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The secrets of self and time

The first philosophical poem which Allama
Muhammad Igbal composed was the secrets of
self (Asrar-i- khudi) in 1914. The poem has been
modeled on the style of Rumi’s Masnavi, which
represents Igbal’s philosophical position in a
mature form different aspects of which were
going to be developed in his future poetic and
philosophical career. He is no longer content
with expressing fleeting statements in a
charming poetic style. He has chosen his guide,
the old man of Rum, Jalal-ud-din-Rumi, who had
used poetry to express the depths of his soul in
a familiar poetic style.

Unparalleled in the history of Urdu or Persian
poetry, Igbal is the poet of future who has lost
hope in his contemporaries; the world needs a
new Moses. His melodies come from other
worlds and his bell calls other caravans. This
awareness of a new mission has a great
significance. The ‘revolutionary’ character of the
poem becomes obvious when one finds that the
word “new” has a great emotional fervor and
even carries with it a feeling of reverence and
‘awe’. His guide “RUMI” informs the poet of his
mission in such a passionate language:

Create a new style for the song; enrich the
feast with thy piercing strains!

Up and re-inspire every living soul: Say ‘arise
and by that word quicken the living!

Up and set thy feet on another path; Put aside
the passionate melancholy of old.

Allama Igbal introduced a new dimension to the
historical self awareness. So far the highest and
noblest task for the community was considered
to be the preservation of old values, and now
the poet demands that there is still a higher task
and that consists in creating new values, new
aspirations and a new future. A historically
conscious community and the individuals
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therein do not repeat the old forms of life; they

By Shahid Lone

create new forms because they are situated in a
universe which is constantly evolving. The poet
has repudiated both the eighteenth century
mechanistic materialism and the subjective
idealistic worldviews. The world is neither
lifeless matter nor does it, in the final analysis,
consist of mere minds in the Berkelian sense.
The world for him consists of living-willing egos
who are continuously and unceasingly struggling
to rise to higher stages of life and will.

The universe is an ordered system of egos and
the continuation of individuality depends upon
the strengthening of the ego or self. The world
consists of finite egos which are, to use an
analogy from Leibniz, centers of will and life.
The poet rejects all forms of pantheism,
whether based on the principle of mind or of
life. He is against all intellectualistic
explanations of reality. The inexplicable finite
centres of experience regarded as mere illusion
by Bradley, is the fundamental fact of the
universe. He further states that all life is
individual; there is no such thing as universal
life. He is in general agreement with the
Leibnizean position that ego is the highest form
of life “in which the individual becomes a self
contained exclusive centre”, except that Igbal
does not believe these exclusive centres to be
‘windowless’ and acting according to a pre-
established harmony in a static universe. Igbal
aptly puts it:

Paikar e hasti zi asaar e khudi ast; har chi mii
beeni zi asrar e khudi ast

Sad jahan poosheda andar zaate oo; gair e 0o
paida ast az asbaate oo

(The form of existence is an effect of the self,
whatsoever thou seest is a secret o the self).

Is the self of Igbal another name for “Atman” of
the vedantist? The question is significant but
allowance has to be given to the poetic medium




which is not proper for philosophic argument.
The significant line in the poem for the present
argument is “its flames burned a hundred
Abrahams (AS), that the lamp of one

Muhammad (SAW) might be lighted”. Here
Igbal is making out a case for the real evolution.
Hegel denied real evolution to the world of
nature but affirmed it with reg ards to history.
lgbal believes in real evolution in nature as well
in history. The chronological posteriority of
Muhammad (SAW) is an account of the fact that
the principle of time is relevant to history and
that history is a march forward.

The advent of Muhammad (SAW) is the end of
an epoch — the age of divine revelation — whilst,
simultaneously, he (SAW) stands at the
beginning of another epoch — the age of reason
or science. Igbal thus finds in the very person of
Muhammad (SAW) a thorough principle of
evolution. The prophet (SAW) takes humanity
forward from the age of divine revelation to the
age of reason and scientific development. Igbal
puts it thus:

Wusat e ayam jo lazgah e 0o, asmaan mooj e zi
gard rah e oo

Ae sawar e ash hab doran e bya; ae arog e
deeda imkaan e bya

According to Igbal, the perfect man — the
vicegerent of Allah (SWT) —is the rider of time;
Time that has the capacity to unveil that which
is hidden in the realm of possibilities and brings
them to light. The perfect man, who represents
the highest degree of egohood, is the conqueror
of time. He does not seek a flight of time like his
counterparts in the ‘Indian’ tradition. This
conquest of time is done from within time itself
and not from without it. For Igbal, the discourse
does imply the negation of time altogether. It
rather brings an emancipation from ‘serial time’
and provides an opportunity to relish ‘pure
duration’. In the life of developed ego, serial
time has a sub-ordinate place i.e. in his dealings
with other egos of a lower type, it is relevant.
The dualism of the serial time or in the
Bergsonian language, the ‘spatialized time’ or
what one can call ‘the real time’ is compared

with the dualism of freedom and subjection, or
free man and slave man.
In this poem igbal offers a highly original
interpretation of a saying of the famous Muslim
jurist Imam Shafii (RAA), “time is a sword”. To
understand the real nature of time one has to
become the owner of this sword through which
one can conquer the destiny and hence rise
above hope and despair.

Note: end of part 1
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