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Abstract: The distinguishing feature of Iqbal's poetry is his "conscious
concerns" about issues vital to the Ummah. These concerns also provide the
key to understand the psycho-dynamics of Iqbal's mind and help us to
appreciate the reasons for which his poetry has become meaningful for the
Ummah. Iqbal's poetry has to be considered as "contemplative br higher
poetry" in that the response is born of his intellect. Iqbal is a poet of
"intellectual conception" and "intuition expression" wherein the inner meaning
dominates totally over the form. The "vital operation" of which Iqbal's poetry
is a manifestation is an intellectual conception born of the poet's wisdom.

Ahmad Shawqi, the famous Egyptian poet, while paying homage to the
poet-philosopher Iqbal, made an extremely perceptive remark as
follows:

Iqbal was unique among the Muslim poets in the sense that, while almost
all of his contemporaries were singing praises of the high ups or indulging
in indolent love poetry, central to the conscious concerns of Iqbal were
the issues that were of vital importance to the Muslim Ummah, both on
the theoretical as well as the practical level (emphasis added).!

The construct "conscious concerns," according to Shawqi, distinguished
Iqbal from his contemporary poets and thinkers. The same expression
also provides the key to understanding the psycho-dynamics of Iqbal's
mind, and leads us to appreciate the reasons for which Iqbal's poetry has
become significantly important and meaningful to us.

"In the perspective of Islamic metaphysics, the phenomenon of
consciousness, discerned in the world in a hierarchical manner, is a
manifestation of the Divine Consciousness. The total manifestation of
the Divine Consciousness, a self-disclosure (tajalll) of the Divine
Attribute of Knowledge (Cilm), is the human intelligence. In the same
way, it is only man, which has the gift of speech because he alone
among earthly creatures is made "in the image of God" in a direct and
integral manner.2 It is the summit and perfection of human intelligence
and, therefore, of human consciousness. Speech is as it were the
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immaterial, though sensory, body of our will and our understanding.3
Similarly, human speech or human language attains its full plenitude or
perfect deployment in poetry. If the summit and perfection of human
consciousness is human language, then poetry or the poetic art could
likewise be termed as the summit and perfection of human language.
This necessarily entails that, not only in the Islamic traditional
perspective but also in the traditional oriental theories of art, poetry is a
conscious activity never separated from the Intellect. It is never
envisaged as "emotions recollected in tranquility" or "a spontaneous
overflow of powerful feelings."4 According to this perspective, poetry is
not the expression of the subjective experienqes of the separated ego of
the poet, but the fruit of a vision of a reality, which transcends the being
of the poet, and for which the poet must become the expositor and
guide.5 This does not mean, however, that consciousness should be
reduced to rationality alone, i.e., discursive thought or reason severed
from its transcendent poetic roots.6 As pointed by Iqbal: "The total
reality. ..has other ways of invading our consciousness"; there are
"non-rational modes of consciousness... there is the possibility of
unknown levels of consciousness" and "there are potential types of
consciousness lying close to our normal consciousness."? How do these
"other ways of invasion" relate to poetry? Iqbal tells us that the
questions that call for an intellectual vision of reality for their answers
are "common to religion, philosophy and higher poetry .,,8

The point made above is elucidated by other well-known poets. Jami
referred to the same doctrine in the following verses:

What is poetry'? The song of the bird of the Intellect.
What is poetry? The similitude of the world of eternity.
The value of the bird becomes evident through it,
And one discovers whether it comes from the oven of a bath house or a
rose garden.
It composes poetry from the Divine rose garden;
It draws its power and sustenance from that sacred precinct.9

Likewise, Milton in his Paradise Lost (Book II -17; Book III -51) wrote
of a vision which would then be translated into poetry.

And 

chiefly thou 0 Spirit, that dost prefer
Before all Temples the upright heart and pure,
Instruct me, for thou know'st:
So much the rather thou celestial light
Shine inward and the mind through her powers
irradiate, there plant eyes, all mist from thence
Purge and disperse, that I may see and tell
Of things invisible to mortal sight.lO



IQBAL'S WISDOM POETRY/SUHEYL 127

Valmiki, who composed Ramayana, is reported to have been ordered
to record a vision granted to him. "Then only, after concentrated
meditation, when the whole story lay like a picture in his mind, he
began to shape it into shalokas."..

Dante in his,Divine Comedy says in the same vein:

I am one who hearkens when
Love inspires me, and I put thought into word
After the mode which He dictates within me.12

Higher Poetry and Iq bat

It is, therefore, significant and not a matter of mere coincidence that the
words which denote poetry or poetic activity in all the major Islamic
languages and the word which denotes consciousness (shu <iir) share the
common triliteral verbal root sha <ara which means "to become aware
of' or "to be conscious of" The same conceptual underpinning is
evident in the traditional definitions of poetry that are found in the
classical works on literary theory and compilations of the technical
terms. I] For the purposes of our present study, however, we have

fashioned afresh these definitions, which do not make them better but
merely make them more elaborate and easily accessible. The need for
this reformulationl4 is rooted in the fact that Iqbal, though standing as an
out-post of the sensibility and the world view which the great masters of
traditional Islamic literature adhered to, was at the same time a man of
the modem age. IS The definitions are listed here in their hierarchical

order, which is also the order of their scope and level of
comprehensiveness. Poetry can be defined as such:

1. Language, in-formedl6 or moulded by metrical structuresl7 and
rhythmic patterns, is called poetry.

2. Language, in-formed by metrical structures and rhythmic patterns
and manipulated in an excellent and beautiful manner, is called
poetry.

3. Language, in-formed by metrical structures and rhythmic patterns
and manipulated in an excellent and beautiful manner, is called
poetry provided it does not take place involuntarily.

4. Language, in-fonned by metrical structures and rhythmic patterns
and manipulated in an excellent and beautiful manner, is called
poetry provided it does not take place involuntarily.ls The content,
which is thus expressed beautifully, pertains to the formal aspect of
beauty Oamiil $uwarl).19
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5. Language, in-formed by metrical structures and rhythmic patterns
and manipulated in an excellent and beautiful manner, is called
poetry provided it is not involuntary and manifests beauty of
expression. The content, which is thus expressed beautifully,
pertains not to the outward form of beauty Oamiil $uwarl} but to the
beauty2O of the inner meaning Oamiil ma (nawl)!1

What distinguishes Iqbal from other Urdu poets is that his major works
belong to the last of the definitions of poetry listed above which, in fact,
is the highest class of poetry .22

One may also look at Iqbal's work by juxtaposing it with the works
of other poets in the Indian subcontinent. It can be said that the Urdu
poetry of the Indian subcontinent, at the time when Iqbal emerged on
the literary scene, could be grosso modo classified into four categories.

1. Contemplative or higher poetry in which the inner meaning
(ma (na) dominates over the outward form. In every day language, it is
called the poetry of ideas and concepts as found in some of the poetic
works ofMir and Ghalib.23

2. Poetry where the process of sublimation of feelings, sentiments
and the sense impressions is the dominant motif as in most of the poetic
works of Mir and some of the lyrics of Ghalib.

3. Poetry of lexical and linguistic techniques, i.e., poetry which
incorporates the appropriate skills like play on words, use of proverbs,
adages and other linguistic resources and devices. Poetic works of
Dhawq and Dagh provide examples of this kind of Urdu poetry.

4. Poetry of literary embellishment and rhetorical devices. Most of
the poetry of the Lucknow School falls into this category as does a part
of Mu)mln's poetic works and Mathnawi Gulzar-i-Nasim. 24

Iqbal is neither the poet of sublimation, nor of the lexicaVlinguistic
techniques and resources, nor of the literary embellishments and
rhetorical devices though he uses all these elements in a consummate
manner. Iqbal's poetry belongs, essentially and predominantly, to the
first category. He is a poet of intellectual-conception and intuition-
expression wherein the ma (nil (inner meaning) dominates totally over
the ~irah (form). It is, however, still different from the Urdu poetry of
the same category, both in its inner dynamics and content of the inner
meaning. While Iqbal's poetic master pieces were a fruit of an intuitive
vision associated with the realm of the intelligible, the ideas and
concepts in the works of the other poets were, by and large,
conventional ideas shunted ()ff from Sufism and the Illuminationist
Schools. The psycho-dynamics of the common run of the poets was
different in the sense that it stemmed from a different level of the artist's
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being. At this point we encounter the question of the levels of
consciousness which is central to the gradation of poetry into
hierarchical levels, ranging from the most mundane and facile
versification to the most sublime degree of inspired poetry:5 Keeping
ourselves within the same perspective but making our terms of reference
more concise, we can say that poetry could be considered as the
response or activity of a part of our being which, manipulated by the
faculty of imagination, manifests itself in linguistic patterns. Those who
represent the poetry of lexical/literary techniques and rhetorical devices
or, in other words, the skilful craftsmanship of the poetic art, bring into
play their rational faculties only and, to a certain extent, the lower
reaches of imagination. It is' a response born of the cerebral and
discursive part of their being. Poetry of sublimation of feelings and
sentiments is born of the response of the passional soul or the psychic
activity surging and overflowing from the emotive self.26 Contemplative
or higher Eoetry is the response of the Intellect, i.e., born of
intellection. 7 The reason Iqbal's poetry has to be considered as

contemplative or higher poetry is, precisely, that the response is born of
his intellect. His life is, as if, in the realm of the intelligible and his
faculties entertain their imprint, the ideas, in the way ordinary people
receive the effects and impressions of events and sense data. What do
we mean, then, by the entertainment of ideas? It is the intuition of things
as they are on higher than empirical levels of reference.

The terms "intuition" and expression are used here as the equivalents
of "conception" and "generation" and, in using these, we are not
thinking either of Bergson or of Croce. By "intuition" we mean an
intellection extending beyond the range of dialectic to that of the eternal
"reasons." It is, therefore, contemplation rather than thinking.
Contemplation, in turn, implies to raise our level of reference from the
empirical to the ideal, from observation to vision, from any auditory
sensation to audition and so on. We must emphasise that contemplation
is an act and not a passion. Contrary to what modem psychology says,
we do not see in "inspiration" the up-rush or in-rush of an instinctive
and subconscious will. "Inspiration" is an elevation of the artist's being
to super-conscious and supra-individual levels. In this the poet or artist
is not a passive instrument. "He" is much rather actively and
consciously making use of "himself' as an instrument. Inspiration and
aspiration, therefore, are not exclusive alternatives. It seems that the
caricaturing of inspired poetry of the 20th century Surrealists with their
"automatic writing" stems from a confusion, which they made between
the light of the super-conscious with the darkness and the chaos of the
sub-conscious. Therefore, man incapable of contemplation, in the sense
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described above, cannot be an artist but a skilful workman. It is
demanded of an artist to be both a contemplative and a good workman.
This is precisely what is meant by "higher poetry" to which Iqbal's

. k fi 28 major wor s con orm.

Iqbal's Wisdom Poetry

Let us now briefly consider how the fonn of the artistic creation -in the
case of the poet, a verbal crystallisation -is evoked? Human activity, in
this regard as in others, works in a manner analogous to the Divine
Activity, the Act of the Logos. The human operatir-:l reflects the manner
of operation in divinis. The art of the human artist is his creation as the
universe is the divine creation. The intuition-expression or, in other
words, conception-articulation, of an imitable form is an intellectual
conception born of an artist's wisdom just as the eternal reasons are
born of the Eternal Wisdom. The images arise naturally in the spirit, not
by way of an aimless inspiration, but in purposeful and vital operation
"by a word conceived in the intellect."

The words "conceived in the intellect" come from a statement of St.
Thomas Aquinas and we have so far only alluded to the doctrines of the
Christian and Hindu literary traditions. Moreover, we have not quoted
from Iqbal's poetic works either. This was, in the first place, to escape
the charge of circular reasoning (that is to define Iqbal by quoting Iqbal
himself) and, secondly, to place Iqbal in a universal, and a richer,
perspective. However, there are strikingly close similarities of the
doctrines mentioned above with the doctrines of the Islamic poetic
tradition, to which Iqbal was a direct heir, that necessitate more than a
few passing remarks.

According to FirdawsI, Sana>I, < Attar, Sa<dI, RumI, JamI and other

masters of Persian literature, poetry is the fruit of a vision that is
articulated by the poet. To quote their exact fonnulation, "it is
conceived in the intellect and then born through the wisdom of the
poet." The word used for wisdom is bikmah (sapiential wisdom) and the
intellect is referred to by the words " <aql, zamir, dil or ian, etc."

One of the greatest authorities of Islamic metaphysics and sufism is
Shaykh Mu1)yI aI-DIn Ibn < ArabI who wrote not only several hundred

prose works, but also three divans of poetry and many thousands of
additional verses scattered throughout his prose writings. As the gre~test
Muslim theoretician of imagination, he was able to utilise -with perfect
awareness of what he was doing -the possibilities of poetical expression

gained through imaginal perception.

For the Shaykh as well, the subject matter of poetry is not something
that one thinks about as one might think about a problem in dogmatic~
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theology. Rather, it is something that is seen with the inner eye and
heard with the inner ear. Only then it is described!9

So, whether we call it higher poetry, designate it as the poetry of
gnomic wisdom, give it the title of sapiential or contemplative poetry or
classify it as inspired poetry, all these appellations refer to one and the
same reality which is situated at the junction between the form and
essence and opens onto the Infinite. It is an activity in which the human
poet is but the imitator of the Divine Poet since his "logical" utterance is
simultaneously a "poetical" work:o

Thus, we repeat that the "vital operation," of which Iqbal's poetry is
a manifestation, is an intellectual conception born of the poet's :wisdom.
Thus it is not surprising to find Iqbal saying: "Poetry is the heir of
prophecy" or refers to himself as "of one voice with the trustworthy
Gibra'il" or declares that "poetry that communicates the message of
eternity is either the song of Gibra'il or the trumpet of Israfil.,,31 By
doing this, Iqbal places himself squarely in the traditional continuity of
Islamic literature, draws the sap of poetry from it and eventually
becomes perhaps the finest flower that blossomed in the withering
garden of traditional Islamic poetry .32 This point has been well made in
the study by John Haywood which, however, focuses mainly on the
formal aspect of t11is continuity:

Iqbal is in the long line of classical Islamic poets. Indeed, he is perhaps
the last great classical Islamic poet The scholar familiar with the
poetical classics of Arabic and Persian has the feeling, after reading
Iqbal, that he is very much in the same tradition. Indeed, the last way to
think of Iqbal is as a Pakistani poet. Rather does he speak tor Islam
universally and tor the common ground between Isl~m and the other
major world religions.

...A large proportion of the verses in his work is truly !,'llomic poetry -
"bikmah" wisdom in the highest sense of the word. Moreover, they are
not wisdom only to Muslims, or to Orientals, but to men of every creed
and race. This is one of Iqbal's great achievements that he bridged the
gap between East and West, and gave utterance to the common ground
in the great religious and philosophical systems of the world. 33

In the context of the issue of fonnal and spiritual continuity that we
have just mentioned, the question that is often debated in Iqbal studies is
whether Iqbal was classical in both matter and manner or in style and
imagery only! In other words, did he express new ideas, new matter in a
classical manner? Old symbols -new message; traditional forms,
modem content! A definitive answer to this problem requires further
research and comparative studies with the great figures of the Islamic
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tradition that could reveal the intellectual aspect of this continuity. In
my view, however, he represents a continuity of both form and content.
To maintain this position, one has to explain the differences that exist
between the content of his poetry and that of the classics of the Islamic
literary tradition. In this regard, some scholars have also pointed out,
often in a manner of reproach, that much of Iqbal's poetry focuses on
the problems and concerns of his own community. It is also something,
which, at least apparently, runs contrary to universality, which is
fundamental to sapiential poetry.

The key to the understanding of this problem again lies in the
doctrine of art explained above. Poetry "has something to say" which
"cannot be said." It "has something to say": it may not be didactic in the
negative sense of the word but, if genuine, it is also the result of a kind
of necessity, the outcome of a "pressure" or a "need" to crystallise a
"meaning" into a "form." Then, an invisible spiritual universe governs
every sector of humanity. This spiritual universe not only determines the
form, language and symbolism that the poetic inspiration of that sector
of humanity has to take but also the "pressure" and the "need" that arise
from the specific cosmic conditions pertaining to it. The specificity of
this "urgent" and "necessitating" character of inspiration, under which
the poetry of that particular sector comes into existence, does not
prevent the poetic expression to be any thing less than perfect and to
fulfill the first and the main criterion of art, i.e., nobility of content.34 On
a secondary and contingent level, the question of social responsibility
also enters into consideration.35 As an applied side of sapiential doctrine
and art, practical wisdom has always occupied its legitimate place in
human collectivities and a poet, being a responsible member of the
collectivity, has to participate in it and has to undertake it as a part of his
human and spiritual vocation. It is, therefore, neither the question of a
dichotomy nor a contradiction of the claims of universality. It is rather
the other side of the same intellection, which is turned towards more
practicai and immediate issues of human existence. Here, poetry is
"given to" or rather "imposed upon" the poet. Consider the case of
Shaykh Mahmud Shabistari, the author of Gu/shan-i Raz (The Secret
Rose Garden) which is one of the greatest masterpieces of Persian Sufi
poetry. He was asked about some extremely sophisticated and subtle
theological and esoteric questions. In his own words: "Everyone knows
that during all my life, I have never intended to compose poetry.
Although my temperament was capable of it, rarely did I choose to write
poems." Yet, in spite of himself, Shabistari, within a few days, and
through direct inspiration (i/hiim) composed one of the most enduring
and widely read masterpieces of oriental literature.
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This brings us finally to the question of the purpose or "use" of

sapiential poetry. It is instructive to look, first of all, at a few

representative statements of Iqbal on the question. He said:

I have no interest in the art of poetry, but I have some special objectives.

To achieve these ends I have chosen the medium of poetry because of the

state and conditions of this country!6

All human art must be subordinated to this final purpose (i.e. life) and the

value of every thing must be determined with reference to its life-yielding

capacity The dogma of the art for the sake of art is a clever invention of

decadence to cheat us out of life and power!7

Iqbal is again in conformity with the traditional theory of literature here.

Coomaraswamy tells us "It is the same if we read the scriptures of any

tradition or the authors like Dante or Ashvaghosha who tell us frankly

that they wrote with other than 'aesthetic' ends in view.,,38 Since,

according to the Hindu tradition, the purpose of art and, of course,

poetry is "to know immortal through mortal things" and the Christian

doctrine announces that "the invisible things of God" (that is to say the

ideas or eternal reasons of things, by which we know what they ought to

be like) are to be seen in the things that are made. Dante could say, "the

whole work was undertaken not for speculative but a practical end The purpose of the whole is to remove those who are living in this life

from the state of wretchedness and to lead them to the state of

blessedness.,,39 Ashvaghosha declared his purpose in the following

manner:

This poem, pregnant with the burden of Liberation, has been composed

by me in the poetic manner, not for the sake of giving pleasure but tor

the sake of giving peace, and to win over other-minded" hearers. If! have

dealt in it with subjects other than that of Liberation, that pertains to

what is proper to poetry, to make it tasty, just as when honey is mixed

with a sour medicinal herbs to make it drinkable. Since I beheld the

world for the most part given over to objects of sense and disliking to

consider Liberation, 1 have spoken here in the garb of poetry, holding
that Liberation is the primary value. 40

Plato was also explicit on the point since the Muses are given to us "that

we may use them intellectually, not as a source of irrational pleasure but

as an aid to the revolution of the soul within us, of which the harmony

was lost at birth, to help in restoring it to order and content with its

Self.,.41

We need not dwell on it because it is evident that, according to the
traditional theory of literature, the foundations of art lie in the spirit, in
metaphysical, theological and mystical knowledge, not in the knowledge



134

INTELLECTUAL DISCOURSE, VOL 10, No 2, 2002

of the craft alone nor yet in genius, for this may be anything at all; in
other words the intrinsic principles of art are essentially subordinate to
the extrinsic principles of a higher order. Art is an activity, an
exteriorisation, and thus depends by definition on a knowledge that
transcends it and gives it order; apart from such knowledge art has no
justification; it is knowledge which determines action, manifestation,
form and never the reverse.

Conclusion

Sapiential poetry, then, is a means and a vehicle for the expression of
truth and it complements logic in that it deals with forms of knowledge
which are not accessible to the unaided logical faculties of man. Also,
this poetry brings about the transformation of the soul and its
sensibilities in a manner which is not possible otherwise. It causes an
assent in the soul of man and in this regard it has an almost alchemical
quality about it, a power to transform knowledge, making it a "tasted"
fruit which is digested and which transforms one's being, thus, through
its re-echoing of the fundamental truths of our existence aids man to
return to the higher states of being and consciousness.

Finally, art, even the highest form as in the case of sapiential poetry,
is only the means to an end. It is a manner of "seeing through a glass,
darkly," and although it is far better than not to see at all, the utility of
every art must come to an end when "vision is face to face."

A finite image of Intinity:
This is the nature of al1 poetry.
Al1 human work to its last limit tends;
Its Archetype in Heaven never ends.42
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