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Givt:n a small twist of inflection, the question may very
easily be understood to mean: How can one read Igbal?
The implication would be that he is such an uninteresting
poet, how could one read him by choice? It is true that such a
question would not be asked by someone who has the
shghtest feel for the Urdu language and the thythms of its
poetry. For even the dullest of Igbal’s poems rings and
reverberates not just in the outer ear but deep in one’s psyche
and sets up vibrations of pleasure in one’s soul. But the
problem arises when one is made to read Igbal not for
pleasure, but for profit. For Igbal is also a politician’s poet, a
rehigious thinker’s poet, and a philosopher’s poet and much
more besides. Igbal has earned a lot of praise and not a little
blame as well, for being one or other of the things mentioned
by me above.

It 1s an interesting, though sad fact of literary criticism that
politics seems never to have left poetry to its own devices.
Politicians love to make use of poetry, but are wise enough to
leave alone poets like Shakespeare and Goethe whom they
can’t exploit for their own purposes. Literary critics are less
wise. They try to read politics in poets like Shakespeare and
[Keats even who did their best not to profess any political
creed and who made their poems apparently incapable of
yielding interpretations that could be converted into political
currency.

That Igbal should have aroused interest and even devotion
among politicians and political and religious thinkers all over
the Muslim world, and particularly in those Muslim countries
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that were trying to come to terms with the modern age and
had been under colonial domination for many long years, 1s
quite natural. For Igbal's poetry has strong overtones of
modernity and makes serious efforts to find ways of fruitfully
negotiating the postcolonial landscape in society and politcs
without losing what he regarded as fundamental elements of
[slamic religious thought and sociopolitical identity. He was
also passionately concerned with the historic reality of Islam
and how its lost effects could be revived and perpetuated 1n
the modern world. Such a project was bound to appeal to,
and have uses for the Muslim politician as well as the Mushim
social political reformer and activist.

In the Urdu world, Igbal was and even now 1s often
known by two appellatives: sha'ir-e mashrig (Poet of the East),
and  hakimul wmmat (Sage of the [Muslim] People, or,
Philosopher of the [Muslm] People.) It might be interesung
to note here that the later appellative (hakinl ummat ) used to
be and stll is also applied for Maulana Shah Ashraf Al
Thanavi (1863/4-1943) one of the two most influential Sufis
and religious reformers and mentors of the Mushm
community in South Asia during the first half of the
twentieth century. Thanavi was not much interested 1n
politics (though he favoured Jinnah and the Muslim League)
but his influence can be seen and felt in the social and
religious life of South Asian Muslims even today. Even the
political life of Muslims especially in Pakistan, shows
Thanavt’s influence through the ulema of that country,
particularly those of the Deobandi School who have a strong
presence in Pakistan today.

A few more ponts are worth notng here about these
appellauves: ‘

Igbal, the philosopher-activist, political and religious
thinker, active in politics though not a full-ume politician, was
seen by the Muslim community of South Asia as performing
an ongoing, meliorist role in the Mushm society of his ame
which was qualitauvely the same role that was being
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discharged by Ashraf Ali Thanavi, practicing Sufi-intellectual,
and religious and social reformer. That is to say, his status as
poet notwithstanding, Igbal had another niche, or many other
niches, in the political life and society of the subcontinent.
But what was lost in this assessment was the fact that
whatever other status Igbal enjoyed had been conferred on
him because of his status as poet. So any literary
consideration of Igbal could ignore, so far as such a
proceeding was possible, the philosophical or political
content of his poetry but could not ignore its literary content.

To be sure, both shair-e mashrig and hakimul ummat are now
falling into desuetude, more in India than in Pakistan. That 1s,
Literary and even nonexpert circles do not now use these
appellatives freely. But the reason for this seems to be Igbal
criticism perhqpq believes itself to have grown in
sophistication and subtlety, and these appellatives do seem
simplistic if not naive. But a reason for their declining
popularity with the common reader could be that he is not all
that excited with Igbal’s role as hakim, and mashrig also has
grown now In common perception to mean more than what
it did five or six decades ago.

The “East” in sha'ir-¢ mashrig (Poet of the East) was not
seen as subsuming anything more than the subcontinent and
maybe Afghanistan and Iran. Similarly, the “Poet” here didn’t
mean something like a “Poet par exvellence”. 1t rather signified
a poet whose poetry presented and represented the political,
intellectual and maybe even spiritual aspirations of the
“Liast”. Yet, in some sense Igbal was also seen as the Poet of
the Greater East, that 1s Asia. Perhaps Igbal also saw himself
as the Poet of the East and seemed to see in Goethe the Poet
of the West (sha'ir-e maghrib), that is, Europe. It was for this
latter reason that Igbal composed Payam-e Mashrig ( Message
FFrom the East, 1923) just as Goethe had sent his greetings to
the East (Iran, in this case) through his West-gstlicher Divan
(Divan of the East and West, 1819). Igbal described his book
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on its title page as “Response to the German Poet Goethe”
and wrote 1n the Preface:

The purpose of Payam-e Mashng 1s... to present before the
[people’s] eves those moral, religious and religio-natonal
truths which relate to the inner educaton of the indmviduals

and peoples.’

Thus Igbal gave advance intimation of his poetic intention
to the reader and desired the poems of Payam-¢ Mashrig to be
read principally if not solely as didacuc-philosophical
documents. This did not help the cause of Igbal the poet and
led the uninitiated student to believe that the poems were
something like Sana’t Ghaznavi’'s Hadigah, which Browne
characterized (wrongly, in my opinion) as the dullest poem
ever written. Thus the ttle “Poet of the East” easily flowed
into “Sage/Philosopher of the [Muslim] People”. It would be
wrong to say that Igbal connived at this result, but 1t 1s quite
right to say that Igbal often professed a lack of interest in his
poetry gua poetry and this encouraged misreadings of his
poetry inasmuch as attention was concentrated on Igbal’s
philosophical and religio-political message so as to result in a
near exclusion by literary critics of his poetic content and
practical suppression of his claim to be treated as poet, a
claim, one might say that is embedded almost everywhere 1n
his poetry.

The detrimental effects of this suppression on Igbal the
poet can be demonstrated by quoting from two important
works of literary criticism on Igbal, both written from nearly
opposing points of view. A period of a little more than four
decades separates the two. The following i1s from Majnun
Gorakhpuri (1904-1988), a leading Progressive critic of his
ume who was also well known for his expertise in Classical
Urdu and Persian poetry:

[gbal, despite his occasional reactionariness, ancestor-
worship, and occasionally taking a turn in the wrong
direction, seems to be to be a poet of Life, Revolution and
Progress.?
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Salm Ahmad (1927-1983) whom [ hold in the greatest
respect and affection was a major modern poet and critic
noted as much for erudition as his brilliant wit. He wrote his
book on Igbal with the avowed purpose of rehabilitating the
status of Igbal as a poet. He summed up Igbal the poet in the
following words:

The central problem 1n Igbal 1s nor Self-hood (&hud:), nor
love (uhg ), nor Action ( ‘amal ), nor yet Power and
Dynamusm (gurvat o harakat ), but rather as opposed to all
these, Death 1s Igbal’s central problem. This is the problem
that acquaints his being with a tremor and upheaval that
shakes his whole being. Here lies the foundation of that
poetic expertence which generates the poetic world that 15
pecubiar to Igbal.?

Needless to say, neither critic does justice to Igbal but the
main point is that both critcs judge Igbal in nonliterary terms.
Poets of an earlier age are almost always at risk from misreading.
This 1s true particularly 1in the case of Urdu whose history
suffered a major literary cultural discontinuity in the middle of
the nineteenth century. Contemporary or near contemporary
poets are rarely misread. More often than not they provoke
bafflement 1f not resentment. The great Progressive critic
Fhtesham Husain (1912-1972) once described Igbal as “a
batfling figure” because he found unrecocilable differences in
the philosophical or political positons taken by Igbal. But
FEhtesham Husain’s bafflement is nothing compared to the
systematic misreadings of Igbal that have resulted from his “art”
being studied separately, if at all, from his “thought”. Majnun
Gorakhpurt made no pretence of judging Igbal on literary
merits. He sat in judgment on Igbal as a fellow dialectician and a
poliically commutted student of life and literature. In the space
of the ten or twelve short pages that he devotes to studying
western mnfluences on Igbal, Majnun Gorakhpun mentons
Goethe, Nietzsche, Hegel, Bergson, Wordsworth, Heine,
Browning, FEmerson, Idealism, Voluntarism, Activism, Leibnitz,
Theory of monads, Dialectics, Marx, Life-force, Rudolf Eichen
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(1 couldn’t idenafy him, but Majnun Gorakhpun describes as
“the famous Aakim (philosopher) of Europe”) 1n that order.

Salim Ahmad has no such pretensions. He 1s by his
declared intention out on a demoliton mission. He wants to
read Iqba] as poet. He says:

Ninety per cent of all that has been wntten about Igbal so
far consists of commentarv on and explicauon of his
thought and his theories. Such writings have two
fundamental faults: They do not, as a general rule, address
Igbal’s poetry. Their other fault 1s that they present Igbal’s
thought as things that are already there, ready to use. This
latter points needs a bit of elucidaton. Igbal’s thought (if his
thought 1s at all something separate from his poetic
personality) 1s a part of his being....We cannot view his
thought as having existence outside his being, and as 1f Igbal
has used them in the same way as we can use merchandise
that we buy in the market.*

Apart from the fact that here Salim Ahmad flies
dangerously close to T. S. Elot’s false theory of “felt
thought” (which I think he repudiated later), the point to be
noted 1s in spite of his good intentions Salim Ahmad can’t do
more than indulge 1n  flights of impressionistic-
phenomenological fancy in trying to tell us why he thinks
[qbal’s Mayid-e Qurtuba 1s a great poem:

Gradually, we find ourselves being submerged in Igbal’s
experience....Now 1t 1s not Igbal’s thought that we gain
acquaintance with: we go down into Igbal’s heart, and 1n its
depths we now experience a vitality of life that we had never
telt before. In the depths of our being we become more
capable ot feeling, more disturbed, more alive. Now the
poem’s rhythms become the rhythms of our blood. And the
poem, percolating down from our head softens and melts
our whole being and reverberates even in the soles of our
feet.’

Well, a little of such writing can go a long way, but we are
not nearer to any demonstrable reason why Mayid-e Qurtuba 1s
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a great poem. If, in determining “death” to be Igbal’s central
concern and the reason for his greatness (which he denies is
the case with Magid-e Qurtnba ), Salim Ahmad was being non-
literary, his raptures over Maygjid-e Qurtuba leave us a little
uncomfortable and puzzled for here he is being literary in a
superficially belles altruistic and not in any kind of critical
mode.

Salim Ahmad is not alone in his failure to tackle Igbal’s
greatness as a poet. In a somewhat uncharacteristic access of
malice, or pique, or both, Salim Ahmad wrote in the
beginning of his book that “most of those who wrote on
Igbal have been persons whom Urdu literature doesn’t
recognize with much honour or respect.” This is not quite
true, for Al-e Ahmad Surur (1911-2002) one of the greatest of
Urdu critics, wrote extensively about Igbal and he was mostly
concerned with Igbal the poet. Yet his problem was his
inability or unwillingness to make sustained and focused texts
of literary criticism. His eclecticism obliged to him to look at
all possible aspects of a poem, however briefly. Thus the
reader was left with a muluplicity of impressions. One reason
for his not casting a searching analytical eve on [gbal’s poetry
was that he regarded the notion of Igbal’s high poetic station
as a given, as something need not be elaborated too much.
This of course was not the case, especially not in the post-
1947 world when in the young people’s eyes many truths had
turned out to be illusions. much gold of science and
philosophy had been shown to have been the basest dross,
and the sensibility of the “third world” was undergoing a
serious change in the face of serious challenges and inroads
by the postcolonial cultural and economic imperialism.

At such a ume 1n our history, many of us found it difficulr
to accept the lofty self-assured tone of Igbal’s politcal and
philosophical voice. It was, after all, the voice of a person
who for all his wisdom and sagacity and uncanny ability to
predict the moral and cultural decline of the West, hadn’t
actually seen the second world war, didn’t know about the
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atomic bomb and Hiroshima, couldn’t even have conceived
of the horrors of tyranny and genocide in Palestine and
Afghanistan and Bosmia and Iraq and elsewhere. Thus Igbal’s
prophetic voice failed to carry conviction, if taken on its own.

Things might have been different 1f our literary critics had
risen to the occasion and told us that Igbal was a truly great
poet and here are the reasons for his greatness, never mind
the fact that his “message” and his certainties seem shghtly
dated and his “philosophy” sounds somewhat simplstic. His
glory begins with his poetry, even if Igbal may have
occasionally lapsed into denying that he was a poet 1n the
conventional sense.’ Unfortunately, our literary critics were
apparently so overwhelmed by the “Poet-Sage-Philosopher of
the East and the [Mushm] People” that they regarded as fuunle
any exercise to examine and establish Igbal's nght to be
placed among the poets of the world, and not just the poets
of Urdu or Persian.

In a conference on Igbal organized in New Delhi in 1987,
Al-e Ahmad Surur began his short paper with the words:

The emphasis in Igbal studies so far has been on his
thought. His art has not been given sufficient and proper
attention. Igbal’s greatness 1s not because of his philosophy,
or because of the depth and strength of his thoughts, but
because of the thought having been moulded into poetry.?

But he hedged his bets and wrote in his concluding
paragraph as follows:

Today, when there 1s greater attention on the breaking and
disintegration of beliefs, expression of [the poet’s] self,
[poetry as] soliloquy, irony, distortion and shattering of
language and free form, we should not ignore the Taj Mahal
of Art that we find in Igbal and which proves to us that no
exalted purpose injures poetry, provided the content of that
purpose comes to us as [integrated] form and whose thought
observes and follows the rules of poetryness. Again, in this
age of the breaking and disintegraton of beliefs, one mustn’t
forget that the authoritauveness of [the truth of] personality
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that 1s the distinguishing mark of true and unalloyed poetry
develops through a taste and joy of certainty.”

The problem with most Urdu criticism about Igbal is it
fails to appreciate the fact that “great thinker” is not
synonymous with “great poet.” In fact it may be easier to
write poetry in philosophy that to write philosophy in poetry.
One recalls Coleridge writing to Wordsworth, ... Whatever
in Lucretius 1s poetry is not philosophical, whatever is
philosophical is not poetry...” He was talking about
Wordsworth’s Exeursion which was published in 1814 as a
fragment of a larger poem called The Rec/use about which he
went on to say, “I expected the colours, music, imaginative
life, and passion of poefry, but the matter and arrangement of
philosophy...”"

The philosophical poet’s problem thus was of dissolving
the one into the other, or of “wedding” truth to verse.
Coleridge made an interestng point about the enjoyment of
poetry, particularly philosophical poetry when he asked how
could a person “ fully enjoy Wordsworth who has never
meditated on the truths which Wordsworth has wedded to
immortal verse?”"" Although Coleridge didn’t explain what he
meant here by “truths”, or how the “truths” should be
“wedded” to verse, his point was that full enjoyment of
philosophical poetry is not possible unless one shares the
belief-system of the poet, or at least has sufficient empathy
with it to enable one to “meditate on the truths set out
through that belief-system”.

This 1s an apparent though not real similarity in Coleridge
and Surur’s positions. Surur seems to imply that Igbal’s gaug-e
Jagqin can be, or in fact should be shared by all his readers.
Coleridge 1s in fact saying something quite opposite: if one
cannot meditate upon (is out of empathy with) what
Colenidge terms as “truths” one can’t enjoy Wordsworch’s
poetry fully. Surur’s position is simplistic, but can be rescued
somewhat by postulating that it’s possible for all of us to at
least respond emotionally to someone else’s “taste and joy of
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certainty”. But Asloob Ahmad Ansari, another major critic

who 1s keen to establish Igbal’s position as a great poet, is

very nearly naive in his formulanon:
[gbal's is great poetry because it has bejewelled arusuc
embellishment and 1s moreover the creation of a great mind
and consciousness, one which has dernived inspiration and
benefit from diverse intellectual, philosophical, culrural and
political streams of the East and the West and has imbibed
into the unity of its inner self the fruits of such denvauon
and has transformed them from its own standpomnt and has
stamped the impress of 1ts personality on them. And over
and above this, it [the poetry of Igbal] disulls its hight and
song from values which are those of a world religion and the
civilization based on that religion.!?

Well, one can only say about such criicism, 1f criicism 1t
1s, that having such friends and advocates, Igbal’s poetry
needs no enemies. The case for Igbal’s poetry to have “the
colours, music, imaginauve hfe, and passion of poetry, but the
matter and arrangement of philosophy” 1s at best not proven,
and the demand from the reader to accept the claim that a
poetry should be termed great because “it distills its light and
song” from Islam is like asking him to place all religious and
devotonal poetry on a rung equally high with Igbal, or claim
a special niche of greatness for Igbal’s poetry and all Islam-
inspired poetry to the exclusion of other poetries springing
from other faiths. Neither position, it is obvious, can be
sustained even for a second. The questuon of “lterary”
against other kinds of mert—philosophical, religious,
whatever, sull remains rantalizingly open.

One might like then to discard Coleridge as too old
fashioned and argue for the poetry of belief—any belief, and
say that it 1s belief (something like Surur’s gawg-¢ yagin) which
makes great poetry by itself. One need not share that belief,
and 1n fact even “suspend” that belief, as Elot
recommended:
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It vou read poetry as poetry, you will “*believe” in Dante’s
theology exactly as you believe in the physical reality of his
journey; that 1s, you suspend both belief and disbelief.!?

But Eliot’s counsel on this matter i1s not disinterested, and
is a dangerous one to boot. He believes that since Dante has
a philosophy so every poet as great as Dante should have a
philosophy too." Ignoring the glib oversimpilicity of the
argument and the vagueness of the terms “philosophy” and
“great”, one would still want to know which poets are as
great as Dante, and what are the means to identify them?
FElot responds with a stunningly nonliterary and loaded
answer: The ‘greatness’ of literature cannot be determined
solely by literary standards”.

Then, as a gesture of Christian grace, he adds in the same
breath: “thﬂugh we must remember whether 1t 1s literature or

33 15

not can be determined only by literary standards”.

Since Elot has already warned us in his essay on Dante
that one “cannot afford to ignore Dante’s philosophical and
theological beliefs™", we know which way his critical wind 1s
blowing. It'll blow no good to Igbal, and its Christian
obscurantist odour should have been strong in the noses of
our Professors of literature long ago. As Ezra Pound wrote in
his review of Eliot’s After Strange Gods, “all the implications”
of Eliot’s ideas about man’s “need for more religion” are
“such as to lead the readet’s mind into a fﬂg.”’-

In After Strange Gods Eliot was trying to elucidate a matter
that was important to Eliot himself. Peter Ackroyd summarizes
Eliot’s pr;sil::if}n 11 ;I frer j"fm.r{gf Crods 1n the fullfm'ing words:

What he wished to attack was the absence of moral, and
therefore rehigious, criterta in the criicism of contemporary
literature. Having at Harvard rebuked the dogmatism of
those critics who considered literature (and especially poetry)
to be some kind of substitute for religion, he was now
reversing the equatton he wished to introduce in the
appreciation of modern literature those concepts of good
and evil which were part of the religious comprehension.'
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The point that emerges now 1s that to determine the 1deas
implied, embedded or stated in a poem as true 1n a religious,
philosophical or scientific sense and therefore acceptable or
desirable and to decide that the poem therefore 1s a good one
is actually denial of the true nature and function of poetry.
Richards made this clear a long ume ago when he said:

The “Truth’ of Robinson Crusee 1s the acceprability of things
we are told, their acceptability in the interests of the
narrative, not their correspondence with any acrual facts....It
1s in this sense that “Truth’ 1s equivalent to ‘internal
necessity’ or rightness. That 1s ‘true’ or “internally necessary’
which conforms or accords with the rest of the experience,
which cooperates to arouse our ordered response, whether
the response of Beauty or another....It 1s evident that the
bulk of poetry consists of statements which only the very
foolish would think of attempting to verify. They are not the
kind of things which can be verified....But even when they
are, on exanunation, frankly false, this 1s no defect....And
equally, a point more often misunderstood, their truth, when
they are true, 1s no ment.!?

In Urdu we often talk of the “universality” of poetry’s
appeal, or of the “universal truths” that poetry deals 1n.
Simplistic as these nouons are, they are even more dangerous
to a proper literary appreciation of poetry because they tend
to be based upon the assumption that a classification of
“I'ruths” exists and lead us to the further assumpton that
those “Truths” that strike us as “Universal” must be truly so,
and that they may even have the force of Science. Thus we
have Hamidi Kashmiri, another leading critic and admirer of
Igbal teling us in all seriousness that as opposed to his
Western counterparts, Igbal found himself in confrontation
with regional and collectve problems like colonialism and
backwardness.

His appreciauon and cognition of these, and other human
problems created by the industnial society, was on a purely
personal, individual level. Thus his poetic being was able to
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attain a Truth and Universality which remained denied to
other Urdu poets of that tme.?

Hamidi Kashmin 1s trying to establish that Igbal “felt” and
not just “thought about” the political and social problems of his
nmes and this 1s what gives “Universality” to his poetry. Apart
from the fact that we are not told how “feeling” not “thinking”
a problem confers “Universality” and “Truth” on the end
product of the process, we are left with a somewhat
uncomfortable feeling that it 1s the “problems” and the “Truth”
of their solutions that the critic wants us to attend to; the poetry
will then take care of itself. That’s why we find him saying a page
later that while making questions of “Nationalism, Patriotism,
Sufism or Philosophy...part and parcel of his thought, Igbal
didn’t deal with them in a doctnnally passive way”, and that 1s
why he:

[D]escribed philosophy as being ‘distant from life’, made

Hegel and Bergson targets of his criique, in Sufism he

approved of wahdatu’sh shahud (Unity of Manifestation)

instead of wabdatu’l wajnd (Unity of Being)...and as regards

Politics, he granted the critical importance of the Individual

in the shaping of the collective systems and censured

Democracy.?!

The other problem with this kind of thinking 1s that 1t
treats the poet’s philosophical or ratiocinative thinking as
scientific, and therefore reliable and even true. We know now
that even scientific truths are tentauve. None after Karl
Popper can think different. But there 1s a greater problem, as
Richards realized, and as Colendge dimly understood more
than a century before. Science cannot be reduced to 1impulses
or emotions while poetry is mainly a matter of impulses and

CMOotons:

The essenual point, however, is that Science 1s autonomous.
The impulses developed in it are modified only by one
another, with a view to the greatest possible completeness or
systematization....So far as any body of references 1s
undistorted 1t belongs to science....And just as there are
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mmnumerable human acuvines which require undistorted
references 1if they are to be sausfied, so there are other
innumerable human acuvites not less important which
equally require distorted references or, more plainly, fictions. 2

Poetry, of course, 1s ficuve in character, and the poet 1s the
maker of fictons. This was known to Qudama Ibn Ja‘far
seven centuries before Shakespeare and nearly a thousand
vears before Richards™. It is only in our time, and with great
but uncomfortable making poets like Igbal that such
questions are raised. Denying the ficuve character of poetry
enables us to mmpose our own notions of truth and
falsehoods on poetry. As Richards astutely noted, even poets
are not immune from this temptanon. With his characteristic
gentle rrony Richards says:

Many attitudes. ..can be momentarily encouraged by surtable
beliefs held as scienufic beliefs are held. .. When the attitude
15 important, the temptanon to base 1t upon some reference
which 1s treated as scienufic truth 1s very great, and the poet
easily comes 1o invite destruction of his work: Wordsworth
puts forward his Pantheism, and other people doctrines of
Inspiration, [deals, and Revelauon, 2

I won't sav that Asloob Ahmad Ansart or Salim Ahmad
cdidn’t read these words, but I wish they had remembered
them while writing about Igbal. And I suspect that even Igbal
fell nto the temptaton 1 some of his poems. But it was up
to us, the literary critics, to read him and love him for his
fictions rather than his lectures.

As we saw above, Eliot said that it 1s perfectly possible to
beheve 1 Dante’s theology if we read poetry as poetry.
Richards had made this point five vears earlier, and better.
For the question 15 not whether Dante’s theology is
believable: the question rather 1s whether Dante’s poetry 1s
believable. And a cognate question is whether it is at all
neeessary to beheve, or even accept Dante’s theology before
we can “fully enjoy” Dante’s work. Eliot was unwilling to
shed the baggage of what he thought was Christian belief, so
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he answered 1n the negative. Yet both the history and theory
of reading poetry belies Eliot. Richards made this point in his
Practical Criticism in the following words:
For 1t would seem evident that poetry which has built upon
tirm and definite beliefs about the world, The Divine Comedy
or Paradise Lost, or Donne’s Divine Poems, or Shelley’s
Promethens Unbound, or Hardy's The Dynasts, must appear
differently to readers who do and readers who do not hold
similar beliefs. Yet in fact most readers, and nearly all good
readers, are very little disturbed by even a direct opposition
between their own beliefs and the beliefs of the poet.?s

Such being the case, there seems hardly any need to be
exercised about “proving” or not proving the statements
made i a poem. As Richards pointed out, “disputable
statements so constantly presented to us in poetry, are merely
assumptions mtroduced for poetic purposes.” Richards went
011 O say:.

It 1s better to say that the question of belief or disbelief, in
the intellectual sense, never arises when we are reading well.
§3 unfurturmn:l}' it does arise. either through the poet’s fault
or our own, we have for the moment ceased to be reading
poetry and have become astronomers, or theologians, or
moralists, persons engaged mn quite a different tvpe of
actuvity?’,

But 1t 15 a sad fact of the human condition that even
literary critics expect poets to petform like circus artists on
the trapeze of meaning. Sartre once described Baudelaire’s
greatest failure to have been his attempt to achieve and
establish a personal though false concept of good and evil.
“Baudelaire submitred to Good in order to violate 1t.”™"
Somebody made a very good reply to this by saving that
Sartre forgot that Baudelaire was a poet, and thus had a right
to a spurtous philosophy. Sartre’s displeasure was because
Baudelaire consciously drove himself into a dead end, leaving
no retreat open. And vet Auerbach held that “Souls such as
Baudelaire are the amwes choisies [chosen souls) of our ame or
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of a2 ume that 1s not too far in the past"’h And 1n fact Lionel
Johnson gave an even better, because literary, reply long
before Sartre came out with his indictment. Johnson said that
“Baudelaire sings sermons”.”

It 1s understandable for European literary critics to lapse
into questions of (philosophical, scienufic or doctrinal) Truth
in poetry because Plato gave a permanent bad conscience to
[Furopean poets and writers. George Stemner says, regrettably
adopung a somewhat patronizing tone about Anstotle that
the only point where the classic view of poetry and drama
touched on the nature of language was:

..in the conflict between the Platonic theory of »umess and
the Anstotehan model of &atharsis. The Platonic noton of
the capacity of language, parucularly when joined to music
to elicit imutative acuon, his nsight into the possibility that
verbal ficnons weaken or corrupt our grasp on what Freud
was to call ‘the reality principle’, his attempt to distinguish
all these raise
linpuisuc 1ssues of hmal importance. Anstotle’s rejoinder 1s

negatvely  verifiable and poeuc truths

based on a tar less penetrating sense of language and inclines
tO a cursory wdenuficanon of form with E}{phﬂit content. ™

Yet the issue is hardly linguistc: it in fact relates to the
performancs  of language where our presence at A
performance of poetry somehow enables us to participate, or
at least be 1n some present at the scene being narrated or the
occasion being described. This may be pernicious from
Plato’s pomnt of view, but 1t only goes to conter a sort of
‘autonomy on poetry as regards questions of “T'ruth’ or “The
reality principle.” The Arab theorists were quite correct 1n
demanding that poems have words, rhyme, metre, and
meaning. Whether the meaning was ‘true’ in any particular
sense was not the concern of poetry per se. What constituted
‘word’, ‘rhyme’ and ‘metre’ was the concern of the everyday
language user and the poet. We Urdu critics who should have
found interpretive and explicatory tools for Igbal from our
own Arabo-Persian-Sanskrit traditions fell into the error of
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accepting Plato’s hegemonic role in the formulation of our
modern theories of hterar}' appreciation and intcrprctatiun.
The loss has been ours.

2.

So how should one go about reading Igbal? One thing,
which our Ancients knew all the time but we have of late
tended to forget is that thanks to literary tradition, all poetry
represents a kind of historical continuity:

Every writer writes within a tradition or complex of
traditions and hews the wood of his or her experience in
terms conformable to the traditionally provided matrices
thereof. .. Literature 1s 1dentifiable by this conformity of the
individual work to the canon, which determines what will or
can count as literature at any given time, place and cultural
condition.®

Salim Ahmad made a brilliantly perceptive remark about
Nazir Akbarabadi (1740-1830), when he said that the “lack of
a large tradition of nagm writing let one of our great men go
waste.””” Igbal was placed better, because he had, among
others, Bedil (1644-1720) in Persian and Mir Anis (1802-
1874) in Urdu.

The mention of Mir Anis may surprise some of us until we
realize 1t that Mir Anis’s mar:ai},-'as“ are the best premodern
model 1n Urdu of narrative-historical, narrative-lyrical, and
oral-dramatic poetry and Igbal’s poetry extends and exploits
the possibilities created by Anis. More importantly in the
context of our modern anxieties about poetry’s doctrinal or
philosophical Truth, Mir Anis provides the perfect example
by the very great value placed on his poetry in the entire
literary community. For Mir Anis’s original impulses arose
from Shi1 beliefs and a generally Shi‘ite view of History. Yet
the majority of his poetry’s lovers hove been non-Shi‘, and
the first major and sull current critical articulation about Mir



| How to Read lgbal?

Anis was Mavazinae Anis 0 Dabir (1907) wntten by Shibh
No‘mani, a staunch Sunni historian, crite, poet, and much
else besides. It was Shibli, and not some Shi‘l divine who said
that “the poetc qualites and merits of Anis are not matched
by any other poet.””

I myself come from a strict family of Deobandis and had
nothing in my background or environment to prepare me for
the protocols of mourning and tragic lamentauon that the
marsiya abounds in. In fact, 1 sull do not find myself fully
empathenc to the “weeping verses” which are an integral part
of all marsiya. It was my father, no great admirer of the Shr’
school of Islam, who introduced me to Shibli’s book when 1
was very young, and [ was able immediately to relate to 1t, and
to the poetry of Mir Anis. I may not weep, but I can spend
days in raptures at the beauty of verses like the following:

The refulgence, the awful splendonr, the prime elegance,
The mayestic lustre. ..

Maons of the Honse of Zabra,

And the Suns for all'1 1mes;

And suddenly something dark descended upon the world,
The sun bad not yet receded but the;

Went into decline.”

These are just four lines, and by no means the best of their
mode in Mir Anis, not to speak of his whole vast oeuvre. 1
am aware of the inadequacy of my translaton, yet I feel I
have conveyed some of the frision of the majestic first two
misras descending into the dark vale of shock and sorrow of
the last rwo.

[gbal was aware of his legacy from Mir Anis, as his Urdu
poems from all periods of his poetic activity amply
demonstrate. But [ bring up Mir Anis here with a different
purpose. If, in spite of a cultural or even religious cleavage
Mir Anis the poet can remain vald for his myriad readers,
should we not believe that Igbal, undoubtedly the greater
poet, can be understood and enjoyed in his own right?
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What does, then, Igbal the poet give to his reader? In the
first place, Igbal lets me have full or parnal entry into five
extremely powerful poetic traditions: the Arabo-Persian, the
Indo-Persian, the European, the Indo-Sanskrit, and the Urdu.
The first one 1s evident everywhere in his longer and shorter
poems like Khisr-e Rah, Zaung o Shang, Masjid-e Qurtuba, the
ghazals of Zabur-e ‘“jam, the longish poem Hudi in Payari-e
Mashrig and in much else besides. The Indo-Persian tradition
speaks everywhere in the numbered pieces of Bal-Jibril, the
long poem in that collecion in imitation of Sana’i, the
numerous poems of intellectual and emotional probing like
Mibrab Gul Afghan ke Afkar, Lala-e Sabra, Jibril o 1blis, and of
course n the two masnavis, ~lorar-e Khudi and Rumng-e Bekbhudi
where Bedil speaks in many disguised voices. These latter also
partake of the Indo-Sanskrit tradition, and their speculative
tone occasionally recalls Swami Bhupat Rair Begham Bairagi’s
(d. 1719) long masnavi sometimes described as Qrsas-e Fugara-
¢ Hind. "The poem clearly mixes Rumi’s thought and Vedantic
thought, and its discursive techniques too, especially 1n the
dialogue mode, anticipate Iqi}:ﬁl.r

If the ghazals of Payani-e Mashrig are in the Indo-Persian
mode, tts nazms like Tanha't, Shabuam, Hur o Shar, and the
general tone of the whole collection recalls Western ways of
poem making and even poem thinking. The long poem S/han'
0 Sha'iris a triumph of the use of the Western soliloquizing,
monologic mode in the Indo-Persian style. Bedil seems to be
much 1n evidence here again.

Igbal’s dervations from the Urdu tradition go back not
just to Dagh, but also, and very much more considerably to
Mir Anis, and Ghalib, then Zauq and Sauda. It 1s not often
reahized that Igbal would have made a very great qasida poet
and would casily have rivalled Zauq and Sauda had he ived in
premodern umes.

Let me speak here a bit more of Igbal’s allegiance to the

l‘uropean and Indo-Sanskrit poetic tradiions. It must be
obvious that all the dramatic pocems, and all the diﬂ]uguc
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poems could not but owe their existence the German
Romanucs and to a certain extent to Goethe in terms of
general technique and 1n any case even the conception of
writing dramatic poems 1s Western, not Indian or Lastern.
There does exist a favourite dialogue device in classical
Persian masnavis, and occastonally in ghazal too. It 1s actually
a rhetorical device called saral o javab (Queston Answer)
where the poet frames questons in one misra and gives the
reply 1n the second. The form is highly stylized and very often
the poet seems to first frame the answer and then invent a
suitable quesnon for 1t. Whereas in Igbal, the dialogue, even a
very short one like Subh-e Chaman \n Zarb-e Kalim, muddle
length ones ke Mubhavira-e llm o Ishg and Mubavira Mabain-¢
Khuda ra ITnsan which recalls the influence of George Herbert
in the reverse, or longer ones ike Por o Murzd in Bal-e [ihril, or
the truly longer dialogues in Jared Namal) are proper dialogucs
and vchicles for exchange of subtle 1deas. They have hardly
any parallels in the nonwestern traditions of poetry.

Then we have poems hke [bhy ki Malis-e Shura 1n
Armughan-e Hiyjaz where the epic imagmation seems at work
in the Western manner even if brieflv. 24 -lrsw, and Rukhsat
Ay Bazwr-e Jahun and some other early poems of Bang-¢ Dara.
remind one of he early English Romanucs while the hortatory
and celebratory poems hike manind-e saba &hes vasidan digar
anioz . Labur-¢ - lam, and the short poem Rumi Badle Shann
Badle... m Zarb-e Kalow remund us ot Shellev’s passionarte
appeals to the Insh peasants. The Javed Nama, of course 1s a
credible masterpiece in terms of the fusion of Western and
l“astern, especiallv Ibn-¢ Arabi and Dante.

Perhaps 1t 1s ver more important to observe that the fusion
s not so much on the level of borrowing of ideas or
intellecrual approaches as on the level of creatuve patterning.
Jared Nama bears the same relanon to Dante and Ibn-e Arabs
as the Badshahi Mosque in Lahore bears to the Jama Maspd
of Delht, or the Sher Dar Madrasa at Samarqand, built at
almost the same nme (1630°s), while the Sher Dar Nadrasa
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itself recalls Mahmud Gavan’s Madrasa in Bidar built in the
far South of India in the last quarter of the fifteenth century.
Humayun’s tomb in Delhi bears the same resonances as
Hoshang Shah’s tomb in Mandu in central India, built a
century earlier around 1450. It is not so much a question of
imitation as of kindred spirits making their appearance in an
inspired series of flights of creativity.

The astonishing variety of Western modes and techniques,
including experiments in metre and form 1s rivalled by the
numerous Western subjects, persons, ideas, places, and
political situatons that crowd Igbal’s poetry and give it the
feel and air of a Western metropolis. The sheer imaginative
reach and the wide range of the creative imagination are truly
unparalleled in modern world poetry anywhere. The existence
of such poems mn such large numbers shows that Igbal was
fully comfortable through the vast cultural and literary
hinterland of Furope.

When 1 talk of the Indo-Sanskrit stream of poetic tradition
also ennching Igbal’s poetry, | do not merely mean the
marvellous translation of the Gayatri Mantra, in Bang-e Dara, or
the little gem from Bhatrihari in Bale [ibril, nor yet the
presence of Vishvamitra and Bhartrihari in Jared Nawa. 1 do
not even refer to the fact, important n itself, that [gbal
intended to translate the whole of Ramayana and also the Gita
mto Urdu.™ Nor do 1 refer specifically to poems in Bang-e
Dara like Ram, and Swami Ram Tirath. To my mind Igbal’s
most remarkable debt to the Sanskrit literary tradition is in his
knack for peopling his poetry with natural or cosmic objects,
the sun, the stars, the moon, the morning, the night, the
sunrise, the flower, birds, the dewdrop, the mountain, the
ocean, God himself, and treat them as characters 1n a semi-
secret play whose scenes and significance are known only to
himself. This imaginative device 1s apparent in even the
carliest poems like [nsan anr Bazm-e Qudrat, Chand anr Tare, rat
anr Sha'tr, Basm-¢ AL, Sair- Falak, the opening stanzas of
Javab-e Shikva in Bang-e Dara and finds absolutely perfect
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expression in Bang-e Dara ntself in the short poem called [nsan.
In later collections we have [ala-e Sabra, Ruh-e Arsi Adam ka
Istighal Karti Hai, Mulla aur Bihisht 1n for instance Bal-e [ibri,
and many others. The first few pages of Payam-e Mashrig vield
poems of bewildering imaginanve power in this strain, hke
Gul-e Nakhustin, Taskbir-e Uitrat, Bu-e Gul, Sarud-e Anmjum.

It 15 difficult to find such plemitude, such abundance ot
both cosmic and non-human on the one hand and earthly
and human on the other within the space of anv poetic
tradiion other than Sansknt. A look at the first few pages of
a short Anthology gives us the following (from the Vedas):
Ushas: The Dawn, To Night, To Varuna, bFor Parajnaya: Bearer of
Rain, Aranyani: Forest Spirit, Two Birds, A “Tree in Vlashing
Heaven; (from secular verse): Nighttall, Moonrise, Speed, Young
Tree, Flower, and so on."” The reason for this treatment of the
human and the non-human as one 1s not obscure or esoteric
at all. As rthe editors inform us in their Introducton, there are
many strands of unity that form the fabric of Hindu hterary
and philosophic thought. One of them 1s:

A world-view which does not allow for a dichotomy
berween matter and spirtt, man and nature. In this holisuc
view all life 1s one, and inner and external reality are murually
dependent. This world-view 15 held by all the languages of
Inda...

Further on, we learn that Indian thought assumes a
correspondence between the microcosm and the macrocosm,
a perpetual idenufication of things create and uncreate with
Being and Becoming.

Yonder world 15 in the likeness of this world as this one is
the likeness of that’, says the ureya Brahmana. ... Man in
Indian literature 1s operating simultaneously on two planes,
one situated in ime and space and the other transcending
both....According to Abhinava Gupta, the most significant
exponent of the Indian aesthetc, Being 1s neither merely an
atemporal visualisation of itself, nor an absolute separation
from tme and space.¥
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It should be obvious that in spite of Igbal’s great mterest n
the philosophy of Time and Being, what is relevant here to his
student 1s the question of poctic technique, of how Igbal 1s able
to draw upon strands of Indo-Sanskrit thought where in
Abhmava Gupta’s words, Bemng 1s neither atemporal nor an
absolute separation from time and space. Yet a question might
be asked if Igbal's interest in the Muslim philosophical questions
of Time would not by itself have led him to 2 point where the
route might have become open for him to create a poctic world
i which the cosmic and the non-cosmic, the carthlv human and
non-human, all could become characters in his DOCMS?

There are two answers to this: first, there is no other
hterary tradinon on the immediate hortzon of [gbal’s hiterary
world 1n which the human and the non-human world meet
and interpenctrate all the tme. The other answer 1s provided
by Coomaraswamy who sugeests the existence of a stmitlarity
it not cnlw*«]"-m'u.iu'nu. here among the tradittions of the ast.
He savs, “There are very few metaphysical doctrines i Islam
that could nor, 1if one made the attempt, be very plausibly
derived from Vedie or Buddhist sources.” Coomaraswamy
quotes Mester I'.ck]mr[ as saving, “God s creatng the world
now, this mstant™ and comments that this “might have been
satd by any Sufi”. Doubtless, Coomaraswamy 1s  more
mterested 1 the philosophical content rather than whar he
calls ““the Tirerary history of ideas™ bur what he savs here s
suthicient for the literary students of lgbal.” Quoting from
the _Athereda, Co maraswamy  savs  thar Tmime 158 not o
“duratton”, but rather the *“Timeless” to which “all movable
tme is ever present”, Coomaraswamy goes on:

[t 1s m these terms that the Moo 1 pannhad distinguishes the
“two forms™ (dre rapd) of Brahman, 1 e, aspects of the “rwo

. |

natures”  (dratibhara)  of  the  smgle  essence (L
k). . There are, indeed, two forms of Bralima: ume. and
the Timeless, 2

Coomaraswamy  concludes his  discussion of the Sufi
concept of Tune with these words:
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ime, m other words, 15 an mmitanon  of  eternity,  as
becomimg s of bemg and thinking 15 of knowing.

Given such sources for the imaginanon, Igbal’s creanvin
was bound to take the course thar 1t did. It 15 not relevant to
the hterary ennie to ask whether Igbal acrually believed these
things. It 1s even less relevant for the literary eritie to himself
share his or anvone else’s beliefs about Time and Being. All
we need to assert 1s Igbal’s poetry gives us imaginative enfr
mto more worlds of hterary and creanve tradinon than an
other pocetry of the nwenuceth cenrury.

In addmon ro the general grace, power and elegance that
[gbal’ poctry derived from his full use of the resources of the
Indo-Persian tradinon, Igbal’s remarkable mtertextualiny and
plurivalence owe their power, and mavbe even thewr existence
to the Indo-Persian pocuc tradinon. It must be remembered
that the mam Arabo-Persian hrerary thought and praxis of
which Igbal was the indireet bur able inheriror did not have
much o sav abour what Todorov has described as the
“overflowing of the signifier by the signified.” This he defines
as the signifier of a single propositon  leading us to
“knowledge of two sigmifieds, one direer and the other
mdirect™. ™ Todorov idenufies three kinds of discourse: literal,
ambiguous and tr-.uwp:wcnr'ﬂ and brings support for this
classiticanion by mvoking  Abhinavagupta  through K.
Nunjunn Raja:

Abhmavagupra savs that when an CXPression gives s own
bteral meanmg, and mn addion suggests some other sense,
we cannot regard both these distinet senses as conveved by
the same power. The former proceeds directly from the
words, while the latter comes from this literal sense. Latparya
pertains to the expressed sense, whereas dhran pertans to
non-expressive factors also, ¥

That 15 ro say, the poet is able to invest new or unexpected
meanings to the literal meaning and can construct meaning
on two levels between which there mav not be any direct
discernible relanonship and what 1s “literal” mav not be so
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literal after all. ‘This msight came nto the Indo-Persian
tradinion through mteractions berween Sanskrit and Persian in
India and through the Indian Stvle (sabk-r hendr) Persian pocts
nd is otherwise not to be found in manline Arabic or
Persian hiterary theory.

The quest of intertextuahity 15 ditferent, for mterrexruahty,
m the sense of making poems from poems has been an
cstablished poceric practice 1n the Sanskrit, Arabic, Persian,
and Urdu classical tradinons. By the time of Igbal the
principle and practice both fell into disrepure, or were al least
looked at with discomfort and suspicion because the poet was
now mostly seen as “domng his own thing” unbcholden to
others. Igbal  here agan demonstrated the ereative and
cvocative power of poctry when images, themes, and poems
of the past are made to serve as the foundation for other
mmages, themes, or poems. With its wealth of allusion, its
dircet and indireet echoes of other pocts, and 1ts wide
background studded with poems and pocts of the past Igbal's
poctry feels like a panorama of Persian, Urdu, Arabic,
Sanskrit, German and English pocets of the past. And there is
never any doubt as to who 1s n control: the presiding genius
15 Igbal and nonc clse. He mampulates, uses, abandons, re-
embraces, refashions, approaches tfrom uncexpected angles,
This is not merely learned poetry. This 1s poctry whose
wardrobe of jewels 18 like the “metaphor of the mind”
described by Abdul Qahir Jurjani as a metaphor whose
meaning 1s mexhausuble.

In Tulute Lidamr (1922) Igbal has a verse:

The Readity of adl thing—uhether of fire or earth. i the same
Slash the particle’s beart. the sun s binad will come diipping forth*
[gbal went back to this stunning image through a different
perspective thirteen vears later n a short poem m Letrlr-¢
K:H’f..-’r'f.'
Shonddd a maestro of Hie art so desire,

The orace aned plentude of 1t witl pchce
; I)'I.f:" r':-f{:.ﬂri.’ :!'IJ?J,,'F l,f.l?.h-'a’.’ .e"J"'f:‘ AFiE '.1 J'PFJ’.F:'_JF]
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f.ﬂr‘il .;.lr::.ll.'h

I don’t want to go mto the message content” of these
verses. Iwant merely to pomnt our that the images actually go
back to the Indo-Persian poct izt (1547-1594) through
another Indo-Persian poer Talib Amuli (d.1626). let’s hear

Talhib Amuli firse

||II ;.n"rr;" M .'l".- NN G "I.':'-" Jedc'y

‘flnl ,..n: 5 ? J" _-'_r... Fil ;_.-‘.-': -'llll..lr,f]'fl'l"_f..lr.

[ aciereese the swn and pacr it
"rll' .-'.'ll.'I L..I'I"'r‘

Now histen 1o this from Faizr
iU here |24 raEy L T T s
r-_.’_." .rl at |'|".‘_-

Naneese o partecle amed the cun
” e '..,.r'_'u" o .".i.:l

We can see that iql}:ll 15 rc:In'ing the imngus tor a different
purposc. He mvests a moral power and an urgency of acton

m both the cases, bur what to us 18 more imporrant 1s the

sreater sensuousness and less abstract treatment. The first

mage 15 almost mrolerably violent i s intensity, the next

Cneengages our senses by s contradictormess: the sun
becoming cool, or hor, and oozing away his light out of
embarrassment or excitement. Talib Amuli’s image i the first
INISEO Was (oo non }':}1_1 *-IL':II.. Tea) I'.IIHHLHL‘H!"L and Tea :lhr-‘-tr:u:r (8]
create a visual or sensual offeet. The purposc or result of
Igbal’s operaton on the particle 1s to remove the fetter on his
bemng and let it shine forth i the amplitude of Uniry. Igbal’s

poem pulls i reverberatons of cacsarcan birth and rirual

pulling out of the foctus of the infinite from the body of the

tinire. Yer there 1s also the disturbing suggestion of the sun

weeping blood when the heart of the article

15 torn Open.
Thus the other sugoestion is 1t's not

a matter of uh:nut}: but

of cmpathv. The sun weeps when violence 1s done to the dust

p—

.
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mote and its heart is ripped out. The “mighty heart” beats for
everyone.

In the she'r about the miracle of Art, [gbal 1s doing much
more with Faizi’s image, again because he 1s more concrete: it
s difficult to visualize in Faizi “eternity’s light” dropping ever
of the heart. Igbal takes us to a more tangible world which
obeys the rules and laws of Art. And Arts grace and
plenitude conquers the sun, makes it change its character. It 1s
nevitable here to recall Yeats’ magic bird which the poct
fashions and which sings of all that 1s past, or passing, or to
come. But the magic bird can only sing, while the Art of the
macstro can pull the sun down to the level of the human.

Creation of complex structures of meaning,  images
fashioned or refashioned anew, making poems so as to make
statements that yield sidereal or even contradictory meanings
are major features of the Indo-Persian, and the Urdu
tradition.” Writing as he did at a time when the Urdu poct
was under constant pressure to abandon his native love of
metaphor and work away from his tradition that valued
abstractness and complexity and saw poetry mainly as a play
of meaning on 1deas many of which could be found
clsewhere but would not often be suspected to carry an extra
charge of meaning. Igbal is our greatest modern wa'n afirin
(meaning-maker) poet and since unlike his vounger “modern”
contemporarics, lgbal makes his meanings within the realm
of the Indo-Persian where poems went bevond  “mere
images” (in Yeats’s phrase) and poets went on even to say
that not saying something was the best form of utterance.
This was a discovery made by ‘Urfi and IFaizi who had a
strong sense of the frontiers to which the power of the
human utterance could be stretched. “Urfi said:

Lor the world is a foreron conntry,
Na one here i from wiy people.s:

Thus in a world of strangers silence was the c:quir:llcnr of
an utterance 1n which meaning was so tightly folded as to
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make 1ts unfolding nearly impossible. Gham1 Kashmun (d.
1666, declared:

1 perion who basi no unRaeriianding,
Woere L2 to oinz his &2 19 3 pook

Flz soaseidn t itil! j2e PI2ANINg § viidge
FEoven i fitr drearis, The brapnlzis ones do ot
H:- tial o BaEmyr ": ﬂ'r'.*.'f"?ﬂ':_,-'

PRl el ot 14 z £ e
Flar mo cababiils o dise ito the aoean.

[gbal brought this tradinon alive for us in all 1ts glory; he
made us feel proud of 1t. In a place and ume when our hrerary
critics chose to sneer at Bedil, greatest of savk-r hundr poets for
whar was seen as his opacity and complexaty, Igbal wrote:

[oubrtless, Cihalib imitared Bedil’s manner. but Ghalib’s
harvest remamed empty of Bedil's themes and 1deas. Bedil
was ahead of s contemporaries in regard o thought
lvidenee can be produced 1o show that Bedil's Indian and
toreten contemporaries and the lovers of Persian verse have

been unabile ro understand Bedils view of the world. 3

:\[:uu' things are hnpptnmg here, bur 1l {mlj.' pnim out to
one that s not artculared here: In his role as hakrmnl wwmat
[gbal mayv have liked to believe that a poet’s meaning should
by entirely clear. But he had a curtous theory for this. He
WIOTE:

The lack of elanmy i hus [Momin's] (1800-1832) stvle viewed
m the hght of psvchology appears as an important but
paintul proof of the dechine of the Mushms'’ urge to rule. It
only among the people who are the ruling power that clarty
of expression 1s essenual. This state of lack of clarity which
15 50 common with Momin 15 also found 1n a somewhat
lesser degree o munds far deeper than Momin's, for
mstance, Ghalib and Bedil. ... [Here] ambiguity becomes a
source of enjoyment and inadequacy of expression s
savoured as depth of thought.’

The umport of the above mwo utterances can be fully
appreciated only when we read them side by side with this
mteresting eritique of Bedil and others offered by Igbal:
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Ghalib wouldn’t probably have understood Bedil’s thought.
All [Ghalib’s] admiration and praise of Bedil 1s just because
of Bedil’s [extraordinary-beautiful] Persian compounds
[tarkib], and that’s 1t. Ghalib learnt [the art of] farkib from
Bedil. I 'myself have benefited from Mirza Bedil in this
matter.>"

So Iqgbal as bakimul wmmat may have wanted his
prescription for his people to be unambiguous but Igbal the
poet was like Baudelaire, quarrying the poems and texts of
others for making his own images. Igbal had no shame n
admitting that he made use of Bedil's dazzling hnguistic and
metaphoric constructions as building blocks for his own
texts. Peter Quennell said of Baudclaire, he was industrious
and workmanlike, recording on little pieces of paper his
“linguistic discoveries”, storing them 1 a tea chest “against
the moment when they should be embodied 1n a poem.”
Igbal the poet seems to have been little different in his love

of words.

[t was not for nothing that Igbal chose one of Bedil's
more obscure verses to explicate and unfold in a dehghtful
Little poem, thus establishing the supreme relevance of Bedil's
imagination forever m his own poctry. The poem occurs n
Larb-e Kalinr (1935), a collection of Urdu poems whose central
importance for Igbal’s literary criticism has not yer been tully
recognized:

Mirza Bedil

Is this tie Reality, or the muschief wronght

By my falve-seeing eye?

The earth, the wilderness, the mowntain ninse,
The dark-bile yky,

Some ey [t o5 others, it &y not,

e £nows if ths your world exists at all,
oo well Marsa Bedil wnkenotted ths Knot
IV have snraveliene hay been

So hard for the Philosopher:

“If the heart had enonoh space. this garden
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W ere sightless: the wine's hue chose to come ot
Wy
Becawse the swine-flack didn't have enongh room "5

So this 15 how Igbal the poet gives us entry Into our
literary tradinons, creatively, ::h:lllr:llglng]j.', and recuperatively,
Take care of the poetry, he seems to say, and the philosophy
will take care of wself. More than any modern Urdu poet it s
Igbal who makes us respect and try to understand the
foundations of our poetics. The structures of meanng that
[gbal makes for us exist in their own right and also as
continuitics.

A questnon might be asked: So what about Igbal’s
originalityr Should not a poet have an “individual voice”, a
“stvle of his own”? The first answer to this is that a great deal
of truly great poetry passes beyond petty considerations of
“individuahiny” and “style.” All of us know about Omar
Nhavyam’s “individuality” and all of us also know thar out of
the several hundred ruba is that pass as Omar Khayyam,
there are only about a handful that can with some certamnty be
ascribed to Omar Khayvam. We know that some of the most
famous and weli-loved she'rs and even whole ghazals in the
Divan of Hafiz have now been shown to be not from Hafiz
though they reflect Hafiz's true “individuality” and “stvle.”
We know that scores of ghazals of Sauda’s (1706-1781)
contemporaries somehow found their way into Sauda’s mss.
collecnions and continued to be quoted and studied as part of
Sauda’s work for two centuries and more. So questions of
“individual sevle™ are essentally contextual, not absolute.

That s not to say that Igbal has no stvle of his own. One
way of purting the marter would be that he has many styles,
he has different stvles for different occasions. The stvle of
Mokora and Javab-e Shikra 1s different from that of Zang o
Viarg whose style 1s again very different from that of the
ghazals and ghazal hke poems in Zabur-e “ljam. Then there 1s
the grand Igbalian manner, espectally apparent in the Urdu,
but not so prommnent or differentiated in the Persian. These
matters can't be deaded with a few strokes of bureaucratic
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pens. Nor can we understand them by counting the so-called
patterns of sounds, labial, or dental, or fricanve, or hquid, or
whatever that scribal eritics pretend to have discovered in
Igbal. To believe that the existence of poetry could be
accounted for by counting vowels and consonants 1s to
believe that patterns of vowels and consonants do not exist
elsewhere 1n the language. In fact, they would seem to occur
more richly in film songs.

Igbal should be seen as a pertector of different styles 1n
LU'rdu poetry, and as the inventor of many new ones, for
instance, the dramanc dialogue, the verse style that 1s suited
to speech rhythms, the narrative of the imagined landscapes
of the mind. Similarly his nature poems range from formal
stvhzed narratives that recall the qasidas of Iramian Mirza
Habib Qa’ani (1807-1853) to interior monologue-like poems
that seems to take us back to Wordsworth.

All modes, all manners of poem making are within Igbal’s
practical range: the celebratory, the narrative, the lyrical, the
dramatc, the hortatory, the speculative, the 1onical, the
satirical, the comic, the tender, everything melts in his hand
and takes whatever shape he wants to give it. Nothing 1s a
stranger here: the 1ntensely intmﬁptcrivc, the highly
metaphorical, the plain, or the prophetic, all tones are present
in thewr appropriate place. Igbal's poetry teaches us to
recognize the most distant honizons of Urdu poetry as our
own.

Majnun Gorakhpur said something perceptive abourt the
music of Igbal, and 1 think he was the first to say that even
the most difficult of Igbal’s she‘rs can be sung on the subtlest
and most delicate of musical instruments.”™ He didn’t say this
in precise or subtle enough words, but the pont, sadly so
often lost 1n the welter of words generated by us about
[gbal’s “truth” and “message”, was a valuable one. Igbal
wrote some of the world’s most mellifluous poetry and that’s
a quality that takes its place right there where the highest
poetry is. In fact it is to be doubted if there ever can be great
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poetry without the qualir}.' that Amir Khusrau called ravan:
(“flowingness”).

“Flowingness” has been a quality about which 1t 1s
impossible to frame theoreucal statements, vet 1t 1s clear thar
some poem or poets have more of this and some have less of
it. More important, the question of ravan: (“flowingness”) has
engaged the attenton of many theonsts in the Arab-Persian-
Urdu rmradinon since Khusrau. Even before Khusrau, the
Arabs seem to have devoted some attenuon to the matter as
an mmportant aspect of literary appreciation. Adoms (Al
Ahmad Said) quotes from Al-Farabr’s discussion of the
musical quahty or the “beauty of sound” in poetrv. Among
other clements, al-Farabi identfied “punty: where there 1s
nothing 1 the melody to spoil it qualitatvely or
quanutauvely; ...suppleness and delicacy in long-drawn-out
melodies™, and above all, the harmonizanon of vowelled
letters.” This doesn’t take us very far, for Al-Farabt was
speaking as a musicologist, but Al-Jahiz had a somewhat
more penetrating observaton as a literary critic:

The letters of the words and the verses of the poem should
scem harmontous and smooth, supple and easy...gentle and
pleasant, tlexibly ordered, light on the tongue, 5o that the entire
rewve s ke one word, and one word is like a single letter

This 1s very much better, though sull quite far from a precise,
prescripuve description. Khusrau had much more to say on
ravani "' and by early eighteenth century in Delhi, rarani had
become accepted as the prime quality of prime poetry.
Miscellancous attempts to find the principle or principles where
raran: may be located have been made with little success. The
fact however remains that for mstance, the poetry of Mir and
that of Mir Anis 1s recognized to have more flowingness than
any of the premodern poets. Similarly, [gbal should have been
placed at the very highest pinnacle of razan had we found ume
to read s poems as hrerature and not philosophical
dissertanons or pohtico-religious manifestos whose truth, real or
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imagined contradictions and falsehoods disputatiously analyzed,
confirmed, ot rejected.

In the delight that he took and gave in the sheer music of
poetry Igbal reminds me of Mir who 1s the only Urdu poct
whose rarani is equal to that of Igbal, and of Colenidge who
among all great critics placed the greatest posinve value on the
music of poetry. Hartley Nelson Coleridge remarks in his edinon
of Colendge’s Table Talk that Coleridge had “an cye, almost
exclusively, for the ideal or universal in pamnting and music: But
his demand from music was “either thought or feeling; mere
addresses to the sensual ear” didn’t appeal to him.” The exact
meaning of words like “universal”, “thought”, or “feeling” must
differ from person to person, nonetheless, the general principle
enunciated here 1s entirely sound for it makes an attempt to
relate sound with sense which Richards also attempted to do a
century later. Coleridge spoke of “the music of nobler
thoughts™ and thus in a way glossed the terms “thought or
feeling” used by Hartley Nelson Coleridge: there can be noble
music only where there are noble thoughts. This 1s insufficient
for 1t dentes the property of music to satirical or hate poetry
which Colenidge would not have granted the rank of “noble™.
We need therefore to rethink the matter a bat.

[t 1s Coleridge again who provides the clue by informing
us that:

But the sense of musical delight, with the power of
producing it, 1s a gift of the imagmation; and this together
with the power of reducing multitude into unity of effect,
and modifying a series of thoughts by some one
predominant thought or feeling, may be culuvated and
improved, but can never be learnt.®

This implies or postulates a number of fundamental values
of the nature of the music of poetry. The power to sense
musical delight 1s complimentary to the power of producing it
among others. Musical delight 1 a poem 1s obtamnable only
when the imaginaton 1s at work. The musical delight doesn’s
functuon 1 a vacuum, it has to emanate from a thought, or
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feehing which 1tself has the power to pull together a number
of disparate feelings or experiences.

This does not fully explain the nearly autonomous nature
of the music of poetry, or ravam, thnugh later 1n his
discussion of metre Coleridge throws in another valuable
msight in his typical off hand manner when he says,

As the elements of metre owe their existence to a state of
imncreased  excitement. so  the metre self must  be
accompanied by the natural language of excitement.’s

Walter Jackson Bate has an extremely interesung
annotaton  here from Colendge himself who wrote to
Southev on July 13, 1802 as follows: ... Mesre itself implies a
passion, 1. ¢., both 1n the Poet’s mind, & 1s expected 1n that of
the Reader—""

At one place in Zavur-e -1jam Igbal seems to be echoing or
recalling Colendge 1in some way when he characterizes poetry
or the music of poetry as “lifeless” without “meaning”, the
term “meaning” here would seem to signify something like
Colendge’s “nobler thoughts™ or “predominant thought or
(Charactensucally, Igbal also brings in Rumi who
among the Persian pocts had perhaps the most to say about
“meanmg” (ma'ni) in the sense of “Realiy”. We read the

f-‘:::lmg. :

tollowing verses toward the end of Zabur-e ~jan:

| do not &now wheve ma'ni’s erigns are,

115 torm &5 apparent and pamiliar to mie

hongh: The song that has no meaning is

Decd, ity words ave from a five that's ashen.

Fhe Master of Rum revealed the secret of meaning;

My thought bends its forehead at his doorstep. “Meaning
Is that which takes you ,i:n;;_;ﬁwl yourself,

Leares you in no n ant for the form. M 2anIng 15 not
Vot whech renders you biind or deaf. or makes

M even piore in love with the form.”o7

In his dialogue with Bhartrihari in Jared Nama Igbal makes
the Sansknt poet and linguistic philosopher describe the
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poet’s music or mode of existence to be “the crescendo and
diminuendo of sound”. Other than this, “none 1n the world
know where the poet 15.” 1 think there can be no more
fitting conclusion to our effort to understand the secret of
Igbal’s music than to leave the matter here with Igbal’s prayer
at the beginning of Zabur-e Ajam:

Make my clod of dirt blase with the light
Of David’s song,

To every particle of my being give

Fire's feathers and wings.®

[f there ever was a poet’s prayer answered, 1t was this.
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Appendix

All translations from Urdu and Persian have been made bv
the author. Originals of Urdu and Persian texts are in the
Appendix.
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Note: There’s a clear typo in the printed text. [ have
corrected 1t.
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