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    Abstract


    In the atmosphere of suspicion and anger that characterizes our time, it is a joy to hear the voice of Iqbal, both passionate and serene. It is the voice of a soul that is deeply anchored in the Quranic Revelation, and precisely for that reason, open to all the other voices, seeking in them the path of his own fidelity. It is the voice of a man who has left behind all identitarian rigidity, who has « broken all the idols of tribe and caste » to address himself to all human beings. But an unhappy accident has meant that this voice was buried, both in the general forgetting of Islamic modernism and in the very country that he named before its existence, Pakistan, whose multiple rigidities — political, religious, military — constitute a continual refutation of the very essence of his thought. But we all need to hear him again, citizens of the West, Muslims, and those from his native India, where a form of Hindu chauvinism rages in our times, in a way that exceeds his worst fears. Souleymane Bachir Diagne has done all of us an immense favor in making this voice heard once again, clear and convincing.
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    Preface


    We must reread Iqbal. For a time we could imagine him forgotten, consigned to the oubliettes with the other figures of Islamic « modernism » from the beginning of this century. But he had to come back.


    There are effectively some transient « modernisms » which try to adapt a secular tradition to the fashion of the day. They create themselves within an immediate present, which they then find it hard to survive. There are others which start with a major detour, a return to sources, in order to discover how to be truly faithful to them in a novel historical situation.


    Iqbal’s thought is of this second character, a rare and powerful realisation of the genre in fact. Along his millenarian journey, he manages to establish a mutual and fruitful exchange between thinkers and texts that are quite distant from each other : Nietzsche and Bergson, Hallaj and Rûmi, and between those and still others, taken up in the context of rereading the Quran.


    So we still need to read Iqbal, each in his or her own way. Those of us for example — yesterday readers of Bergson, today of Heidegger — who are looking for an understanding of lived time, of historicity, beyond the objective, spatialized fixation of cosmic time, would find it worthwhile to reconsider all of that in the light of Iqbal’s reinterpretation of the Quranic conception of « destiny ». And similarly, we readers of Nietzsche would benefit from the Iqbalian understanding of the overman, coming on the heels of the « perfect man » of the Sufi tradition.


    Such ideas are current preoccupations in the contemporary West. But we also have shared reasons, Western, Muslim and Eastern merged together, in reading this remarkable man. Because our dialogues are troubled by a deep and mutual distrust. This distrust is partly derived from our own uncertainty regarding our identity, which sometimes gives us a feeling of insecurity under the gaze of others. It’s this feeling that can lead to a sort of hyper-confidence, tightening around a rigid identity, and the belligerent rejection of the other as the bearer of evil. To seek out and define oneself using references found in the other’s tradition becomes impossible, becomes treasonous.


    But we all need to redefine ourselves, and we have a great deal to learn from one another in this search for a renewed self. This is why our current situation of frozen and distrustful relations is catastrophic for everyone.


    In this atmosphere of suspicion and anger, it is a joy to hear the voice of Iqbal, both passionate and serene. It is the voice of a soul that is deeply anchored in the Quranic Revelation, and precisely for that reason, open to all the other voices, seeking in them the path of his own fidelity. It is the voice of a man who has left behind all identitarian rigidity, who has « broken all the idols of tribe and caste » to address himself to all human beings. But an unhappy accident has meant that this voice was buried, both in the general forgetting of Islamic modernism and in the very country that he named before its existence Pakistan, whose multiple rigidities — political, religious, military — constitute a continual refutation of the very essence of his thought.


    But we all need to hear him again, citizens of the West, Muslims, and those from his native India, where a form of Hindu chauvinism rages in our times that exceeds his worst fears. Souleymane Bachir Diagne has done all of us an immense favor in making this voice once again clear and convincing.


    This small book has pulled off the gargantuan task of presenting Iqbal’s thought in all of its actuality, by making us feel once again the constitutive tensions that this thought sought to resolve : between the affirmation of man and openness to God, between fidelity and movement, between the falsafa and the sense of the real, between universalism and belonging. Better still, by reclaiming this thought within the context of today’s concerns, Bachir continues the movement that is essential to the Iqbalian approach; he brings together voices that are quite far apart in time and place, to the place where they can once again speak to each other. And this is of great benefit, as they have a lot to say to each other. We are all deeply grateful to him for it.


    Charles Taylor 
Professor at McGill University Quebec, Canada




    Introduction


    Referring to his major philosophical work, The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, Muhammad Iqbal (1877-1938) confided to one of his colleagues that if his book had been written during the reign of the Abbasid caliph Al-Ma’mun — from 813 to 832 — it would have had profound repercussions in all of the Islamic intellectual world. Simply, an author’s pride or even arrogance? To evaluate this judgement, and in the first place to properly understand it, we must recall the nature of the reign of the caliph Al-Ma’mun and what it meant, in particular, for the emergence and development of philosophical thought in Islamic civilisation.


    The name Al-Ma’mun is associated with the House of Wisdom (bayt al hikma), an institute he created in the year 832, in Baghdad, the capital of the Abbassids, to accommodate the scholars who had the task of translating into Arabic the different Greek sciences — the mathematics of Euclid and Archimedes, the logic and physics of Aristotle, etc. : in short, philosophy and the disciplines it envelops.


    We can consider this foundation of the House of Wisdom to mark a beginning in relation to the tradition of thought that was to emerge from the encounter between Greek and Hellenistic philosophy on the one hand, and on the other the spiritual universe of Islam : that which came to be known under the Arabized Greek name of falsafa. And whose consequence was the creation of a new class of scholars : the falâsifa (singular : faylasûf).


    It didn’t go without saying, when one was the « Commander of the faithful », to even admit the idea of a « wisdom » that could come from those — the Greeks — who were, after all, only pagans! Legend has dramatized this reticence, this resistance even faced with a thought that was foreign to the universe of the Revelation in the form of a dream of the Caliph. He saw in a dream, it is said, the philosopher Aristotle himself who had come especially to reassure him and to assure him that ultimately there was barely any contradiction between religion and philosophy, and that the latter could be useful for understanding the former better. Such a divine sign was certainly needed to justify the foundation of an institution dedicated to « wisdom » that was positioned outside the traditional religious sciences.


    There was a great tension between two possible attitudes. On the one hand the attitude that would have consisted in saying that all wisdom was contained within the religious sciences organically linked to the Revelation : books that said the same thing would be superfluous then, and those that said something different would be potentially dangerous. On the other hand, the attitude of openness and acceptance of the movement, which had for its own part at least two prophetic traditions : the tradition that commanded Muslims to go in search of knowledge/science, be it in China; another — which precisely drew on the concept of « wisdom » — that declares that this wisdom is a « lost property » of the Muslim, who then has the right to consider himself more entitled to it than anyone else, wherever he may find it.


    It is because the reign of the caliph Al-Ma’mun represented the victory of openness and movement, and because the House of Wisdom marked — symbolically — the birth of a spirit of free research and concern for the truth that Muhammad Iqbal wanted to place his philosophical work, over a millennia later, under its aegis so to speak.


    We must also add that this evocation of the time of Al-Ma’mun and its « philosophical » action is normal for the reformist Islamic thinkers of the nineteenth century, within the so-called modernist thought of the new Islamic philosophers. Not in the sense of a nostalgic evocation of a Golden Age, but as the expression of a possibility, always still to be realised, of a restless and questioning — open — thought. We thus find very often in the writings of Sayyid Amir Ali (1849-1929), who was the first in British India to create an Indo-Islamic political organ, the National Muhammadan Association, the idea that the true spirit of Islam was fully expressed during what was the period of emergence of the ideas of rationalist theology of the Mu’tazilite school, which inspired the actions of the caliph. Considering that Al-Ma’mun was for the Islamic world what Augustus was for Rome or Pericles for Athens, Amir Ali pays homage to this school whose expansion was encouraged by the caliph in these terms :


    Mu’tazilaism, is unquestionably the most rationalistic and liberal phase of Islâm. In its liberalism, in its sympathy with all phases of human thought, its grand hopefulness and expansiveness, it represents the ideas of the philosophers of the House of Mohammed who reflected the thoughts of the Master.1



    And when it is a question, for example, of reflecting on the status of women and of discovering within the very movement deployed by the principles of Islam, what for current times would represent a clear insight into what religion says on this matter; it is to a reading of Mu’tazilism that he returns to conclude his lesson with, « The Mu’tazila is, by conviction, a strict monogamist. »2



    It is by inscribing his thought within modern and contemporary philosophy from Descartes to Bergson, and by making it face the scientific revolutions — relativity, quantum mechanics... — that had overthrown the categories of time, space and causality, that Muhammad Iqbal, this faylasûf of today, renewed for our own era the approach that had been at the very foundation of the House of Wisdom. The « profound repercussions » that he could have expected in response to his thought, in the time and conditions that gave birth to the falsafa, are simply the resumption of this movement, the renaissance of the spirit of restlessness, whose necessity so current at the end of the nineteenth century, makes itself felt acutely.


    Primarily, what we know about Muhammad Iqbal, is that he was one of the main inspirations behind the idea of an independent Pakistan. As such, he occupies in this country the position of a « founding father » so to speak. But his thought certainly goes a great deal beyond the framework within which it emerged — that of the struggle against colonialism for the freedom of India as well as the violent clash between Hindu and Islamic nationalisms that led to the rupture we know of today. The philosophical oeuvre written by Muhammad Iqbal is particularly enlightening, and useful today, because we have reason to reflect on the conditions of modernity in Islamic societies confronted with the necessity — that his thought helps to convert into a task — of renewing its acquaintance with the spirit of permanent reform and openness as well as with the values that express this spirit : the affirmation of the individual, the value accorded to judgement unencumbered by the weight of tradition, the scientific spirit, the idea of progress, freedom…


    


    
1  Sayyid Amir Ali, The Spirit of Islam : A History of the « Evolution and Ideals of Islam with a Life of the Prophet, London : Christophers, 1922 :349. Henceforth this tide will simply be referred to as The Spirit of Islam. The « House » refers to the family of the prophet of Islam and its direct descendents.


    
2  Spirit of Islam, p. 232.




    Chapter I 
A faylasûf of today


    At the end of his poem translated into English under the tide The Mysteries of Selflessness,1 Muhammad Iqbal addresses a prayer to God entrusting Him with the posterity of his work. Thus, the same author who in the Prologue of another of his long philosophical poems entitled The Secrets of the Self, had declared that his message, bearer of « things that are yet unborn in the world »,2 was addressed to the future — I have no need of the ear of To-day, I am the voice of the poet of Tomorrow3 — came to wish that his thought, if it came to represent a thought « astray » and « thorns » dangerous to those coming across it, should be in this case « choked » and deprived of growth as an « untimely seed ». On the other hand, he implores, if it has reflected something of the truth, may the « April shower » turn into « pearls of great and glittering price ».4



    We must no doubt imagine that the mirror was not without « luster », to borrow his words, since the author presented by Eva de Vitray-Meyerovitch as the greatest poet and most important philosopher of our era from the Indian sub-continent, translated into several languages, has become the « intellectual model for several tens of millions of men ».5



    Muhammad Iqbal was born 9 November 18776 in the Punjab city of Sialkot. It was his grandfather, Sheikh Rafiq, who came to settle in this town along with his three brothers, in 1857, following the example of numerous Kashmiri Muslims pushed into exile in the Punjab province by the political situation in this region. The biographies indicate that his father, a tailor by trade, was in a position to raise his children in a Sufi Islamic tradition, while supporting the full cost of a modern education, which he did not have himself, was able to direct his children on the path of brilliant scholarship.


    Thus Iqbal’s older brother, Ata Muhammad (1860-1940), undertook a career as an engineer while his younger brother was more of a literary type who was deeply affected, at Murray College7 in his native city, by the teaching of Maulvî Sayyid Mir Hasan (1844-1929), an instructor particularly well versed in Arabic and Persian writings.8 At the end of these first years of education, he held for several years a teaching position in philosophy at the Government College in Lahore before instigating a decisive phase in his life by going to Europe to pursue tertiary studies.


    His friend, Abdul Qadir, explains9 that his own travel to Europe encouraged Iqbal to join him there after obtaining the financial support for the expenses involved from his older brother. Regarding the three-year period spent by Iqbal in England, from 1905 to 1908, Abdul Qadir declares that they represented a crucial time in his personal story and in that of his work.10 In Great Britain, he encountered the schoolmaster Sir Thomas W. Arnold (1864-1930), the philosopher and orientalist who had been his teacher and his friend at Government College in Lahore where he taught from 1898 to 1904 before returning to London. Thus one year before Iqbal was to join him there : the Urdu poem that his departure from India inspired in his disciple is an expression of the desire Arnold transmitted to him to push, ever further, his quest for knowledge.11



    At Cambridge, in parallel with his philosophical studies, Muhammad Iqbal received a training and a degree in law, which opened up the career he embraced on his return to his country. Notably, in 1907, he prepared a thesis entitled The Development of Metaphysics in Persia with, as its subtitle, A Contribution to the History of Muslim Philosophy.12 To the degree obtained from Cambridge, he was to add a doctorate from the University of Munich : after having spent several months in Germany and having acquired a certain knowledge of German, he presented there a version of his thesis in this language. This thesis, published in 1908, in London, with a dedication to his teacher Arnold, who he thanked for ten years of training in philosophy, immediately attracted a great deal of attention.
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