of
the modern critique, both the thinkers belong to the same line of
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thought but, on a different note, Igbalian metaphysical poetry shows
a strong dimension of transcendence while this aspect seems veiled
and hidden in Exuperian thematic essence. The fate of The Little
Prince can be considered as a nuance of resurrection that stands in
contrast to the Igbalian metaphysical perspective of resurrection
preceded by “Self-affirmation”. This brings in another interrogation
as to whether their approach remains pragmatic for the 21" century
society? To what extent the Igbalian and Saint Exuperian critique can
influence the modern mind of rational setting? How do these two
thinkers connect the image of contemporary man with the evolution
of his soul, of his destiny and final abode, and eventually towards his
immortality? I leave these threads for another comparative study
and research in these dimensions in future. As a sequel to this
present study, it would be quite interesting to explore the concept of
love, death, immortality and eternity in Igbalian thought vis-a-vis the
Saint Exuperian critique on modern profane society and its
materialistic and dehumanizing civilization; as for now, Igbal’s
message still reverberates with the call of ‘Qum*
st ( l L 2 pap

s
o

" "r’" S 2 AL
The seed of the knowledge is hidden in our “Self”
And it awaits the call of Quw™*
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