Iqbal’s Philosophy of Art
Riffat Hassan
Scattered throughout Iqbal’s writings are his various pronouncements on the nature and purpose of
Art. Iqbal has not propounded a theory of Beauty and Art as such, but from his writings it is clear that he
had thought deeply about Aesthetics .and that he had a philosophy of Art though its component ideas do
not seem to have appeared simultaneously (except perhaps in Bandagi Nama).1 Although by “Art” most
of the time Iqbal means his own art, i.e. the poetic art, much of what he says is relevant also to the other
arts.

Purpose of Art
For Iqbal, Art must add to the fulness and richness of life. Art is genuine and significant only when it
impinges dynamically on life, deepening its appreciation, quickening its pulse and illuminating its
fundamental purposes with insight.2 He has no use for a self-regarding Art which is divorced from the
problems of living. Art must serve life in some way and not exist merely for its own sake. Unequivocally
he says:
Art is subordinate to life, not superior to it. The ultimate end of all human
activity is life-glorious, powerful, exuberant. All human art must be subordinated
to this final purpose and the value of everything must be determined in reference
to its life-yielding capacity. The highest art is that which awakens our dormant
will-force, and helps us to face the trials of life manfully. All that brings
drowsiness and makes us shut our eyes to reality around on the mastery of which
alone life depends - is a message of decay and death. There should be no opiumeating in art. The disguise of art for the sake of art is a clever invention of
decadence to cheat us out of life and power.3
Iqbal has placed much emphasis on the “life-yielding” quality of art and stated emphatically that art
which is “life destroying,” robbing life of its joy, zest, courage and enthusiasm, should cease to exist

(Zarb-e-Kalim, p. 127) 4

(Zarb-e-Kalim, p. 125)5

Attack on “Decadent” Art
A good portion of Iqbal’s writings on Aesthetics deals with the subject of what he considers to be
“decadent” Art. Like Plato, Iqbal too had once been susceptible to the charms of poetry which sapped the
energies of human beings lulling them into a barren, albeit a seemingly golden, dream of effortless
existence. For Iqbal, Hafiz is the symbol of such life-stultifying art. This is surprising, for to the young
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poet Iqbal, Hafiz had meant much. ‘Attiya Faizi tells us of Iqbal’s great admiration, for Hafiz and
comments, “I felt that Iqbal believed more in Hafiz than in any other Persian poet.”6 In his Note-book,
Iqbal himself paid a glowing tribute to the perfection of Hafiz’s poetic technique: “In words like out
jewels Hafiz put the sweet unconscious spirituality of the nightingale.”7
Iqbal’s rejection of Hafiz was, in effect, also a rejection of a phase of his own youth, a phase when
he could say
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(Bang-e-Dara, p. 93)

In lines which caused great uproar, Iqbal attached, Hafiz in no uncertain terms

9

(Khayaban-e-Iqbal, pp. 230 - 232)10

He went on to compare Hafiz unfavourably with ‘Urfi, another Persian poet
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(Khayaban-e-Iqbal, p. 232)

Iqbal inveighed against Hafiz “for his quietism, his Epicureanism, his libertinism, his
indifference to the great historical events that were taking place around him and the soporific
effect of his mystical eroticism.”12
Iqbal has painted a vivid picture of the harm that a poet who preaches death rather than life may do

(Asrar-e-Khudi, pp. 39-40)13
Implicit in Iqbal’s rejection of Hafiz, is his rejection of a considerable portion of contemporary Persian
and Urdu poetry. In his view, perhaps the senses could luxuriate in such art but themes such as the
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following could hardly offer sustenance to the spirit

(Zabur-e-‘Ajam, p. 254)14

Transition from ‘Ajam to Hijaz
In Asrar-e-Khudi, Iqbal bids us leave the “garden of Persia” and return to “the heat of the desert.”15
‘Ajam was to become for Iqbal a symbol of Art which, though moving and beautiful in its own way, does
not keep the ego in that state of tension, or heightened self-awareness, in which it is able to pervade
reality and transcend all obstructing forces

(Zarb-e-Kalim, p. 127)16
Because Art is subservient to life which for Iqbal is the ego’s striving for perfection - it is necessary to
move on from ‘Ajam to Hijaz. Hijaz now becomes, aesthetically, the symbol for that potent, life-yielding
and life-enriching Art which unites Beauty and Power, and becomes an embodiment of Love. Iqbal says

(Zabur-e-‘Ajam, p. 264)17

Is “Decadent” Art Not Art at All?
An interesting question comes to mind here. One wonders if Iqbal would have denied the status of
Art to the work of poets such as Hafiz. Iqbal had known that “the good in art is not necessarily identical
with the good in life; it is possible for a person to write fine poetry, and lead his society to Heil.”18 Since
it is possible for the good in Art to be separate from the good in life, Iqbal would not have denied the
name of Art to that which was, in any way, detrimental to life. However, such art he would have banished
from his ideal society.

Attack on All Art
There are places in Iqbal’s works where he seems to denounce not only “decadent” Art but all Art.
His words “convey the impression that he has no use for poetry of any kind.”19 To the Editor of Makhzan,
Sir Abdul Qadir, he sent the message
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(Bang-e-Dara, p. 140)20
His words may be easily misunderstood. Here Iqbal is not saying that Art is useless. He is merely
expressing his disapproval of the passivity in which his fellow country-men were sunk, content with
poetry which did not stir in them any longing for action while European nations were struggling hard to
build a better life for themselves.

True Poetry versus Versification
At times Iqbal has denied the fact that he is a “poet”

ﻧہ ﺑﯿﻨﯽ ﺧﯿﺰ ازاں ﻣﺮد ﻓﺮد اﺳﺖ
ﮐہ ﺑﺮﻣﻦ ﺗﮩﻤﺖ ﺷﻌﺮ و ﺳﺨﻦ ﺑﺴﺖ
ﺳﺐ ﮐﻮﻣﮯ دﻟﺒﺮاں ﮐﺎرے ﻧﺪارم
دل زا زﻣﮯ ﻏﻢ ﯾﺎرے ﻧﺪارم
ﻧہ ﺧﺎک ﻣﻦ ﻏﺒﺎر رﮨﮕﺬارے
ﻧہ در ﺧﺎﮐﻢ دل ﺑﮯ اﺧﺘﯿﺎرے
(Zabur-e-‘Ajam, p. 204)21
This disclaimer is, of course, an attack on traditional erotic poetry which abounds in lifeless images of
servile adoration. Such poetry lacks dignity and sincerity and is unworthy of the fortified, self-respecting
ego.
When Iqbal says

ﻣﺮی ﻧﻮاﺋﮯ ﭘﺮﯾﺸﺎں ﮐﻮ ﺷﺎﻋﺮی ﻧہ ﺳﻤﺠﮭ
ﮐہ ﻣﯿﮟ ﮨﻮں ﻣﺤﺮم راز درون ﻣﯿﺨﺎﻧہ

(Bal-e-Jibril, p. 76)22
he does not mean to say that he is not a poet but that his song is not mere versification. Versification is a
mechanical activity, whereas true poetry is organic to the poet’s being and reveals to him the secrets of
life and reality. This is another significant idea from Iqbal’s Aesthetics, namely, that poetry is to be
distinguished from versification. As Sir Philip Sidney wrote, “there have been many most excellent poets
that never versified, and now swarm many versifiers that need never answer to the name of poets.”23

Art as Imitation
One of the oldest conceptions of Art is “Art as Imitation” (mimesis). For Plato, Art was an imitation
of transcendental reality and not once but twice removed from the truth, as the artist imitates what is itself
an appearance. Iqbal does not believe in the imitation theory of Art. He questions the very reality, which,
according to Plato, poetry fails to represent. Even if Plato’s picture of reality could be represented it
would, for Iqbal, be an immoral act; for it would amount to the bodying forth of illusions. For Iqbal
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poetry does not represent an illusory world forever beyond human reach but a real world - a world which
has a past, present and future, and can be seen and known.24
For Iqbal, Art is no more an imitation of Nature than it is an imitation of a supersensible world of
Ideas. To the poet he says

ﻓﻄﺮت ﮐﯽ ﻏﻼﻣﯽ ﺳﮯ ﮐﺮ آزاد ﮨﻨﺮ ﮐﻮ
ﺻﯿﺎد ﮨﯿﮟ ﻣﺮدان ﮨﻨﺮ ﻣﻨﺪ ﮐہ ﻧﺨﭽﯿﺮ
(Zarb-e-Kalim, p. 115)25
To imitate Nature is to enervate the Self by denying an opportunity to its creativeness to manifest
itself. Iqbal describes a poet who is merely an imitator of Nature thus

ﮐﻨﺪ
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ﻧﻤﯽ
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ﻧﻔﺶ
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ﻧﻘﺶ
(Zabur-e-‘Ajam, p. 255)26

Art as Improvement on Nature
Poets give life to the images of Nature from the dynamism of their own being. They are not passive
observers on whose blank mind Nature leaves a series of discordant impressions. On the contrary, by
imaginative participation in the life of Nature, poets give unity to the diversity of natural phenomena and
a meaning to what they perceive. Nature is what it is, poets create from what is that which ought to be. In
the words of Sir Philip Sidney, “Her (Nature’s) world is brazen, the poets only deliver a golden.”27
In Iqbal’s words:
To permit the visible to shape the invisible, to seek “what is scientifically called
adjustment with Nature is to recognize her mastery over the spirit of man.
Power comes from resisting her stimuli, and not from exposing ourselves to
their action. Resistance of what is with a view to create what ought to be, is
health and life. All else is decay and death… The artist who is blessing to
mankind defies life In the words of Fichte, he sees all Nature full, large, and
abundant as opposed to him who sees all things thinner, smaller and emptier
than they actually are. The modern age seeks inspiration from Nature. But
Nature simply “is” and her function is mainly to obstruct our search for “ought”
which the poet must discover within the depth of his own being.28
In regarding Nature as passive and static and the poet as possessing the inner power of investiture,
Iqbal comes very close in idea to the thought expressed in the well-known lines of S.T. Coleridge:
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O Lady! we receive but what we give,
And in our life alone does Nature live;
Ours is her wedding garment, ours her shroud!
And would we ought behold, of higher worth
Than that inanimate cold world allowed
To the poor loveless ever-anxious crowd,
Ah! from the soul itself must issue forth
A light, a glory, a fair luminous cloud
Enveloping the Earth.29
The poet is expected by Iqbal to transcend Nature and to succeed where Nature has failed

ﻓﻄﺮت
ﺗﻮ ﮐﺮ
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(Bal-e-Jibril, p. 87)30
The poet adds a new charm to the of Nature
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(Asrar-e-Khudi, p. 37)31
and may be said to have improved upon it
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(Zabur-e-‘Ajam, p. 256)32
Browning has, expressed the same thought thus:
For, don’t you mark? we’re made so that we love
First when we see them painted, things we have passed
Perhaps a hundred times nor cared to see;
And so they are better, painted - better to us,
Which is the same thing, Art was given for that;
God uses us to help each other so,
Lending our minds out.33
To sum up the relation of Art with Nature it would be true to say that Iqbal believes with Sir Thomas
Browne that “nature is not at variance with art, nor art with nature; they both being the servants of His
Providence: Art is the perfection of Nature.”34
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Iqbal’s Disapproval of Drama
It has been observed by a writer that Iqbal disapproves of drama because “it kills our personality or
egohood.”35 It is to be noted here that Iqbal does not disapprove of the writing of drama and that a number
of his own poems have, in fact, a dramatic structure and effect. What he disapproves is the performance
of a play because it involves a kind of mimicry or imitation, and by imitation the Self is weakened

ﺣﺮﯾﻢ ﺗﯿﺮا ﺧﻮدی ﻏﯿﺮ ﮐﯽ! ﻣﻌﺎذ ﷲ
دو ﺑﺎره زﻧﺪه ﻧہ ﮐﺮ ﮐﺎروﺑﺎر ﻻت و ﻣﻨﺎت
ﯾﮩﯽ ﮐﻤﺎل ﮨﮯ ﺗﻤﺜﯿﻞ ﮐﺎ ﮐہ ﺗﻮ ﻧہ رﮨﮯ
 ﺗﻮ ﻧہ ﺳﻮز ﺧﻮدی ﻧہ ﺳﺎز ﺣﯿﺎت،رﮨﺎ ﻧہ ﺗﻮ
(Zarb-e-Kalim, p. 104)36

Emphasis on Creativeness
Throughout his writings, both poetical and philosophical, Iqbal has laid much emphasis on
creativeness an attribute which humanity shares with God. “Both God and man”, he says, “live by
perpetual creation. The artist is an associate of God and feels the contact of time and eternity in his
soul.”37
In considering the creative imagination as an extension of God’s creative powers, Iqbal has an
affinity with Blake and Coleridge. “For Blake the imagination is nothing less than God as He operates in
the human soul. It follows that any act of creation performed by the imagination is divine.”38 Coleridge
defines the primary imagination as “the living power and prime agent of all human perception, and as a
repetition in the finite mind of the eternal act of creation in the infinite I AM.”39
For Iqbal, God is the archetypal poet and the supreme creative artist.40 A human being is God’s
apprentice

ﮔﻔﺖ ﯾﺰداں ﮐہ ﭼﻨﯿﮟ اﺳﺖ و دﮔﺮ ﮨﯿﭻ ﻣﮕﻮ
ﮔﻔﺖ آدم ﭼﻨﯿﮟ اﺳﺖ و ﭼﻨﺎں ﻣﯽ ﺑﺎﯾﺴﺖ
(Zabur-e-‘Ajam, p. 192)41
and to assert that human creativity is not inferior to God’s

آﻓﺮﯾﺪم
ﭼﺮاغ
آﻓﺮﯾﺪی
ﺷﺐ
ﺗﻮ
آﻓﺮﯾﺪم
اﯾﺎغ
آﻓﺮﯾﺪی
ﺳﻔﺎل
آﻓﺮﯾﺪی
دراغ
ﮐﮩﺴﺎر
و
ﺑﯿﺎﺑﺎن
ﺧﯿﺎﺑﺎن و ﮔﻠﺰار و ﺑﺎغ آﻓﺮﯾﺪم
ﻣﻦ آﻧﻢ ﮐہ از ﺳﻨﮓ آﺋﯿﻨہ ﺳﺎزم
ﻣﻦ آﻧﻢ ﮐہ از زﮨﺮ ﻧﻮﺷﯿﻨہ ﺳﺎزم
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(Payam-e-Mashriq, p. 132)42
The artist also dares to question God about the Almighty’s finest creation which is humanity itself

ﻋﺎﻟﻢ ﺳﻮزو ﺳﺎز ﻣﯿﮟ وﺻﻞ ﺳﮯ ﺑﮍھ ﮐﮯ ﮨﮯ ﻓﺮاق
!وﺻﻞ ﻣﯿﮟ ﻣﺮگ آرزو ﮨﺠﺮ ﻣﯿﮟ ﻟﺬت طﻠﺐ
(Bal-e-Jibril, p. 32)43

The Poet and Moral Responsibility
Iqbal agrees with Plato in regarding the poet as an inspired being. But Socrates when he had led Ion
to confess to being either dishonest or divinely mad, had meant to discredit the poet anyhow. The poet has
a touch of divine madness in him; from this Plato infers that a poet is not morally responsible for his
utterances since his words are ordered by forces outside him. Iqbal admits that “inspiration is … is gift the
character of which cannot be critically judged by the recipient before accepting it.”44 However, from this
premise Iqbal draws a conclusion vastly different from Plato’s. The poet is blessed above others and
therefore bears the burden of greater responsibility to God.
For Iqbal, then inspiration or the creative intuition is of the greatest importance, for if it is lacking, “a
work can be perfectly made, and it is nothing; the artist has nothing to say… Just as finally the unique law
of the perfect soul, according to the saying of St. Augustine is - love and do what you want - the unique
rule of the perfect artist is finally ‘cling to your creative intuition and do what you want?’ ”45

Vision and Desire
Since the object of Art is to look into “the life of things” and unfold the secrets of Eternity, Iqbal
says

اے اﮨﻞ ﻧﻈﺮ ذوق ﻧﻈﺮ ﺧﻮب ﮨﮯ ﻟﯿﮑﻦ
ﺟﻮ ﺷﮯ ﮐﯽ ﺣﻘﯿﻘﺖ ﮐﻮ ﻧہ دﯾﮑﮭﮯ ﺗﻮ ﻧﻈﺮ ﮐﯿﺎ
ﻣﻘﺼﻮد ﮨﻨﺮ ﺳﻮز ﺣﯿﺎت اﺑﺪی ﮨﮯ
ﯾہ اﯾﮏ ﻧﻔﺲ ﯾﺎ دو ﻧﻔﺲ ﻣﺜﻞ ﺷﺮر ﮐﯿﺎ
(Zarb-e-Kalim, p. 117)46

Iqbal perceives poets as restless creatures, possessed of an unbounded imagination which sets before them
endless goals and ideals to be achieved. The fire of their passion consumes their very being, yet for them
desires and dreams are born every instant

ﺟﺴﺘﺠﻮﺳﺖ
ﺳﺮاﭘﺎ
ﺷﺎﻋﺮ
ﺳﺖ
آرزو
ﭘﺮوردﮔﺎر
و

ﻓﻄﺮت
ﺧﺎﻟﻖ

(Javid Nama, p. 45)47
Since desire is the fountain-head of Art, a desire which remains ungratified is of greater value to the artist
than a desire which is lost in fulfilment
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ﻋﺎﻟﻢ ﺳﻮز و ﺳﺎز ﻣﯿﮟ وﺻﻞ ﺳﮯ ﺑﮍھ ﮐﮯ ﮨﮯ ﻓﺮاق
!وﺻﻞ ﻣﯿﮟ ﻣﺮگ آرزو ﮨﺠﺮ ﻣﯿﮟ ﻟﺬت طﻠﺐ
(Bal-e-Jibril, p. 155)48
and so it is the poet’s prayer that the ultimate goal remain an ever-receding shore

ﮨﺮ ﻟﺤﻈہ ﻧﯿﺎ طﻮر ﻧﺌﯽ ﺑﺮق ﺗﺠﻠﯽ
!ﷲ ﮐﺮے ﻣﺮﺣﻠۂ ﺷﻮق ﻧہ ﮨﻮ طﮯ
(Zarb-e-Kalim, p. 126)49

Art and Life
Iqbal has said repeatedly that it is a necessary condition of Art that it is not bifurcated from the
endless struggles and quests of life. “Matthew Arnold,” says Iqbal, “defines poetry as criticism of life.
That life is criticism of poetry is equally true.”50 Real poetry springs from the depths of actual experience,
from the hopes and despairs, joys and sorrows, aspirations and frustrations of the human heart. To the
poet, Iqbal says

اے ﻣﯿ��������ﺎن ﮐﯿﺴ��������ﮩﺖ ﻧﻘ��������ﺪ ﺳ��������ﺨﻦ
ﺑﺮﻋﯿ����������ﺎر زﻧ����������ﺪﮔﯽ او را ﺑ����������ﺰن
(Asrar-e-Khudi, p. 42)51
Abstract knowledge is not the stuff of which poetry is made

ﻧﺎدان! ادب و ﻓﻠﺴﻔہ ﮐﭽﮭ ﭼﯿﺰ ﻧﮩﯿﮟ ﮨﮯ
اﺳﺒﺎب ﮨﻨﺮ ﮐﮯ ﻟﯿﮯ ﻻزم ﮨﮯ ﺗﮓ و دو
(Zarb-e-Kalim, p. 169)52
Keats had also believed that “nothing ever becomes real till it is experienced; even a proverb is no
proverb to you till your life was illustrated it.”53
For Iqbal, “Art is living only in so far as the poet or any artist has poured his life-blood into it.”54

رﻧﮓ ﮨﻮ ﯾﺎ ﺧﺸﺖ و ﺳ�ﻨﮓ ﺟﻨ�ﮓ ﮨ�ﻮ ﯾ�ﺎ ﺣ�ﺮف و ﺻ�ﻮت
!ﻣﻌﺠ�����ﺰۀ ﻓ�����ﻦ ﮐ�����ﯽ ﮨ�����ﮯ ﺧ�����ﻮں ﺟﮕ�����ﺮ ﺳ�����ﮯ ﻧﻤ�����ﻮد
(Bal-e-Jibril, p. 129)55

ﻧﻘ��ﺶ ﮨ��ﯿﮟ ﺳ��ﺐ ﻧﺎﺗﻤ��ﺎم ﺧ��ﻮن ﺟﮕ��ﺮ ﮐ��ﮯ ﺑﻐﯿ��ﺮ
ﻧﻐﻤہ ﮨﮯ ﺳﻮداﺋﮯ ﺧﺎم ﺧ�ﻮن ﺟﮕ�ﺮ ﮐ�ﮯ ﺑﻐﯿ�ﺮ
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(Bal-e-Jibril, p. 136)56

ﺧ�ﻮن دل و ﺟﮕ��ﺮ ﺳ��ﮯ ﮨ��ﮯ ﻣﯿ�ﺮی ﻧ��ﻮا ﮐ��ﯽ ﭘ��ﺮورش
!ﮨ���ﮯ رگ ﺳ���ﺎز ﻣ���ﯿﮟ رواں ﺻ���ﺎﺣﺐ ﺳ���ﺎز ﮐ���ﺎ ﻟﮩ���ﻮ
(Bal-e-Jibril, p. 154)57

Intensity in Art
For Iqbal, as for Coleridge, “Passion must be the soul of Poetry.”58 When passion - and for Iqbal, this
passion is Love - irradiates Art, it acquires intensity, beauty and truth. With Keats, Iqbal had believed that
“the excellence of every art is its intensity, capable of making all disagreeable evaporate, from their close
relation-ship with Beauty and Truth.”59 Intensity in Art, or what Longinus called “sublimity” is the
product “of an inspired moment of passion, rather than of cool and sustained calculation.”60

Art and Beauty
Both Keats and Iqbal held that through beauty the artist can somehow come into the presence of the
ultimately real. Of Keats, a writer has said that he
substitutes the discovery of beauty through the imagination for the discovery of
facts through the reason, and asserts that it is a more satisfactory and certain way
of piercing to the heart of things since inspired insight sees more than abstract
ratiocination ever can… The rationale of poetry is that intensity that is at once
both beautiful and real.61
Iqbal has expressed the Keatsian idea thus:

ﺣ���ﻖ اﮔ���ﺮ ﺳ���ﻮزے ﻧ���ﺪارد ﺣﮑﻤ���ﺖ اﺳ���ﺖ
ﺷ���ﻌﺮ ﻣﯿﮕ���ﺮد وﭼ���ﻮ ﺳ���ﻮز از دل ﮔﺮﻓ���ﺖ
ﺑ���������ﻮﻋﻠﯽ اﻧ���������ﺪر ﻏﺒ���������ﺎر ﻧﺎﻗ���������ہ ﮔ���������ﻢ
دﺳ������ﺖ روﻣ������ﯽ ﭘ������ﺮدۀ ﻣﺤﻤ������ﻞ ﮔﺮﻓ������ﺖ
(Payam-e-Mashriq, p. 122)62

Poetry and Philosophy
It is the poet who animates the abstract concepts of philosophy and gives to them a living reality. In
Iqbal’s words, “Philosophy is a set of abstractions shivering in the cold night of human reason. The poet
comes and warms them into objectivity.”63
Iqbal has expressed his lack of enthusiasm for mathematical or logical preciseness in poetry in his
comment on Matthew Arnold: “Matthew Arnold is a very precise poet. I like, however, an element of
obscurity and vagueness in poetry, since the vague and the obscure appear profound to the emotions.”64
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He also states, “It is idle to seek logical Truth in poetry. The ideal of imagination is beauty, not truth.
Do not then try to show a poet’s greatness by quoting passages which embody scientific truth.”65

Iqbal and Nietzsche
Like Iqbal, Nietzsche believes that Art is inspired by passion rather than reason or logic. But for
Nietzsche, the creative passion underlying Art and Poetry is a blind force. It is Dionysian power, the
symbol of the Eternal Will, which destroys the Apollonian illusion of beauty, reason and enlightenment
merely so that it can assert the permanence of change and the mastery of the irrational and immoral, will
to live. With Iqbal, however, the will-to-live is inspired by a moral impulse. In its highest manifestation
this moral impulse becomes Love, when the Self identifies itself with the object of its Love.66
Nietzsche has two categories of Art, the Apolline and the Dionysiac.67 Iqbal also has two categories,
symbolized by “Jamal” (Beauty) and “Jalal” (Power) respectively, but while Nietzsche is partial to
Dionysian as against Apolline, Iqbal maintains a balance between beauty and sublimity, and recommends
a synthesis of them in Art as well as in human life. It is of interest to note here that one of Iqbal’s
criticisms of decadent Art was that it possessed “Jamal” but lacked “Jalal” and was, therefore,
ineffective.

ﻧہ ﮨﻮ ﺟﻤﺎل ﺗﻮ ﺣﺴﻦ و ﺟﻤﺎل ﺑﮯ ﺗﺎﺛﯿﺮ
ﻧﺮا ﻧﻔﺲ ﮨﮯ اﮔﺮ ﻧﻐﻤہ ﮨﻮ ﻧہ آﺗﺸﻨﺎک
(Zarb-e-Kalim,, p. 122)68
One main difference in the effect achieved by the two categories of Art has been stated thus: “The mind
feels itself moved in the representation of the Sublime in Nature; whilst in aesthetical judgment about the
Beautiful it is in restful contemplation.”69 For Iqbal, both categories are needed for the perfection of Art:
“I have tried to picture the movement of the true artist in whom Love reveals itself as a unity of Beauty
and Power.”70

Iqbal and the Sturm und Drang School
Iqbal’s theory of Art may be compared with the aesthetic theory of the Sturm und Drang School. The
aesthetic theory of this school was a kind of transcendental Hedonism. Poetry was regarded as the source
of ecstatic rapture which led to an inner enlargement of the being and its final immersion in the Absolute.
The poet presented supersensible reality and poetry manifested the divine principle of creative energy
which pervades the universe keeping the human soul constantly in a fever of self-expression. Poetry
revealed reality more fully than philosophy, which was only concerned with conceptual thought. This
school regarded the poet as God’s co-worker in creation and as such an ideal being.71
To a considerable extent Iqbal agrees with this school of thought except for its hedonistic aspect.
Getting involved in a kind of pseudo-mysticism, the Sturm und Drang School regarded the spiritual
rapture which poetry produced as being desirable for its own sake. Iqbal, however, does not consider it
desirable, unless it translates itself into concrete action. In Iqbal’s philosophy there is no place for static
pleasure or mere contemplation “much less for the spurious pleasure of feeling like a demigod or
superman without acting like one.”72 In his own words: “Life, like the arts of poetry and a painting, is
wholly expression. Contemplation without action is death.”73
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Beauty and Love in Iqbal’s Aesthetics
Beauty and Love figure very largely in Iqbal’s aesthetics and it is interesting to see the different roles
allotted to these concepts during the different phases of Iqbal’s thought.74 Iqbal’s theory of Art, in its
earliest stages, was heavily coloured by Neoplatonism. Like Plato, Iqbal identified God with Beauty and
held that it was Beauty which set in motion the dynamic of Eros and Love.
Eternal Beauty is reflected in all things

ﺣﺴ���ﻦ ازل ﮐ���ﯽ ﭘﯿ���ﺪا ﮨ���ﺮ ﭼﯿ���ﺰ ﻣ���ﯿﮟ ﺟﮭﻠ���ﮏ ﮨ���ﮯ
اﻧﺴﺎن ﻣﯿﮟ وه ﺳﺨﻦ ﮨﮯ ﻏﻨﭽﮯ ﻣ�ﯿﮟ وه ﭼﮣ�ﮏ ﮨ�ﮯ
ﯾ����ہ ﭼﺎﻧ����ﺪ آﺳ����ﻤﺎں ﮐ����ﺎ ﺷ����ﺎﻋﺮ ﮐ����ﺎ دل ﮨ����ﮯ ﮔﻮﯾ����ﺎ
واں ﭼﺎﻧﺪﻧﯽ ﮨﮯ ﺟﻮ ﮐﭽ�ﮭ ﯾ�ﺎں درد ﮐ�ﯽ ﮐﺴ�ﮏ ﮨ�ﮯ
(Bang-e-Dara, p. 82)75
Avicenna believed that everything in the world is striving to complete itself; what prompts its striving is
Love, and its aim is Beauty. Avicenna’s theory also finds an expression in Iqbal:

!ﮐﮩﻨﮯ ﻟﮕﺎ ﭼﺎﻧﺪ! ﮨﻤﻨﺸﯿﻨﻮ
!اے ﻣﺰرع ﺷﺐ ﮐﮯ ﺧﻮﺷہ ﭼﯿﻨﻮ
ﺟﻨﺒﺶ ﺳﮯ ﮨﮯ زﻧﺪﮔﻲ ﺟﮩﺎں ﮐﯽ
ﯾہ رﺳﻢ ﻗﺪﯾﻢ ﮨﮯ ﯾﮩﺎں ﮐﯽ
زﻣﺎﻧہ
اﺷﮩﺐ
دوڑﺗﺎ
ﮨﮯ
ﮐﮭﺎ ﮐﮭﺎ ﮐﮯ طﻠﺐ ﮐﺎ ﺗﺎزﯾﺎﻧہ
اﻧﺠﺎم ﮨﮯ اس ﺧﺮ ام ﮐﺎ ﺣﺴﻦ
 اﻧﺘﮩﺎ ﺣﺴﻦ،آﻏﺎز ﮨﮯ ﻋﺸﻖ
(Bang-e-Dara, p. 121)76
Until 1908, Iqbal had accepted the Platonic doctrine of “anamnesis” which Socrates advanced “as an
explanation of how we come to be possessed at all of ideas more perfect than the things of our worldly
experience.”77 Iqbal’s early writings suggest that at that time he believed that before birth the soul enjoyed
the presence of Eternal Beauty and that yearning for beauty in this life is a longing for that lost delight

ﻣﺤﻔﻞ ﻗﺪرت ﮨﮯ اک درﯾﺎﺋﮯ ﺑﮯ ﭘﺎﯾﺎن ﺣﺴﻦ
آﻧﮑﮭ اﮔﺮ دﯾﮑﮭﮯ ﺗﻮ ﮨﺮ ﻗﻄﺮے ﻣﯿﮟ ﮨﮯ طﻮﻓﺎن
ﺣﺴﻦ
روح ﮐﻮ ﻟﯿﮑﻦ ﮐﺴﯽ ﮔﻢ ﮔﺸﺘہ ﺷﮯ ﮐﯽ ﮨﮯ ﮨﻮس
ورﻧہ اس ﺻﺤﺮاﻣﯿﮟ ﮐﯿﻮں ﻧﺎﻻں ﮨﮯ ﯾہ ﻣﺜﻞ ﺟﺮس
(Bang-e-Dara, p. 93)78
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During the first phase of the development of his theory of Art, Iqbal believed that Reality is made
manifest to humanity only through Beauty. Every beautiful object be it a rosebud, or star or a scene, is a
window through which one peeps into the heart of truth by establishing a kind of communication between
mind and reality. The function of the true artist is to reveal similar beauty in all things, which are
particular revelations of that Divine Beauty which permeates the whole universe.7]
In 1908 - the year of his return from Europe - Iqbal went through a period of doubt about the
existence of real beauty in the world

ﺟﻠﻮۀ ﺣﺴﻦ ﮐہ ﮨﮯ ﺟﺲ ﺳﮯ ﺗﻤﻨﺎ ﺑﮯ ﺗﺎب
ﭘﺎﻟﺘﺎ ﮨﮯ ﺟﺴﮯ آﻏﻮش ﺗﺨﯿﻞ ﻣﯿﮟ ﺷﺒﺎب
اﺑﺪی ﺑﻨﺘﺎ ﮨﮯ ﯾہ ﻋﺎﻟﻢ ﻓﺎﻧﯽ ﺟﺲ ﺳﮯ
اﯾﮏ اﻓﺴﺎﻧۂ رﻧﮕﯿﮟ ﮨﮯ ﺟﻮاﻧﯽ ﺟﺲ ﺳﮯ
دور ﮨﻮ ﺟﺎﺗﯽ ﮨﮯ ادراک ﮐﯽ ﺧﺎﻣﯽ ﺟﺲ ﺳﮯ
ﻋﻘﻞ ﮐﺮﺗﯽ ﮨﮯ ﺗﺎﺛﺮ ﮐﯽ ﻏﻼﻣﯽ ﺟﺲ ﺳﮯ
آه! ﻣﻮﺟﻮد ﺑﮭﯽ وه ﺣﺴﻦ ﮐﮩﯿﮟ ﮨﮯ ﮐہ ﻧﮩﯿﮟ؟
ﺧﺎﺗﻢ دھﺮ ﻣﯿﮟ ﯾﺎرب وه رﻧﮕﯿﮟ ﮨﮯ ﮐہ ﻧﮩﯿﮟ؟
(Bang-e-Dara, p. 131)80
He was also struck by the thought of Beauty’s mutability. Beauty asks the Creator

ﺧﺪا ﺳﮯ ﺣﺴﻦ ﻧﮯ اﯾﮏ روز ﯾہ ﺳﻮال ﮐﯿﺎ
ﺟﮩﺎں ﻣﯿﮟ ﮐﯿﻮں ﻧہ ﻣﺠﮭﮯ ﺗﻮ ﻧﮯ ﻻزوال ﮐﯿﺎ
(Bang-e-Dara, p. 112)81
The reply is unexpected

ﺟﻮ اب ﮐہ ﺗﺼﻮﯾﺮ ﺧﺎﻧہ ﮨﮯ دﻧﯿﺎ
در از ﻋﺪم ﮐﺎ ﻓﺴﺎﻧہ ﮨﮯ دﻧﯿﺎ
ﮨﮯ رﻧﮓ ﺗﻐﯿﺮ ﺳﮯ ﺟﺐ ﻧﻤﻮد اﺳﮑﯽ
ﺣﺴﯿﮟ ﮨﮯ ﺣﻘﯿﻘﺖ زوال ﮨﮯ ﺟﺲ ﮐﯽ

ﻣﻼ
ﺷﺐ
ﮨﻮﺋﯽ
وﮨﯽ

(Bang-e-Dara, p. 113)82
Here we have a glimpse of the idea that haunted Keats - that Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes and
must die. This thought makes the lover pursue Beauty all the more intently and ardently and since “every
mental pursuit takes its reality and worth from the ardour of the pursuer,”83 its very mutability makes
Beauty more real.
In Asrar-e-Khudi, Iqbal had written
31

(Asrar-e-Khudi, p. 37)84
Later we see a gradual shifting of the emphasis from Beauty to, Love. Of Geothe, “it has been said ... that
his search for the nature of beauty culminated and ended in praise of the divine powers of love.”85 Iqbal’s
quest also ended in Love. In the period extending from about 1920 to the time of his death, Iqbal
described the essence of Reality not in terms of Beauty but in terms of Love. As M. M. Sharif has
observed, “For the budding vitalist Iqbal, it was the creator of Love, but not its goal; now for the fullfledged heroic vitalist Iqbal, Love is everything.”86
For Iqbal while Beauty is subject to mutability, not so is Love

(Payam-e-Mashriq, p. 195)87

(Zabur-e-‘Ajam, p. 197)88
Iqbal has written extensively on Love which is for him the way and the end, the criterion of beauty,
the power and the glory of human life

(Zabur-e-‘Ajam, pp. 263-264)89
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For Iqbal, the experiential knowledge of Reality as distinguished from abstract intellectualism is named
“‘Ishq”. All true poetry must find its basis in Love

(Zabur-e-‘Ajam, p, 253)90
A real artist is a lover. Love alone brings true knowledge by unfolding the secrets of the heart

(Zarb-e-Kalim, p. 113)91

Iqbal and Shelley
In his conception of Love as the source of poetry and of the moral impulse in human beings Shelley
is close to Iqbal. He says:
The great secret of morals in love; or a going out of our own nature, and
identification of ourselves with the beautiful that exists in thought, action or
person, not our own. A man, to be greatly good, must imagine intensely and
comprehensively, he must put himself in the place of another, and of many
others, the pains and pleasures of his species must become his own. The great
instrument of moral good is the imagination, and poetry administers to the effect
by acting upon the cause.92

The Poet as Prophet
In the history of literary criticism we come across a number of instances when a poet has been
regarded as a prophet. This is hardly surprising since, like prophets, poets transform subjective into
objective reality, and translate their own inner states of being into concrete facts and situations, thereby
adding now dimensions to life.93 However, seldom has the word “prophet” in this context borne so wide a
connotation as it does in Iqbal’s thought.
Prophets see the deepest realities of human existence and since these realities can only be grasped
through life-enhancing action, they attempt to produce, in the people to whom they are sent, such action
or at least a state of mind conducive to it.94 Poets must do likewise or else for Iqbal their art is trivial and
of little significance

(Zarb-e-Kalim, p. 112)95
In those who lack strength and courage, they must infuse a spirit of resolve and fortitude:
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ﻧﻮا ﭘﯿﺮا ﮨﻮ اے ﺑﻠﺒﻞ ﮐہ ﮨﻮ ﺗﯿﺮے ﺗﺮﻧﻢ ﺳﮯ
ﮐﺒﻮﺗﺮ ﮐﮯ ﺗﻦ ﻧﺎزک ﻣﯿﮟ ﺷﺎﮨﯿﮟ ﮐﺎ ﺟﮕﺮ ﭘﯿﺪا
(Bang-e-Dara, p. 300)96
And if poets succeed in shaping the human personality, then they are accomplishing the task of
prophets

ﺷﻌﺮ را ﻣﻘﺼﻮد اﮔﺮ آدم ﮔﺮﻣﯽ اﺳﺖ
ﺷﺎﻋﺮی ﮨﻢ وارث ﭘﯿﻐﻤﺒﺮی اﺳﺖ
(Javid Nama, p. 46)97
Like Blake and Shelley, Iqbal also believes that poets are vouchsafed knowledge of what is yet to be
- that is, they have the gift of foresight and prophecy. In the words of Blake:
Hear the voice of the Bard!
Who Present, Past and Future sees.98
Shelley’s theory of poetry “identifies poetry with prophecy,99 and for him, poets are “the mirrors of the
gigantic shadows which futurity casts upon the present.”100 For Iqbal

(Bal-e-Jibril, p. 94)101
The true poet, like the prophet, is also an interpreter of Nature who reveals secrets not known to
humanity. In Iqbal’s words, “The world-spirit conceals the various phases of her minor life in symbol.
The universe is nothing but a great symbol. But she never takes the trouble to interpret them and to reveal
their meaning to humanity.”102
For Iqbal, as for Shelley, poet-prophets are “gifted with a particular insight into the nature of
reality.”103 They are visionaries and their poetry is the vehicle of their vision. Iqbal’s poet-prophet is able
not only to look into the future but also to inspire humanity to greater striving in order to achieve its
higher destiny. Iqbal visualized the spirit of Sir Saiyid exhorting the poet:

ﺳﻮﻧﮯ واﻟﻮں ﮐﻮ ﺟﮕﺎ دے ﺷﻌﺮ ﮐﮯ اﻋﺠﺎز ﺳﮯ
ﺧﺮﻣﻦ ﺑﺎطﻞ ﺟﻼ دے ﺷﻌﻠۂ آواز ﺳﮯ
(Bang-e-Dara, p. 41)104
Through their works, then, poets encourage human beings to translate the immense potentialities of
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the Self into action.
Iqbal’s poet-prophet possesses the lineaments of Carlyle’s Hero as Poet. Like Carlyle’s Poet as Hero,
Iqbal’s Ideal Person is both a revealer and creator of beauty and values105

روزﮔﺎر
ﺑﺴﺎط
او ﮔﯿﺮو ﻋﺒﺎر

از
ﯾﺪ
رﺑﺎ
ﭼﯿﮟ
ﮨﺮ ﻧﮕﺎر از دﺳﺖ

(Zabur-e-‘Ajam, p. 256)106
In Carlyle’s words,
the true poet is ever, as of old, the Seer; whose eye has been gifted to discern the gold
like mystery of God’s universe and decipher some new lines of its celestial writings. We
can still call him a Vates and Seer; for he sees into the greatest of secrets, “the open
secret”, hidden things become clear; how the Future is but another phasis of the present:
thereby are his words in very truth prophetic; what he has spoken shall be done”107
For Iqbal, too, poets have a great social role to play. They are the “eye” of the nation:

ﺷﺎﻋﺮ رﻧﮕﯿﻦ ﻧﻮا ﮨﮯ دﯾﺪۀ ﺑﯿﻨﺎﺋﮯ ﻗﻮم
 روﺗﯽ ﮨﮯ آﻧﮑﮭ،ﻣﺒﺘﻼﺋﮯ درد ﮐﻮﺋﯽ ﻋﻀﻮ ﮨﻮ
ﮐﺲ ﻗﺪر ﮨﻤﺪرد ﺳﺎرے ﺟﺲ ﮐﯽ ﮨﻮﺗﯽ ﮨﮯ آﻧﮑﮭ
(Bang-e-Dara, p. 51)108
Lacking poets a nation becomes a mere heap of dust

ﺷ��ﺎﻋﺮ اﻧ��ﺪر ﺳ��ﯿﻨۂ ﻣﻠّ��ﺖ ﭼ��ﻮ دل
ﻣﻠ��ﺘﮯ ﺑ��ﮯ ﺷ��ﺎﻋﺮے اﻧﺒ��ﺎر ﮔ��ﻞ
(Javid Nama, p. 45)109
Since the artist has messianic role to play. it follows that “the spiritual a health of a people largely
depends on the kind of inspiration which their poets and artists receive.”110 Subject to the kind of
inspiration received, Art can proclaim the message of life, or death

ﺳﯿﻨہ روﺷﻦ ﮨﻮ ﺗﻮ ﮨﮯ ﺳﻮز ﺳﺨﻦ ﻋﯿﻦ ﺣﯿﺎت
 ﺗﻮ ﺳﺨﻦ ﻣﺮگ دوام اے ﺳﺎﻗﯽ،ﮨﻮ ﻧہ روﺷﻦ
(Bal-e-Jibril, p. 18)111
From history Iqbal had learnt that life-denying ideas could destroy a nation more surely than anything
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else. He believed that, “The inspiration of a single decadent, if his art can lure his fellows to his song or
picture, may prove more ruinous to a people than whole battalions of an Attila or a Changes.”112
Or, in words of poetry

اﻣﻢ
اﻣﻢ

ﺗﻘﺪﯾﺮ
ﺗﻌﻤﯿﺮ

ﺗﺸﮑﯿﻞ
ﻧﻮا
و
اﺗﺨﺮﯾﺐ
ﻧﻮ

از
از

(Javid Nama, p. 195)113
When Art is divorced from life and its problems, it heralds a nation’s downfall

ﻧہ ﺟﺪا رﮨﮯ ﻧﻮ اﮔﺮ ﺗﺐ و ﺗﺎب زﻧﺪﮔﯽ ﺳﮯ
ﮐہ ﮨﻼﮐﯽ اﻣﻢ ﮨﮯ ﯾہ طﺮﯾﻖ ﻧﮯ ﻟﻮازی
(Zarb-e-Kalim, p. 72)114
Like Tennyson, Iqbal believed that “A song that nerves a nation’s heart is in itself a deed”115 and for
him the whetstone of poets’ art was whether their words possessed the efficacy of the stroke of Moses the emblem of Love and Power in Iqbal’s poetry - and could resurrect a people’s languishing spirit

ﺑﮯ ﻣﻌﺠﺰه دﻧﯿﺎ ﻣﯿﮟ اﺑﮭﺮﺗﯽ ﻧﮩﯿﮟ ﻗﻮﻣﯿﮟ
ﺟﻮ ﺿﺮب ﮐﻠﯿﻤﯽ ﻧﮩﯿﮟ رﮐﮭﺘﺎ وه ﮨﻨﺮ ﮐﯿﺎ
(Zarb-e-Kalim, p. 117)116
Not only did Iqbal hold it true that “nations are born in the hearts of poets”117 but also that poets
whose Art springs from their heart bring a message of life everlasting to the whole world

اﮨﻞ زﻣﯿﮟ ﮐﻮ ﻧﺴﺨۂ زﻧﺪﮔﻲ دوام ﮨﮯ
ﺧﻮن ﺟﮕﺮ ﺳﮯ ﺗﺮﺑﯿﺖ ﭘﺎﺗﯽ ﮨﮯ ﺟﻮ س
(Bang-e-Dara, p. 230)118
And if poets be indeed like prophets in their ability to transform life and history then their words are
comparable in sanctity to the utterance of celestial beings

وه ﺷﻌﺮ ﮐہ ﭘﯿﻐﺎم ﺣﯿﺎت اﺑﺪی ﮨﮯ
ﯾﺎ ﻧﻐﻤۂ ﺟﺒﺮﯾﻞ ﮨﮯ ﯾﺎ ﺑﺎﻧﮓ ﺳﺮاﻓﯿﻞ
(Zarb-e-Kalim, p. 133)119

Iqbal’s Philosophy of Art: Questions
Two fundamental questions arising from Iqbal’s philosophy of Art relate to his views regarding (1)
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inspiration and purpose and (2) functionalism and ‘universal’ Art. Each of these questions is discussed
below.

Inspiration and Purpose
If poets are “inspired” as Iqbal believes them to be then is it logical to expect from them poetry with
a “good” purpose? Is it not possible that their inspiration may lead poets to that which is detrimental to
life?
Here it is to be noted that while asserting “the utmost importance for mankind” of “the personality
that receives (the inspiration) and the life-quality of that which is received,” Iqbal recognizes that
“inspiration is not a matter of choice.”120 Does it follow then that the kind of inspiration received by a
poet is a matter of sheer luck and that poets cannot be held morally responsible for what they say since
they have no control over the inspiration under whose influence they speak?
At this point, Iqbal’s conception of inspiration is worth examining. Inspiration is not something
which “possesses” a person; it is not an outside agency acting upon a person. Inspiration springs not from
without but from within. It has an organic relationship with the poet’s being. Poets cannot, therefore,
claim exemption from moral responsibility on the ground that their words are determined by the kind of
inspiration they receive.
Far from regarding Art as determined, Iqbal agrees with Croce in regarding Art as the selfexpression of the artist.121 He also agreed with Croce that appreciation of Art is possible chiefly because
we have the same emotions as the poet:122

ﻧﻮاﺋﮯ او ﺑہ ﮨﺮ دل ﺳﺎز ﮔﺎر اﺳﺖ
ﮐہ در ﮨﺮ ﺳﯿﻨہ ﻗﺎﺷﮯ از دل اوﺳﺖ
(Armaghan-e-Hijaz, p. 34)123
Sometimes from Iqbal’s writing it appears as if he thinks that inspiration may lead either to lifegiving and life-enhancing Art or to decadent Art. He does not deny the name of inspiration to that which
leads to the latter, However, like Shelley, most of the time, he describes inspiration - which is another
name for the creative imagination - as the agent of moral good. Decadent Art is Art which bears no
relation to life or is destructive to the vital impulse in humanity. Because real inspiration springs from the
poet’s ‘heart’ and is intimately linked with the problems and ideals of human beings, Iqbal implies that
decadent Art lacks real inspiration. If inspiration is the agent of moral good it follows that it can only lead
to life-renewing and morally invigorating poetry.
The main difficulty arises when one tries to reconcile the idea that poets are inspired beings with the
idea that their poetry must further a specific purpose. In Javid Nama the poet asks the Indian poet BartariHari to answer this question

ﺷﻌﺮ را ﺳﻮز از ﮐﺠﺎ آﯾﺪ ﺑﮕﻮﺋﮯ
از ﺧﻮدی ﯾﺎ از ﺧﺪا آﯾﺪ ﺑﮕﻮے
(Javid Nama, p. 198)124
37

The answer is couched in ambiguous terms

(Javid Nama, pp. 198-199)125
Iqbal and Shelley both believe that poetry gets at “the motives for good action, touching the heart by
enkindling the imagination.”126 For Shelley, however, poetry has no conscious purpose. “Didactic poetry
is my abhorrence,” he said.127 For Croce, too, Art is an autonomous activity free from ethics.128 For Iqbal,
in one sense, the highest poetry is didactic in nature, and Art cannot be divorced from ethics. Artists
create with a conscious purpose in view. How is this conscious purpose reconcilable with the fact that
they are inspired? The fact that artists are inspired means, for Iqbal, that they are being guided in their
work not by reason or the discursive faculties, but by intuition, or through the heart. Intuition, as Iqbal
conceives it, is a “higher kind of intellect,”129 and not a blind force. Therefore, in view of Iqbal’s total
vision it is possible to imagine an artist who is inspired but with a conscious purpose in mind.

Functionalism and “Universal” Art
While there is much in Iqbal’s writings to support the statement that “Poetry as active history and
history-making prophecy… is the supreme goal of Iqbal’s aesthetics,”130 it is possible to challenge the
following statement pertaining to Iqbal’s concept of an ideal Poet, “The Prophet fixes his eye his eye only
on one specific goal and uses the simplest possible means of gaining it, preaching a single doctrine in
order to collect the peoples around it like around a flag. That is exactly what Iqbal wants from his ideal
poet.”131
Iqbal’s poet does, indeed have a prophet-like mission to accomplish, but in view of his deep admiration
for non-didactic poets like Shakespeare and Ghalib, it is difficult to endorse the suggestion that Iqbal does
not have much use for a poet who has no doctrinal commitment, To Shakespeare, the immortal
playwright, Iqbal says:

ﺣﺴﻦ آﺋﯿﻨہ ﺣﻖ اور دل آﺋﯿﻨہ ﺣﺴﻦ
دل اﻧﺴﺎن ﮐﻮ ﺗﺮا ﺣﺴﻦ ﮐﻼم آﺋﯿﻨہ
(Bang-e-Dara, p. 277)132
and about the inimitable Ghalib, Iqbal observes,“He is one of those poets whose imagination and intellect
place them above the narrow limitations of creed and nationality. His recognition is yet to come.”133
In stressing the functionalism of Iqbal’s ideal poet, it is often overlooked that Iqbal has also stated,
not once but repeatedly, that true Art is that which leads to an increment and a more vivid apprehension of
life. Iqbal shared the Dantesque concept that poetry was as “vast and deep as humanity, wherein every
soul will stand forth revealed in its naked truth (and that) the object of a poet… is to enshrine in
imperishable words the highest truths known to man and some truths that had escaped man’s notice.”134
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These truths are not necessarily of a religious or moral import; nevertheless they are significant and
valuable, because like Shakespeare’s art, they are a translation of reality into human terms.
“Both Shakespeare and Goethe re-think the Divine Thought of Creation,”135 says Iqbal, and he would
have agreed that though some of the greatest poets have not set out to preach a particular doctrine, they
have “both informed and created, have been both teachers and magicians.”136
Iqbal, then, does not exclude from his concept of a poet, poets whose work has a “universal” rather
than a “particular” import. He could scarcely have done so when he shared with Blake the view that the
imagination includes “all activities which create or increase life,”137 and with Keats his faith in the
“holiness of the heart’s affections and the truth of the imagination.”138 What he rejects is not “universal”
Art which has no particular purpose to serve, but decadent Art which has no meaning

ﻧﻐﻤہ ﮔﺮ ﻣﻌﻨﯽ ﻧﺪارد ﻣﺮده اﯾﺴﺖ
ﺳﻮز آواز آﺗﺶ اﻓﺴﺮده اﯾﺴﺖ
(Zabur-e-‘Ajam, p. 253)139
The Art of a genuine artist according to Iqbal reflects all that the artist perceives, discerning good
and bad equally

(Zabur-e-‘Ajam, p. 256)140
Such a conception of an ideal poet certainly does not exclude all non-didactic poets.

Iqbal’s Aesthetics: Summing Up
Iqbal, then, has a dual conception of a poet and consequently of Art. Firstly, poets are seen primarily
as prophets having a definite function to perform and possibly having a fixed doctrinal commitment.
Secondly, they are seen as artists who present life as they see it, their imaginative insight illuminating the
secret depths of the human mind, their work concerned not with “the purely temporal of ephemeral
aspects of individual or collective experience but with what is genuinely significant and abiding.”141
The narrow conception of a poet may not be reconcilable with the wider one, but though the two
conceptions may not be reducible one to the other, in one sense, the ultimate goal in both cases is the
same. As one writer observes, for Iqbal, “the ultimate objective of Art… is the ‘life eternal’.”142 The poetprophet aims to secure this objective by moral and spiritual enlightenment and development; the artist
attains the end of adding to the abundance and glory of life by responding with sensitivity to inner and
outer reality and experiencing, perhaps in a moment of blessed awareness, that which lies beyond good
and evil and foreshadows eternity.
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