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Igbil-Nimah, a quarterly publication, aims to introduce the works of the South Asian poet-thinker
Muhammad Igbal (1877-1938) to general readers in the English-speaking world. It will contain brief
extracts from Iqbal’s writings, short studies on his works, notices of critical and interpretive works
about him, and other pertinent information in the field of Igbal studies. For a life-sketch of Igbal
and a study of his thought, see Annemarie Schimmel, Gabriel’s Wing: A Study into the Religious
Ideas of Sir Mubammad Igbal, 2nd ed. (Lahore: Iqbal Academy Pakistan, 1989). Scholarly
contributions to Igbal-Nimah are welcome.

Religion and Rationalism

[ The following is the introductory passage of “Knowledge and Religious Experience,” the first of a series of lectures
that make up Iqbal’s important philosophical work The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam (edited
and annotated by M. Saeed Sheikh and published in Labore by the Igbal Academy Pakistan and the Institute of
Islamic Culture, 1989; published earlier, in 1934, by Oxford University Press). In this passage (ibid., pp. 1-2) Igbal,
comparing religion with philosophy (and, secondarily, with poetry), explains why religion needs a rational
foundation. The ‘great mystic poet of Islam’ cited about the middle of the passage is Farid ad-Din ‘Attar (d. 1220),
author of the Persian allegorical poem Mantiq at-Tayr (“Conference of the Birds”); see ibid., p. 158, n. 1.]

What is the character and general structure of the universe in which we live? Is there a permanent
element in the constitution of this universe? How are we related to it? What place do we occupy in
it, and what is the kind of conduct that befits the place we occupy? These questions are common to
religion, philosophy, and higher poetry. But the kind of knowledge that poetic inspiration brings is
essentially individual in its character; it is figurative, vague, and indefinite. Religion, in its more
advanced forms, rises higher than poetry. It moves from individual to society. In its attitude
towards the Ultimate Reality it is opposed to the limitations of man; it enlarges his claims and holds
out the prospect of nothing less than a direct vision of Reality. Is it then possible to apply the
purely rational method of philosophy to religion? The spirit of philosophy is one of free inquiry. It
suspects all authority. Its function is to trace the uncritical assumptions of human thought to their
hiding places, and in this pursuit it may finally end in denial or a frank admission of the incapacity
of pure reason to reach the Ultimate Reality. The essence of religion, on the other hand, is faith;
and faith, like the bird, sees its ‘trackless way’ unattended by intellect which, in the words of the
great mystic poet of Islam, ‘only waylays the living heart of man and robs it of the invisible wealth
of life that lies within’. Yet it cannot be denied that faith is more than mere feeling. It has
something like a cognitive content, and the existence of rival parties—scholastics and mystics—in
the history of religion shows that idea is a vital element in religion. Apart from this, religion on its
doctrinal side, as defined by Professor Whitehead, is ‘a system of general truths which have the
effect of transforming character when they are sincerely held and vividly apprehended’. Now, since
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the transformation and guidance of man’s inner and outer life is the essential aim of religion, it is
obvious that the general truths which it embodies must not remain unsettled. No one would hazard
action on the basis of a doubtful principle of conduct. Indeed, in view of its function, religion
stands in greater need of a rational foundation of its ultimate principles than even the dogmas of
science. Science may ignore a rational metaphysics; indeed, it has ignored it so far. Religion can
hardly afford to ignore the search for a reconciliation of the oppositions of experience and a
justification of the environment in which humanity finds itself. That is why Professor Whitehead
has acutely remarked that ‘the ages of faith are the ages of rationalism’.

A Poem

[This poem, entitled “Du‘a” (“Prayer®), formally inaugurates Iqbal’s Zabiur-i ‘Ajam ("Psalms of Persia®), a collection
of poems in Persian. It has the format of a ghazal, which, by definition, is composed of couplets that do not have to
treat a single theme, each couplet being self-contained and presenting a separate idea or thought. But the couplets of a
ghazal have an identical rhyme, and this imparts at least a formal unity to the poem. In the bands of a competent
poet, of course, a ghazal comes to have a unity of thought and mood as well, and this is true of this poem. In its seven
couplets, Iqbal prays to God for insight into life (1), for authentic existence (2), for freedom of action (3), for
composure in the face of difficulties (4), for resoluteness of will (5), for the power to influence the Muslim community,
his primary audience (6), and for dynamism of action (7). The ghazal speaks of hopes, desires, and concerns that are
expressed in much of Igbal’s poetry.]
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Kulliyyat-i Igbal—Farsi (Lahore: Igbal Academy Pakistan, 1990), p. 354.
Original text of poem © Igbal Academy Pakistan, 1990.

Notes

14 beart that is aware: A heart that is alive and sensitive to the realities of life. The phrase dil-i ba-khabar, as
used in this couplet, stands for a heart that not only possesses intellectual knowledge, but is also caring and
solicitous.







