


Becoming a Genuine Muslim

Despite the apparent lack of any cultural and religious connection between 
Kierkegaard and Iqbal, their philosophical and religious concerns and their 
methods of dealing with these concerns show certain parallels.
	 This book provides a Kierkegaardian reading of Muhammad Iqbal’s idea of 
becoming a genuine Muslim. It reflects on the parallels between the philo-
sophical approaches of Kierkegaard and Iqbal, and argues that, though there are 
certain parallels between their approaches, there is a significant difference 
between their philosophical stances. Kierkegaard was concerned with develop-
ing an existential dialectics; Iqbal, however, focused mostly on the identification 
of the problems of the modern Muslim world. As a result, Iqbal’s idea of becom-
ing a genuine Muslim – the practical aspect of his thought and one of the most 
central issues of his philosophy – seems to be unclear and even contradictory at 
points. This book therefore uses the parallels between the two philosophers’ 
endeavours and the notions developed by Kierkegaard to provide a strong 
hermeneutical tool for clarifying where the significance of Iqbal’s idea of 
becoming a Muslim lies.
	 By bringing together two philosophers from different cultural, traditional and 
religious backgrounds, this book will appeal to students and scholars of Com-
parative Politics, Contemporary Islamic Philosophy and the Philosophy of 
Religion.
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Preface

The philosophical deliberations of Kierkegaard and Iqbal respectively have par-
allels in certain regards and yet, in spite of this, surprisingly little work has been 
done on the relationship and implications that may be drawn from their work 
being compared and contrasted. This book has as its principle that of applying a 
Kierkegaardian hermeneutics, which itself gives a particular emphasis to the 
subject of becoming a religious self, to Iqbal’s discussion of becoming a Muslim 
self. Kierkegaard paid much attention to the developing of a dialectics and is rig-
orous in this endeavour; Iqbal, on the other hand, focused mostly on the identifi-
cation of the problems of the Muslim world of his day, so he chose to remain 
actively engaged in the political and social issues of the Muslims of India. The 
main result of this is that Iqbal does not provide his readers with a clear idea of 
how to become a Muslim despite the fact that it is perhaps the core of his philo-
sophical thought. This book aims to identify and dispel the issues caused by the 
inconsistencies and lack of clarity in Iqbal’s philosophical thought which are 
partly the results of his particular interest in the identification of the problems 
rather than providing concrete solutions for them. This will be achieved through 
the application of the Kierkegaardian techniques and concepts to Iqbal’s discus-
sions. Therefore, the intention of this book is to make a contribution in three 
directions: (1) to the academic literature on Iqbal, a field which, with a few 
notable exceptions, is lacking in analytical and critical studies; (2) to Kierke-
gaard studies, by juxtaposing Kierkegaard with a philosopher from the Muslim 
world, who has, largely, not been taken seriously by Western philosophy and 
who deserves to be taken more seriously; (3) to intercultural studies, by reflect-
ing on the common ground of a philosophical project in spite of religious and 
cultural differences.
	 After a review of literature on Iqbal, and also on what has been written 
about him in relation to Kierkegaard, there is an attempt to construct a Kierke-
gaardian hermeneutics, the establishment of which incorporates the main 
principles of Kierkegaard’s philosophical method. Iqbal is then set in his cul-
tural and philosophical context, with a focus on his view of the problems of 
the modern Muslim world of his day and his solutions for them. The remain-
der of the book is concerned with the application of Kierkegaardian herme-
neutics to the main points of Iqbal’s discussion of the development of the self 
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and specifically of the genuine Muslim self. This requires the making of 
certain distinctions between concepts, and also the cultivation of an existen-
tial appropriation on the part of the reader. Concepts which led to ambiguity 
in his work and particularly in his idea of becoming a genuine Muslim, are 
identified and then clarified with the help of Kierkegaard’s theory of making 
distinctions. Iqbal’s understanding of the existential character of Islam is 
identified with the help of a number of Kierkegaardian notions, and the role 
of this existential character of Islam is discussed in relation to becoming a 
genuine Muslim. Lastly, the concepts which were clarified through the prin-
ciple of making distinctions and other Kierkegaardian notions, such as reli-
giousness and the spheres of existence, are applied to Iqbal’s discussion of 
the existential character of Islam.
	 In this book, which originally was in the form of a PhD dissertation, I have 
chosen to write in a depersonalized style for the sake of clarity and precision. 
Occasionally I have given examples which have required the use of the first 
person singular or plural. I have also cited the name of the work itself instead 
of using ‘ibid.’ in referencing the works of Kierkegaard and Iqbal, again, for 
the sake of clarity. In referencing secondary resources, however, I have used 
‘ibid.’ to avoid duplicating the same reference details. Although all of Iqbal’s 
poetry has been translated into English, and a few works have been rendered 
into Turkish, I have made a point of checking the Persian text in cases where 
I needed to examine the details of technical terms, e.g. where the translations 
might be ambiguous, or where the published translation is inadequate. 
Although Iqbal is widely known as a ‘philosopher-poet’, and although most 
of his authorship consists of poetry, he presents his philosophical discussions 
mainly in his prose works, including newspaper articles. I have referred to 
only a couple of his poems in which he raises philosophical discussions and 
notions that are significant and relevant to the subject of the individual’s 
becoming a genuine Muslim self. And finally, in this book I would wish to 
adopt a gender-neutral style using ‘he’, ‘him’ or ‘himself ’ when talking about 
the ‘individual’ and the ‘human being’, and using the word ‘man’ as a term 
beyond gender.
	 I would like to thank my supervisors Professor David R. Law and Professor 
Alan Williams for their full support and expert guidance throughout my PhD 
research at the University of Manchester. I am also grateful to Professor Oliver 
Leaman for encouraging me in publishing my research as a book, and also I am 
thankful for his support, guidance, understanding and kindness throughout this 
book project. I would like to extend my appreciation to Professor Abrahim H. 
Khan for all the inspiring conversations we had on Iqbal, and for his feedback on 
my dissertation. I also would like to thank Iqbal Academy Pakistan for providing 
a huge collection of Iqbal’s poetry in English without which this study would 
probably have been an overwhelming pursuit.
	 I owe an immense depth of gratitude to my family for their continuous 
prayers that kept me motivated. I would like to express my deepest appreciation 
to my beloved husband, Fahri, who deserves my heartfelt gratitude for his 
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unwavering support and understanding throughout our life together. And finally, 
my lovely daughter, Asude, deserves my deepest gratitude for sharing every 
single minute of the first fifteen months of her life with me at my office at the 
university, for joining me in almost every academic event I attended for the last 
three years, and for being such a calm girl especially at academic occasions.
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1	 Introduction

In this book the overall aim is to provide a Kierkegaardian reading of Muham-
mad Iqbal’s idea of becoming a self, particularly a Muslim self. At first sight this 
may seem to be a surprising project. Kierkegaard (1813–1855), after all, was a 
nineteenth-century Danish Christian thinker, whereas Iqbal (1877–1938) was a 
twentieth-century thinker living in British-ruled India. Furthermore, Kierkegaard 
only very occasionally refers to Islam,1 while Iqbal makes no mention of Kierke-
gaard in his works despite being in close contact with European thought and 
talking about many of the major European and American philosophers.2 Despite 
the apparent lack of connection between Kierkegaard and Iqbal, there are, 
however, good reasons to deal with these two thinkers as a research topic. First, 
there have been very few critical studies of Iqbal’s philosophy. This book will 
attempt to rectify this state of affairs by providing a critical analysis of Iqbal’s 
notion of the self. Since Iqbal develops his notion of the self in part in dialogue 
with existentialist thinkers, notably Nietzsche,3 it makes sense to apply to Iqbal’s 
thought the profound analysis of becoming a religious self provided by the 
‘father of existentialism’, namely Kierkegaard. Second, although this book aims 
primarily at shedding light on Iqbal’s thought, it also makes a contribution to 
Kierkegaard research. In the voluminous secondary literature on Kierkegaard 
there have been very few studies aimed at developing a relationship between 
Kierkegaard and any thinker belonging to a different tradition or religion, par-
ticularly to Islam.4 The fact that there is not much written on Iqbal and Kierke-
gaard in these respects indicates that there is a significant gap in the literature. 
Despite the fact that there have been a vast number of studies on each of these 
thinkers separately, there are only three published works dealing with them 
together. Only one author, Ghulam Sabir, has penned a long comparative study 
on Iqbal and Kierkegaard, and one other, Abrahim H. Khan, published two 
articles on these two thinkers in English. Sabir published a book entitled Kierke-
gaard and Iqbal: Startling Resemblances in 2003.5 However, as the title clearly 
suggests, the work focuses on comparing Iqbal and Kierkegaard, and finding 
similarities between these two thinkers. It does not, as such, apply Kierkegaard-
ian insights to the interpretation of Iqbal. Khan, on the other hand, has authored 
two articles on Iqbal and Kierkegaard. One of these articles, entitled ‘Kierke-
gaard and Iqbal on Becoming a Genuinely Existing Self ’, has been published 
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among the proceedings of the annual meeting of the Kierkegaard, Religion, and 
Culture Group and the Søren Kierkegaard Society in 2007.6 This article is the 
basis for Khan’s more recent paper on Iqbal and Kierkegaard entitled ‘Muham-
mad Iqbal and Kierkegaard’s “Judge William” ’.7 They show that there is not 
much secondary literature available that analyses Iqbal and Kierkegaard and 
that, what there is, it is inadequate in some respects on Iqbal and Kierkegaard. 
This book aims to rectify this deficiency.
	 The third and perhaps most important reason for undertaking this study is that 
Kierkegaard and Iqbal are addressing similar problems. They both aim at purify-
ing religion from ‘alien’ elements. Christianity, for Kierkegaard, must be distin-
guished from the other phenomena that had been associated and confused with it 
such as Hegelianism, which had reduced Christianity to an inferior form of 
philosophy. Kierkegaard is also concerned to distinguish Christianity from the 
social norms of society and from simply being human. That is, in Kierkegaard’s 
works there is found an early critique of what would later be called ‘culture Prot-
estantism’, the confusion and conflation of Christianity with the dominant norms 
and values of contemporary society.8 Iqbal’s thought includes a parallel set of 
concerns. Like Kierkegaard with regard to Christianity, Iqbal holds that Islam 
has been confused and conflated with non-Islamic ideas that undermine the true 
character of the faith. For Iqbal, the elements from which religion must be puri-
fied are Greek thought and Islamic mysticism, which in his view undermine the 
significance of human existence. Their critique of the contemporary forms of 
their respective religions in turn led both Kierkegaard and Iqbal to be critical of 
the religious authorities who had allowed such a lamentable state of affairs to 
come about. Both thinkers call for return to the original sources of Christianity 
and Islam respectively.
	 A closer examination of the methods Kierkegaard and Iqbal use in regard to 
these problems reveals another parallel, namely that they both attempt to deal 
with their concerns in similar ways. These similarities can be found in their lit-
erary technique, their emphasis on taking human existence as the starting point 
for their reflections, and their development of a notion of the self. It is their 
common concerns, and the parallel methods adopted by Kierkegaard and Iqbal 
in order to address these concerns, that seem to allow undertaking a comparative 
study of Iqbal and Kierkegaard. However, anyone attempting to undertake a 
comparative study of Iqbal and Kierkegaard, particularly of their understanding 
of the notion of the self, faces the problem that Iqbal seems not to plan the 
details of his philosophy of the self in a clear way as Kierkegaard does. In 
Khan’s words, Iqbal presents the notion of the self ‘as emerging through rela-
tion, as corresponding with consciousness of itself, and as becoming. But he 
does not seem to map out details of the relation as Kierkegaard does.’9 As a 
result, Iqbal’s philosophy of the self is problematized by a terminology that is 
not perfectly fit for the purpose. What seems to be most important for Iqbal is 
the identification of the problems of the Muslim world in the modern era. As 
Ebrahim Moosa nicely puts it, ‘He was more interested in pushing the bound-
aries of thought by raising still more questions to highlight some interminable 
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problems.’10 Even if it was deliberate as Moosa claims11 or not, the main result 
of this is that Iqbal does not provide his readers with a clear idea of how to 
become a Muslim self despite the fact that it is perhaps the core of his philo-
sophical thought.
	 Iqbal’s philosophy aims at dispelling the problems of the modern Muslim 
world by reconstructing Islamic thought and creating a new world. As it is hoped 
will become clear in the course of this study, Iqbal focuses on this motivation 
and seeks an urgent way to make this purpose real in a most ambitious manner. 
He believes that in order to create his ideal world there are many urgent issues 
ranging from politics and economics to education that need to be dealt with. He 
had a very wide philosophical knowledge, and showed his ability to use this 
knowledge in what he wrote. One of the main features of Iqbal’s thought that 
distinguishes it from others is, in Charles Taylor’s words, that 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 Rumi, and between those and still others, taken up in the context of 
rereading the Quran.12

Iqbal is not only successful at cultivating fruitful conversations between 
different thinkers in different contexts, he also presents an unusual ability to 
establish a connection between modern Western philosophy and traditional 
Islamic thought. In other words, he successfully deals with modern discussions 
in an Islamic context. An example of this can be seen in his discussion of the 
notion of action. Iqbal discusses the notion of action in Hegelian and Kantian 
contexts and with references to dualism and mechanistic understanding of 
action,13 but he also discusses it with references to the Qur’anic verses. He 
establishes a relationship between human actions and the development of 
personality, he even invents the notions of ‘ego-sustaining action’ and ‘ego-
dissolving action’, and introduces human actions as the means of achieving 
immortality promised by the Qur’an.14 The examination of his philosophy of 
action would be the subject of a whole other study. However, it should be 
noted that, although his discussion of action involves ambiguities at some 
points, the relationship he establishes between actions and the development of 
the self as an ultimate aim of Islam can actually be regarded as a significant 
contribution to contemporary philosophy of action, which currently seems to 
neglect Islamic contributions to the concept.15 The main problem with Iqbal’s 
presentation of his philosophy, particularly in terms of the practical aspect of 
it, is that his terminology is not up to the task and sometimes creates problems 
for his aim of the ‘reconstruction’ of Islamic religious thought. In spite of this, 
the parallels mentioned are thought to provide sufficient justification for the 
application of aspects of Kierkegaard’s thought to Iqbal’s. Despite his rejec-
tion of any kind of system and his avoiding of defining his own terms directly, 
it is the contention of this book that the concepts Kierkegaard develops, and 
his wish to develop a consistent terminology, provide a powerful hermeneutic 
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both for interpreting Iqbal’s thought and for making clear where the signifi-
cance of Iqbal’s conception of the self lies.
	 The feasibility of providing a Kierkegaardian reading of Iqbal is supported by 
the fact that I am not the first to have undertaken such a project. The next task 
here is therefore to review the literature that has addressed the questions with 
which this study is concerned. First, this will expose the philosophical inad-
equacy of much of the secondary literature on Iqbal, which makes necessary the 
type of philosophical analysis that will be undertaken in the subsequent chapters. 
Second, it will set the scene for the discussion by considering the few studies of 
the relation between Iqbal and Kierkegaard that have appeared thus far.

A critical survey of selected secondary literature on Iqbal
Previously it was mentioned that although there is much written material on 
Iqbal, these works are rarely critical, objective and analytical. The two main 
characteristics of such uncritical studies of Iqbal are first, that they are extremely 
appreciative of Iqbal almost to the point of being celebratory, and second, that 
they have mostly been published in Pakistan.16 This is understandable, because 
Iqbal is much more than merely an intellectual for Pakistan. He is best known 
not as a religious philosopher but as the spiritual father, and foremost proponent 
of the idea of Pakistan as an independent Muslim country, although it is claimed 
that he is not actually the real ‘father’ of this idea.17

	 An example of the uncritical and highly appreciative treatment of Iqbal can 
be observed in A. K. Brohi’s article ‘Iqbal as a Philosopher-Poet’. Brohi writes: 
‘And Iqbal is significant to us precisely because nobody has served more than he 
has the cause of Islam – he is, for us, the mouthpiece of Muslim destiny as it 
articulates itself in our own day.’18 This suggestion by Brohi is an exaggeration 
of Iqbal’s status by claiming that no one has served Islam as much as Iqbal did. 
He also fails to justify this claim for he does not provide any arguments as to 
why Iqbal has ‘served more’ than any Muslim thinker in the history of Islam. 
Mumtaz Hasan presents a similar view. He writes: ‘He [Iqbal] has written some 
of the greatest poetry ever produced in Urdu or Persian, or, indeed, in any of the 
other languages we know.’19 These two claims regarding Iqbal are subjective and 
dramatic ideas written in objective terms and are in need of justification. 
However, the authors provide no justification of these claims with any references 
or proofs. In the same article, Hasan also presents conspiracy theories about the 
Indian-Pakistan clash by claiming that the Indian attack on Pakistan, about 
which he does not give any more details of the date or the attack, consciously 
aimed at the two important cities in Iqbal’s life. He writes: ‘It is significant that 
the recent Indian attack on Pakistan was concentrated mainly on two cities, 
Sialkot and Lahore, the former being the birthplace of Iqbal, and the latter the 
city where he lived and died.’20

	 Iqbal stands among the most famous of modern Muslim thinkers in Turkey as 
well and is a spiritual leader not only for most Pakistani scholars but also for 
scholars who write in Turkish. An overview of the literature on Iqbal in Turkish 
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shows that he is an immensely famous figure, particularly among religious 
people and especially religious conservatives. Yet in spite of his popularity there, 
there are few serious studies on Iqbal in Turkish either. Only a few of Iqbal’s 
poems have been translated into Turkish. Furthermore, until 2013, there had 
been two different versions of the Turkish translations of Iqbal’s main prose 
work The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam. However, these trans-
lations include a number of mistakes, and even omit some sentences present in 
the original English text. This, unsurprisingly, has presented problems for 
researchers wanting to study Iqbal in Turkish. In 2013 a new translation of the 
work was published which is much more satisfactory than the previous 
versions.21

	 Iqbal’s popularity is not limited to Pakistan and Turkey; he has also been 
highly influential among intellectuals in Iran. Ali Shariati, the well-known 
Iranian revolutionist and sociologist of twentieth-century Iran, is among these 
intellectuals.22 The extent of Iqbal’s fame at least in the three centres of the 
Muslim world raises the question of why he is so popular and influential. 
Although it is not among the main concerns of this research, it is hoped that this 
study may also provide an insight into the question of the source of Iqbal’s out-
standing popularity and an answer will be offered in the conclusion of this book.
	 Of the few critical works on Iqbal two main stances towards Iqbal can be dis-
tinguished. The first type of critical stance includes approaches in which the value 
of Iqbal’s philosophical thought is highlighted. An example of this kind of 
approach can be found in Fazlur Rahman’s two short articles ‘Iqbal’s Idea of Pro-
gress’23 and ‘Iqbal’s Idea of the Muslim’.24 Rahman claims that Iqbal is a thinker 
who is highly misunderstood and misinterpreted, and regards this as the ‘post-
humous tyranny of interpretation’.25As a result of being misunderstood, Rahman 
believes, Iqbal’s thought has become representative of various types of ideologies 
ranging from ‘naked Communism’ to a ‘crass conservatism’.26 The main reason 
for Iqbal’s readers’ interpreting his thought in different and even opposite direc-
tions is, for Rahman, the difficulty of formulating the main issue of his thought, 
that is, the creation of a new understanding of the ideal Muslim who is aware of 
his capabilities.27 ‘Otherwise’ he writes, ‘it does and has appeared to people not 
only mutually inconsistent but downright contradictory.’28 From Rahman’s point 
of view a further reason for Iqbal’s philosophy appearing to be a collection of con-
tradictions is that Iqbal ‘operates by “ishq” [love] rather than by “aql ” [reason]’.29 
This means that Iqbal produces his philosophy in the light of his deep emotions 
and inspirations rather than his reason. Only when Iqbal’s readers grasp Iqbal’s 
genuine and actual thesis, Rahman claims, will they realize that the contradictions 
are not genuine contradictions but only apparent contradictions:

Only when his central thesis is worked out clearly and stated satisfactorily 
will every statement that he made on every individual subject fall into a true 
perspective and receive its due importance and meaning. Otherwise his 
utterances are likely to appear and have, indeed, appeared to many, a juxta-
position of contradictions.30
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Thus, what Rahman suggests is that Iqbal’s readers are responsible for the prob-
lems and contradictions in Iqbal’s philosophy, but not Iqbal himself. In other 
words, it is not Iqbal’s task to be clear and understandable: ‘Such a statement of 
Iqbal’s pivotal thesis cannot be expected to be found in Iqbal himself.’31 Rahman 
admits that Iqbal’s philosophy lacks clarity of formulation, but accuses Iqbal’s 
readers of not understanding him correctly, and misinterpreting him, and there-
fore making his philosophy appear to be contradictory. By saying ‘[t]he primary 
reason is that Iqbal is a thinker and not an interpreter’,32 he ignores Iqbal’s role 
in this problem. Furthermore, Rahman does not go on to consider how Iqbal’s 
lack of clarity and the false interpretations it produces might be corrected and 
how his philosophy should be approached. The attempt to clarify Iqbal’s thought 
and identify the problematic lines in it will be one of the aims of this book.
	 Fazlur Rahman’s defensive approach to Iqbal’s philosophy can be contrasted 
with a further type of stance towards Iqbal. These critics hold that the problems 
in Iqbal’s philosophy arise from the weaknesses of his intellectual and philo-
sophical character since Iqbal is a poet rather than a philosopher. An example of 
this kind of criticism can be found in Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s two sections on 
Iqbal in his work Modern Islam in India,33 entitled ‘Iqbal the Progressive’ and 
‘Iqbal the Reactionary’. He explains his reasons for dealing with Iqbal in these 
terms and approaching him from two opposite angles as follows:

This is because to integrate his divergences would be misleading. His influ-
ence has not been single. The progressives read and follow only his progres-
siveness. The conservatives read, and can understand, only what urges them 
to more vigorous conservatism, or to overt reaction. In Iqbal’s uncoordinated 
effusions, one can find whatever one wills – except static contentment.34

The last sentence above can be regarded as the central point in Cantwell Smith’s 
critique of Iqbal. For him, Iqbal’s philosophy lacks a constant and consistent 
direction. Throughout his study Cantwell Smith regards the contradictory points 
of Iqbal’s philosophy not as ordinary ‘divergences’ but as an outcome of his way 
of presenting his ideas. This is because for Cantwell Smith, Iqbal is, before any-
thing else, a poet, not a philosopher. He writes: ‘He [Iqbal] was a poet, not a sys-
tematic thinker; and he did not hesitate to contradict himself.’35 Cantwell Smith 
implies by his view that Iqbal is a poet who is under the influence of his emo-
tions rather than his reason, and on this point he agrees with Rahman. Another 
reason for Iqbal’s intellectual failure, for Cantwell Smith, is that Iqbal’s eco-
nomic and sociological solutions to the problems faced by the Muslim world are 
not based on any knowledge of economics and sociology.36 For Smith, Iqbal 
directs his readers on subjects in which he does not have any expertise. Inevit-
ably Iqbal’s readers or followers will sooner or later fail to understand him. 
Cantwell Smith writes:

Iqbal stirred the Muslims and pointed out to them the goal; but not being 
aware of the path to it, he left himself and his followers open to being 



Introduction    7

misled by anyone interested in misleading them provided he could talk the 
same jargon.37

Cantwell Smith’s critique of Iqbal should be considered in the light of the fact 
that he regards Iqbal as a poet rather than a prose writer, and that he implies that 
the logic of poetry allows for making bold contradictions. However, it is clear 
that, either because of Iqbal’s readers or his literary style, Fazlur Rahman and 
Wilfred Cantwell Smith both agree that Iqbal’s philosophy appears to be contra-
dictory, and that Iqbal does not formulate his thought with sufficient clarity. 
They both also believe that Iqbal’s method is more emotion-based than rational. 
However, whereas Rahman blames Iqbal’s readers for creating the contradic-
tions in his thought as a result of misunderstanding him, and, therefore, presents 
a defensive critique of Iqbal, Cantwell Smith believes that the contradictions and 
ambiguities in Iqbal’s philosophy were mainly because of Iqbal’s dominant 
poetic character and lack of philosophical skills, as well as his ignorance of soci-
ology and economics, i.e. it is a criticism of neglect. These criticisms of Iqbal 
are not entirely right although they are correct on some points. Rahman is correct 
in stating that Iqbal’s central theme is difficult to formulate. He also rightly con-
siders that his thought appears to be a ‘juxtaposition of contradictions’. However, 
his accusations that it is Iqbal’s readers rather than Iqbal himself who are guilty 
of misunderstanding Iqbal are highly debatable. Rahman, by blaming Iqbal’s 
readers, ignores Iqbal’s role in these misunderstandings or misinterpretations. 
Rahman overlooks the fact that it is usually Iqbal’s philosophical stance that 
directs his readers to different and inconsistent directions, and leads them away 
from his central theme.
	 Cantwell Smith is correct in his claim that Iqbal was neither an economist nor 
a sociologist, and that Iqbal was unable to provide solutions in these areas to his 
readers. However, contrary to what Cantwell Smith holds, Iqbal’s philosophical 
character is more dominant than his poetic aspect, despite the fact that he is not a 
systematic philosopher. Iqbal claims that he writes poems not merely for artistic 
reasons or for aesthetic pleasure, as will be examined more closely later, but as a 
means of expressing his philosophical thought in a way which Indian society 
would be more interested in reading. Moreover, in his letters, as reported by 
Faruqi, Iqbal himself says that poetry has a secondary position in his intellectual 
career, and even he has nothing to do with poetry.38 Moreover, Cantwell Smith is 
not completely correct in claiming that Iqbal showed his followers a way which 
he did not know. Actually, Iqbal did not show a clear way to his followers. Con-
sequently, the reason for the problems of Iqbal’s philosophical thought is more 
serious and more hidden than Cantwell Smith imagines. Cantwell Smith 
approaches Iqbal from one aspect, namely from the sociological point of view, 
but, from this point of view he goes on to make judgements about the whole of 
Iqbal’s philosophy.
	 Neither of these works discussed deal with the problems of Iqbal’s thought in 
detail, nor do they attempt to dispel the contradictions of his thought. They 
identify the tensions in Iqbal’s philosophy but make no attempt to resolve these 
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tensions. How such a resolution could be achieved is one of the concerns of this 
book. To achieve this, it will be necessary to apply an insight from Kierkegaard 
to Iqbal’s thinking.

The review of the literature on Iqbal and Kierkegaard
The literature dealing with Iqbal and Kierkegaard can be divided into two 
groups. The first group consists of works which make a direct comparison 
between Iqbal and Kierkegaard. In this group can be included Ghulam Sabir’s 
book Kierkegaard and Iqbal: Startling Resemblances and Abrahim Khan’s two 
articles ‘Kierkegaard and Iqbal on Becoming a Genuinely Existing Self ’ and 
‘Muhammad Iqbal and Kierkegaard’s “Judge William” ’. The second group con-
sists of the studies dealing with Iqbal and Kierkegaard indirectly, namely 
through Iqbal’s relation to existentialism. Erfan’s Iqbal, Existentialism and 
Other Articles and Syed Latif Hussain Kazmi’s Philosophy of Iqbal (Iqbal and 
Existentialism) fall into this group. These two works also include comparative 
accounts on Kierkegaard and Iqbal; however, their main content is the compari-
son between Iqbal’s thought and Western existentialism.
	 Ghulam Sabir’s work is particularly significant for the present research 
because it is the only full-length study on Iqbal and Kierkegaard. Despite the 
fact that it is the only extensive study in the field it suffers from serious prob-
lems. The author does not point out the purpose of his study, but says in the 
preface that it is an expression of his love of Kierkegaard and Iqbal.39 Moreover, 
as he suggests throughout the book, he aims to eliminate the differences between 
different cultures and religions in order for them to live peacefully. Sabir writes: 
‘We can illuminate our hearts, remove our differences, convert our disintegration 
into integration, understand the conception of self as taught to us by both of 
them, and thus live a life of unity within plurality.’40

	 His belief that in order to live peacefully the differences between different 
cultures should be removed is open to debate. However, it is not acceptable to 
distort both Iqbal and Kierkegaard for the sake of his understanding of living ‘a 
life of unity within plurality’, as Sabir does:

The mission of Kierkegaard and Iqbal, to put it simply, is to unite the 
humanity and to make it understood that the human beings on earth belong 
to one single family. The purpose behind our creation is one, our destiny is 
one, our God is one and the teaching of religion is one.41

Anyone who is familiar with the thought of Kierkegaard or Iqbal can see that 
Sabir’s statements above must be a misreading and misinterpretation of both. 
Both Iqbal and Kierkegaard were extremely religious persons. Kierkegaard 
believed that Christianity is the ultimate truth, and the human being’s task is to 
become a genuine Christian, and Iqbal believed in Islam, and that the ultimate 
task of the human being is to become a genuine Muslim self. Actually both Iqbal 
and Kierkegaard can be regarded as conservative religious personalities in this 
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respect. It is impossible for them to suggest that the god of different religions is 
the same or the teachings of all religions are one. Even if it is assumed that the 
author tries to imply that both Iqbal and Kierkegaard believe that the various 
religions could be regarded as different stages on the journey towards one and 
the same God, this would not be a correct claim. In Kierkegaardian terms the 
only way to the real God is to acknowledge the paradox of the incarnation. Islam 
falls into the category of a kind of general religiousness, ‘Religiousness A’, 
which does not acknowledge the paradox of incarnation. On the other hand, 
Christian belief in the paradox cannot be reconciled with Islamic faith, which 
puts, in the centre of its teaching, the belief of the ‘oneness of God’ (tawhid), a 
doctrine which Iqbal emphasizes repeatedly in his prose works and poems.
	 A similar distortion can be found in Sabir’s claim that ‘Kierkegaard agrees with 
Socrates that every man is in possession of Truth’.42 Sabir fails to understand that 
although Kierkegaard’s pseudonym Johannes Climacus takes this proposition as 
the starting point for his discussion, he does so in order to show that human beings 
ultimately discover through their failed attempts to recover this supposedly innate 
truth that they are in reality in the untruth. This is actually a central issue in 
Kierkegaard’s understanding of genuine Christianity, and Sabir’s claim arises from 
a superficial reading of Kierkegaard’s Philosophical Fragments.
	 Again Sabir says:

One, however, can begin with the ‘endeavour to know one self and this is 
beginning of the dialectic of ethical existence, not its goal’. With this begin-
ning he discovers the self within him; he discovers the possibility within 
him and can proceed forward to actuality, provided he has courage enough. 
According to Kierkegaard this is self-reflection.43

Here, it is difficult to identify whether the notion of ‘self-reflection’ is the 
author’s own term or a Kierkegaardian term. ‘Self-reflection’ is indeed a Kierke-
gaardian notion, but he does not use it in terms of Sabir’s discussion above. 
Kierkegaard’s pseudonym Climacus discusses the notion in terms of ‘pure think-
ing’ and ‘thought’, and the notion generally refers to human thought’s thinking 
about thinking.44 On the other hand, in the above-mentioned paragraph ‘self-
reflection’ refers broadly to the individual’s reflecting on his self and it is diffi-
cult to say that Kierkegaard calls this ‘self-reflection’. The problem is that Sabir 
does not usually make references to Kierkegaard’s works and seldom provides 
footnotes or endnotes, so this makes it difficult to substantiate.
	 After those statements, Sabir continues:

Once the individual assumes responsibility it is the courage in him and the 
force of his passion that carry him towards the final goal, and the final goal 
of [the] Ego is the individual’s direct relationship with the Divine Ego.45

It is highly debatable, however, whether Kierkegaard subscribes to the notion of 
the human being’s direct relationship with the Divine Ego. Kierkegaard’s 
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emphasis on indirect communication, his rejection of objective conceptions of 
God, his understanding of the incarnation as a paradox that shatters human 
reason, and his conception of faith as ‘movement by virtue of the absurd’ place 
in question Sabir’s description of the individual’s goal as being that of sustaining 
a direct relationship with the Divine Ego.
	 Another problem regarding Sabir’s study is that his work includes too 
many superficial comparative remarks and as a result lacks critical insight. It 
is difficult to quote all of the remarks of this kind since his study includes too 
many of them, however, the examples below which Sabir writes in a section 
entitled ‘Ideological Kinship among Kierkegaard & Iqbal’ illustrate the point 
clearly:

Kierkegaard and Iqbal remained apart from the girls whom they really 
loved. They actually had sacrificed their personal desires since both of them 
had a greater task ahead and did not marry the girls whom they once loved 
so deeply.46

Both [i.e. Kierkegaard and Iqbal] possess unshaken power of faith and never 
cared if the whole world stood against them.47

Both of them are staunch religious persons and reformers. Whatever Kierke-
gaard has done for Christianity Iqbal has done the same for Islam. Their 
approach to religion and God is realistic.48

The quotations above epitomize Sabir’s main stance throughout his work. He 
presents a very broad approach, does not enter into any deeper discussion of the 
thought of Iqbal and Kierkegaard, and does not engage in any detail with Iqbal 
and Kierkegaard. The underlying reason for this problem is that, for Sabir, Iqbal 
and Kierkegaard are great thinkers and, for him, being great means that they are 
not subject to criticism. An illustration of this deferential approach is provided 
by a passage in which Sabir discusses Hegel and Kierkegaard:

It is also not our contention to criticize one or the other, or make one of 
them as our hero. To us both Hegel and Kierkegaard are great philosophers 
of the world. As to the greatness of their thought both of them devoted their 
whole lives to the reform of mankind and have left a treasure, the essence of 
their intellect, for the guidance of our generations to come.49

This quotation is interesting in so far as it discloses Sabir’s criteria of what con-
stitutes a great philosopher: great philosophers are those who devote themselves 
to the reform of humankind and help the next generations. Those thinkers 
accorded the title of ‘great philosopher’ appear for Sabir to be immune from crit-
icism. The resulting superficiality of Sabir’s treatment of Kierkegaard and Iqbal 
highlights the need for a more sustained critical engagement with the thought of 
these two thinkers, which is the aim of this book.
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	 Fortunately, there is another comparative work on Iqbal and Kierkegaard, 
which avoids the problems of Sabir’s approach and which makes a contribution 
to understanding the relation between Iqbal and Kierkegaard. A more rigorous 
approach is apparent in Abrahim H. Khan’s recently published article ‘Muham-
mad Iqbal and Kierkegaard’s “Judge William” ’. The author examines Iqbal’s 
The Secrets of the Self, Mysteries of the Selflessness, and the last lectures of The 
Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam on the one hand, and the second 
volume of Kierkegaard’s Either/Or on the other. Unlike the works reviewed pre-
viously, Khan makes a clear statement at the beginning of his article, and says 
that his aim is ‘to begin a conversation between the two men by examining a 
couple of their earliest works that deal with the concept of the responsible self ’.50 
He begins with an investigation of the signs of three elements in Iqbal’s former 
poem The Secrets of the Self, namely romantic, Hegelian, and mystical implica-
tions. Khan’s article is a significant study in the fields of Iqbal and Kierkegaard 
studies, because Khan is the first to develop a relation between Iqbal and Kierke-
gaard in a higher level in terms of his proper use of references, footnotes, etc. 
So, it should be separated from the works reviewed above. The article analyses 
Iqbal’s notion of the self in Iqbal’s works and presents a careful examination of 
the issue. Khan’s articles make an important contribution to the rigorous aca-
demic study of Iqbal and Kierkegaard. They thus constitute a significant advance 
on Sabir’s hagiographical approach. Khan’s study, however, is naturally limited 
by the confines imposed on his work by the article format and consequently 
lacks comprehensiveness. In this book my intention is to build on and take 
further the type of approach evinced by Khan’s work and to provide the first sus-
tained, full-length, academic study of Iqbal in relation to Kierkegaard.
	 The second group of works on Iqbal and Kierkegaard, namely Erfan’s Iqbal, 
Existentialism and Other Articles and Kazmi’s Philosophy of Iqbal (Iqbal and 
Existentialism) consist of the studies dealing with these two thinkers through 
their relation to existentialism. An example of this type of comparison of Iqbal 
and Kierkegaard is Erfan’s Iqbal, Existentialism, and Other Articles consisting 
of three articles, namely ‘Points of Resemblance’, ‘Points of Difference’, and 
‘Iqbal on Social Problems’. By ‘Other Articles’ the author must have intended 
‘Iqbal on Social Problems’, since this third article has nothing to do with exis-
tentialism and Iqbal’s relation to it. In relation to the first two articles, which 
actually connected to each other, while Erfan deals with the ‘points of resem-
blance’ in fifty-five pages, he focuses on the ‘points of difference’ in only nine 
pages. This is mainly because the author is more focused on finding mutual 
points between existentialists and Iqbal. However, the problem is that his work 
includes a number of misleading remarks on existentialist thinkers, particularly 
on Kierkegaard. He writes: ‘Kierkegaard is of the view that direct communica-
tion is appropriate for objective thinking and indirect communication is appro-
priate for objective knowledge.’51 The purpose of indirect communication for 
Kierkegaard is actually to lead the human being to subjectivity by making him 
aware of the invalidity of any kind of objectivity in the realm of existence. One of 
the reasons for Erfan’s misleading remark on Kierkegaard is most probably that 
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Kierkegaard’s theory of indirect communication entails the receiver’s subjective 
involvement in the act of communication whereas Iqbal makes a particular focus 
on objective knowledge gained through religious experience involving subject-
ivity, an issue which shall be discussed in Chapter 4. Another reason for Erfan’s 
problematic interpretation might be that the author does not have a sufficient 
idea of Kierkegaard’s view of indirect communication. Erfan’s argument here is 
quite simply erroneous. Another problem with Erfan’s work is that while com-
paring Iqbal with existentialists he refers to such existentialist thinkers as 
Marcel, Sartre, Jaspers, Heidegger and Kierkegaard, but makes almost no refer-
ence to Nietzsche, despite the fact that Iqbal frequently cites Nietzsche in his 
works, and he states his appreciation of Nietzsche by calling him ‘a modern 
prophet’.52

	 A further example of this kind of comparison between Iqbal and Kierkegaard 
can be seen in Kazmi’s Philosophy of Iqbal (Iqbal and Existentialism), which 
includes discussions on the resemblances and differences between Iqbal’s philo-
sophy and Western existentialism. A weakness of Kazmi’s study, however, is his 
failure to indicate the purpose of his comparison of Iqbal’s thought with existen-
tialism. A further problem is the inadequacy of Kazmi’s brief comparison of 
Iqbal and Kierkegaard. He writes:

Iqbal’s view regarding the various stages of the development of man can be 
compared with Kierkegaard’s theory of the three stages of life. Iqbal in his 
Secrets of the Self has mentioned three stages: (a) Subordination or obedi-
ence to moral law; (b) self-control, which is the highest form of self-
consciousness or Ego-hood; and (c) Divine Vicegerency. The first two 
stages, combined together, represent the ethical stage in Kierkegaard’s 
theory. The third stage may be deemed synonymous with Kierkegaard’s 
religious stage.53

Kazmi, however, is wrong in his claim that the first stage in Iqbal’s notion of 
‘the development of man’ is the obedience to moral law. Iqbal himself says that 
the first stage is the obedience to Islamic law, including the basic practical prin-
ciples of Islam such as praying, fasting, pilgrimage and almsgiving.54 Later on, 
Iqbal develops these stages and says that, as will be examined in more detail, the 
first stage does not include any rational understanding, but only an unquestioned 
obedience. Following the moral law, on the other hand, may include the individ-
ual’s obeying the norms of society such as marriage etc., and an example of this 
kind of obedience to moral law can be found in Judge William, Kierkegaard’s 
representative of the ethical stage.55 In none of Iqbal’s works does he say that the 
first stage is the individual’s obedience to ‘moral law’, and since the author did 
not state where he obtained this idea, it is impossible to know whether he 
misread or misunderstood Iqbal’s words. Islam as a world-view definitely 
includes moral and ethical teachings, however, Iqbal’s first stage does not 
include the establishment of a world-view yet. Iqbal is interestingly clear and 
direct at this point and he leaves no room for any misunderstanding. Kazmi 
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seems to distort Iqbal in order to associate Iqbal’s first stage with Kierkegaard’s 
sphere of the ethical, and therefore support his argument. A further problem 
regarding the statements above can be seen in Kazmi’s way of relating Iqbal’s 
stages of ‘the development of man’ and Kierkegaard’s ‘theory of the three 
stages’. He is correct in claiming that Iqbal and Kierkegaard’s stages can be 
compared. This is mainly because all of these categories are concerned with 
human existence. More needs to be done to identify the underlying principles of 
the theories of existence advanced by Kierkegaard and Iqbal before a dialogue 
between the two thinkers can be constructed of the kind envisaged by Kazmi. In 
short, Kazmi has identified a topic worthy of research, but has not provided the 
detailed philosophical analysis required to do justice to the topic. This is some-
thing that this study will attempt to rectify.
	 The general problem with the comparisons discussed thus far is that the 
authors neither indicate the purpose of their studies of Kierkegaard and Iqbal, 
nor do they make clear the significance of the results that emerge from their 
studies. Furthermore, their largely hagiographical, deferential, and uncritical 
style makes it difficult to characterize these studies as genuine academic works. 
The result is that such treatments provide only superficial studies of Iqbal’s 
thought and make little contribution to grasping the deeper philosophical prin-
ciples upon which it is based. The importance of Sabir, Erfan and Kazmi in 
drawing attention to points of contact between Iqbal and Kierkegaard can be 
acknowledged, but at the same time it must be recognized that going beyond the 
superficiality of their work is necessary.
	 In short, the aim of this book is to fill the gap in the literature that has just been 
reviewed. It shall avoid uncritical and superficial comparisons between Iqbal and 
Kierkegaard and strive to develop a new form of relationship between them by 
providing a Kierkegaardian reading of Iqbal’s central problem of becoming a 
genuine Muslim. This book is based on the claim that Iqbal’s presentation of his 
central thesis of becoming a genuine Muslim includes a number of ambiguous 
notions, inconsistencies and contradictory statements, some of which are only 
seeming contradictions caused by Iqbal’s not talking about his method as will 
become clear in the analysis of his use of mystical poetry. Also, this book is based 
on the argument that Kierkegaard’s philosophical method provides a powerful tool 
to clarify and dispel the ambiguities and inconsistencies in Iqbal’s discussion. 
Therefore, the aim of this book includes identifying the problematic aspects of 
Iqbal’s presentation and discussion of his idea of how to become a genuine Muslim 
self as well as clarifying and uncovering the main features of this central theme of 
his philosophy in the light of the main principles of Kierkegaard’s philosophical 
thought. Consequently, it is aimed to contribute to three main fields, namely to 
Iqbal studies which lack critical research on Iqbal; to Kierkegaard studies which 
require academic work on developing a relationship between Kierkegaard and any 
Muslim thinker; and to intercultural studies by cultivating a hermeneutical form of 
relationship between two major thinkers who belong to two different cultures.
	 Becoming a genuine Muslim self, or what Iqbal more frequently refers to as 
the development or education of the self particularly in his The Secrets of the 
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Self, is for him the religious ideal and highest achievement of a Muslim indi-
vidual.56 As Diagne nicely comments, it is ‘the alpha and omega of Iqbal’s philo-
sophy’,57 and as Nicholson rightly suggests, for Iqbal, only by means of the 
development of the self can the problems of the modern Muslim world be 
solved.58 He believes that the development of human self is the principal concern 
of Islam.59 It can therefore be claimed that Iqbal’s view of becoming a genuine 
Muslim self is the core of his whole philosophical thought. Indeed, if Iqbal’s 
idea of becoming a genuine Muslim self is the most essential aspect of his 
thought, Kierkegaard’s help will be invaluable in this study, due to both think-
ers’ emphasis on human existence and on becoming religious selves.
	 The Kierkegaardian reading of Iqbal’s theory of becoming a genuine Muslim 
self involves using Kierkegaardian notions in order to identify, clarify and 
uncover Iqbal’s understanding of the development of the self. Here it should be 
noted that cultivating a hermeneutical relationship between Iqbal and Kierke-
gaard does not imply that this book cannot be regarded as a comparative study, 
since the topic of this study is based on the comparative judgement that Iqbal 
and Kierkegaard show certain parallels, such as their concern with the religious-
ness of their societies and with the question of human existence. However, rather 
than simply comparing their thoughts, the procedure of moving from the paral-
lels and developing a hermeneutical relationship between them will enable us to 
dispel the apparent contradictions Iqbal presents and clarify the terminological 
problems with Kierkegaard’s help. This will enable us to clear away the tensions 
and inconsistencies in Iqbal’s thought and will help identify what significance, if 
any, his philosophy of the self still has today. In doing so it will be necessary to 
attend to the following problems that any researcher making a study of Iqbal’s 
philosophy faces and where a Kierkegaardian hermeneutics will be applied. 
These can be summarized as follows:

1	 Iqbal’s philosophy can be regarded as a philosophy of activism: he estab-
lishes his philosophical thought with the aim of producing concrete changes 
and results in the outer world, which he summarizes in such statements as, 
‘it is your task to create the new world’60 and ‘hew out a new world to your 
own desire!’61 Such results and changes in the outer world or the creation of 
a new world require the human being’s physical action that help him 
develop his personality and self, and ‘save it from corruption’.62 Iqbal points 
out the problems of the Muslim world, and highlights the importance of 
becoming a genuine Muslim self in the creation of the ideal Muslim world. 
The problem is that he does not provide his followers with a clear statement 
of how to achieve these goals. In other words, Iqbal is very careful at point-
ing out what to do, but less interested in showing how to do it. An example 
of this can be seen in his emphasis of the notion of ‘action’. Iqbal divides 
human actions into two groups, namely self-sustaining actions and self-
dissolving actions, or ego-sustaining actions and ego-dissolving actions.63 
For him, the ideal of the human being is to develop his self through self-
sustaining actions, which will help him in the creation of a new world. 
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However, Iqbal does not provide his readers and followers with a clear 
roadmap of how to act in a self-sustaining way or transform actions into 
self-sustaining actions and avoid self-dissolving actions. Action is also a 
significant part of Kierkegaard’s view of becoming a Christian. It is among 
the notions Kierkegaard develops that lead the individual to become a Chris-
tian. Although making an external effect is not one of Kierkegaard’s con-
cerns, the Kierkegaardian notion of ‘action’ and its different types enable an 
opportunity to clarify and interpret Iqbal’s notion of becoming a genuine 
Muslim self through self-sustaining actions. Another example of this can be 
found in Iqbal’s three steps in the development of the self. In his The Secrets 
of the Self, he introduces three steps to becoming a Muslim self, namely 
obedience to law, self-control, and divine vicegerency, and makes summa-
ries of them in less than three pages. However, the problem is that he does 
not make any further discussion on these steps in any of his later works. 
This means that he feels the need to show his reader a way of how to 
become genuine Muslim selves, but for some reason he does not develop it 
any further.

2	 The problem that Iqbal does not provide a scheme of how to achieve the 
aforementioned goals stems from the lack of a consistent terminology in his 
philosophy. This is not a major problem at first sight, because in order for a 
thinker to challenge current ideas, he does not have to develop his own ter-
minology. However, in Iqbal, anyone can come across the attempt to 
develop a philosophical terminology. He does this by attributing new mean-
ings to classical concepts. For instance, he invents the notion of the Persian 
word of ‘khudi’, which he applies to the notions of self and ego. In other 
words, he introduces the notion of ‘khudi’ where he could make use of the 
traditional and most common Arabic/Persian notion of ‘nafs’, which also 
means ‘self ’ in English. The word ‘khudi’ actually means ‘selfishness’ in 
common usage of the word in Persian and Urdu. Iqbal, however, stresses 
that he does not refer to the actual meaning of the term, but attributes to it a 
new meaning. Schimmel cites from one of Iqbal’s letters, which she trans-
lated from Urdu:

In my writings the word khudi is used in two meanings, ethical and meta-
physical … If you have found any of my poems in which the concept of 
khudi is used in the meaning of pride or haughtiness, then please inform me 
about it … I have shown only that side of the problem of self the knowledge 
of which was, according to my ideas, necessary for the Indian Muslims of 
this age, and which everybody can understand.

(M II 238ff )64

This indicates that Iqbal attempts to establish his own terminology even if it is 
not his primary concern. The main reason for the lack of a consistent terminol-
ogy in Iqbal’s philosophy, which would help his readers understand his genuine 
implications, arises from the general problem that he does not present his 
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concepts in a clear way. As a result of this, a further problem arises, namely his 
philosophy occasionally presents contradictory and ambiguous notions and state-
ments. An example of this can be found in Iqbal’s discussions of the objectivity 
and non-objectivity of the nature of religious experience. He conflates the terms 
objectivity and subjectivity, by avoiding using the notion of ‘subjective’ and 
claiming that religious experience is both objective and not objective as will be 
discussed in the following chapters. Again, Kierkegaard’s principle of making 
distinctions and his notion of the qualitative distinction will allow for the inter-
pretation and clarification of the notions of subjectivity and objectivity that are 
conflated by Iqbal.
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2	 The construction of a 
Kierkegaardian hermeneutics

Introduction
This chapter aims at constructing the Kierkegaardian hermeneutics which will be 
applied to Iqbal’s view of becoming a genuine Muslim self. But first, the 
meaning of the idea of ‘hermeneutics’ in the title of this chapter should be iden-
tified. First, the notion of ‘hermeneutics’ comes from Aristotle, and denotes a 
tool of interpretation, a key to understanding, and a methodological aid for 
something. Second, with the emergence of German idealism and romanticism, 
the term started being used as a philosophical concept which implies 

an interrogation into the deepest conditions for symbolic interaction and 
culture in general, that hermeneutics has provided the critical horizon for 
many of the most intriguing discussions of contemporary philosophy, both 
within an Anglo-American context (Rorty, McDowell, Davidson) and 
within a more Continental discourse (Habermas, Apel, Ricoeur, and 
Derrida).1 

It is the first form of the notion that is to be followed throughout this book, 
namely hermeneutics as a key to understanding and as a tool of interpreting 
Iqbal’s idea of becoming a self.
	 The construction of a Kierkegaardian hermeneutics takes as its basis the prin-
ciples of Kierkegaard’s ‘philosophical method’. Any attempt to identify Kierke-
gaard’s method comes across a number of difficulties. First, Kierkegaard 
criticizes and rejects any kind of method or system. Thus, attempting to identify 
Kierkegaard’s philosophical method might lead to interpreting him in exactly the 
way that he wishes to refute. The second difficulty is that Kierkegaard is an 
unsystematic thinker. He rarely defines his terms because he believes that direct 
communication is invalid when dealing with the fundamental question of what it 
means for each human being to be a self. Kierkegaard wishes to awaken in his 
reader a sense of subjectivity by means of what he calls ‘double reflection’. This 
requires a dialectical and indirect form of communication, which demands of the 
reader a creative engagement with the text that parallels the creativity of the 
author. The third difficulty is that Kierkegaard’s use of pseudonyms makes it 
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difficult to determine whether there is genuinely a Kierkegaardian hermeneutic 
or a cacophony of disparate voices in his works.
	 Despite all of these difficulties, it is possible to construct a Kierkegaardian 
hermeneutics, which can be used to approach Iqbal’s idea of becoming a Muslim 
self. First of all, Kierkegaard’s denial of any system and method does not mean 
that a Kierkegaardian method cannot be constructed. On the contrary, Kierke-
gaard’s critique of systems can be regarded as a part of Kierkegaard’s own philo-
sophical method. Particularly, his critique of Hegelianism, the underlying reason 
of his critique of systematic philosophy, plays a significant role in the development 
of Kierkegaard’s method of communication with his readers. Likewise, the fact 
that Kierkegaard is not a systematic thinker, his avoidance of defining his notions, 
and his interest in indirect communication, as will be seen later, should be con-
sidered as the cornerstone of his philosophical method. Finally, his use of pseudo-
nyms does not mean that he does not agree with his pseudonymous characters. His 
pseudonymous character Johannes Climacus, and the two works Kierkegaard 
wrote under this pseudonym; Philosophical Fragments and its sequel Concluding 
Unscientific Postscript to Philosophical Fragments; which play a central role in 
the construction of the Kierkegaardian hermeneutics, occupy a central place among 
all of his pseudonymous works. There are significant parallels between Climacus’ 
views in Concluding Unscientific Postscript on becoming a genuine Christian self 
in Christendom, his critique of modern Christianity, and his views on indirect com-
munication and subjectivity and Kierkegaard’s discussions in his The Point of 
View for My Work as an Author and The Moment and Late Writings that he wrote 
under his real name.2 Moreover, Kierkegaard regards Concluding Unscientific 
Postscript as the turning point in his whole authorship, because this work was to 
be the conclusion of his authorship.3 This is why Climacus’ approaches and con-
cepts will be treated as representing Kierkegaard’s own ideas despite the fact that 
he asks his readers not to use his real name.4
	 This chapter begins with the identification of the problems of modern Christi-
anity for Kierkegaard, and moves on to Kierkegaard’s development of a solution 
to these problems, namely his attempt to re-educate his readers particularly in 
becoming genuine Christian selves.

The problem
The first task in this section is to outline the problems that prompted Kierkegaard 
to develop his philosophical method, prior to a discussion of his solution. First, 
the social conditions and common religious understanding in Kierkegaard’s 
Denmark will be briefly presented. As will be seen, the dominant religious char-
acter of the era is determined by the idea of ‘Christendom’, a pejorative term by 
which Kierkegaard denotes, as Law puts it, ‘the un-Christian conflation of the 
church with the state and its interests’ and ‘the craven capitulation to un-
Christian values that threatens to destroy the life of the spirit’.5 The focus in the 
present section will be on Kierkegaard’s critique of Christendom and why he 
believes it to be so pernicious to genuine Christianity.
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	 Kirmmse points out the conflicting and contradictory character of Denmark 
in Kierkegaard’s era (1808–1855) in his Kierkegaard in Golden Age Denmark.6 
He writes that Denmark in Kierkegaard’s time, in the first half of the nine-
teenth century, was in a period of transformation and change in various fields. 
It was a period of economic and diplomatic decline, and also a period when 
Denmark was transformed from an agrarian and feudal society to a modern 
industrialized and democratic state. This transformation of Danish society was 
accompanied by a number of achievements in artistic, literary and ecclesiasti-
cal life in what has come to be called Denmark’s ‘Golden Age’.7 As Kirmmse 
puts it, 

The fascinating thing … about Denmark in the first half of the nineteenth 
century is the increasingly evident contradiction between changing social 
and economic realities, on the one hand, and the brilliant but blithely 
‘conservative’ apolitical, really cultural productions of the period, which are 
still revered under the name of the Golden Age.8

	 Danish religious life was also undergoing important changes. ‘Lutheran 
Christianity had been the official’ religion in Denmark ‘since the Reformation’.
During the Absolutist Period (1660–1849), only ‘baptized and confirmed 
members of the Lutheran State Church’ were considered citizens of Denmark, 
and only they could be considered as ‘Danish’.9 This shows that there was a 
direct link between citizenship and religious identity. Although freedom of 
worship was introduced in 1849, Lutheran Christianity continued to be the state 
religion and the vast majority of Danes considered themselves – with little self-
reflection – to be Lutheran Christians.10

	 Kierkegaard points out three issues regarding the religious situation of con-
temporary Danish society, which was still experiencing changes in its political, 
religious and intellectual life. These issues are:

1	 Contemporary Danes considered themselves to be Christians as a matter of 
course. Simply being born in Denmark was sufficient to make them auto-
matically Christians. In a journal entry Kierkegaard points out this issue and 
writes:

In these times the majority of people (thousands upon thousands) are auto-
matically Christians simply by being human beings. The greatest possible 
exception to this would be a demon who with the aid of Christianity aspired 
to become a human being. He might advantageously revise the illusions in 
established Christendom.11

2	 Contemporary Danes confused following the social norms of society with 
being a Christian. Climacus makes the point vividly when he asks us to 
imagine a conversation between a wife who undoubtedly believes that 
simply being born in the Lutheran Denmark is sufficient for being a Christian 
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and her civil servant husband who is going through a crisis of faith. In her 
attempts to dispel her husband’s doubts, the wife assures her husband: 

Hubby, darling, where did you ever pick up such a notion? … Don’t you 
tend to your works in the office as a good civil servant; aren’t you a good 
subject in a Christian nation, in a Lutheran-Christian state? So of course you 
are a Christian.12

3	 Christianity had been transformed into a doctrine, a teaching. It had been 
regarded as an inferior form of philosophy, and confused with a set of 
objective propositions, which the individual was called upon to give his 
intellectual assent. Kierkegaard complains that, ‘the point of view of Chris-
tianity and of what Christianity is has been completely shifted, has been cast 
in terms of the objective, the scholarly, and differences such as genius and 
talent have been made crucial’.13

All of these outcomes show that, for Kierkegaard, Christianity had been trans-
formed from being a way of life into merely a teaching and a doctrine, and that 
what it meant to be a Christian had been forgotten.14 The result is that Christian-
ity no longer existed in contemporary Denmark. True Christianity, which for 
Kierkegaard is the Christianity of the New Testament, had been supplanted by a 
comfortable, undemanding parody of Christianity which instead of transforming 
human beings in discipleship of Christ allowed them to remain exactly as they 
were – worldly, self-centred and hedonistic. For Kierkegaard, Christianity had 
been transformed into the opposite of what it was in the New Testament, and 
consequently Christianity had been abolished.15

	 The transformation of genuine Christianity into a mere teaching includes con-
temporary Christians’ neglecting and forgetting the existential task of every 
human being, namely becoming genuine Christians. The result is that everyone 
knows what Christianity is, but no one lives genuinely Christian lives. In short, 
what has been happening in the contemporary Christian world is a confusion of 
being a Christian with something else, a confusion of categories, a shift back 
into the aesthetic from the ethical and religious, into the objective from the exis-
tential. Kierkegaard’s discussions show that he focuses on two major causes of 
the contemporary malaise in Danish Christianity, namely philosophy and the 
church.

The role of philosophy

In the early phase of his writing Kierkegaard identifies philosophy, particularly 
Hegelianism, as the main threat to Christianity. He blames the Danish Hegelians 
for playing a crucial role in turning Christianity into exactly the antithesis of 
New Testament Christianity. The problem with Hegelianism, indeed all philo-
sophical approaches to Christianity, is that it treats Christianity as merely a body 
of knowledge which the individual is called upon to think about in order to arrive 
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at an objective evaluation of its truth or falsity. For Kierkegaard and his pseudo-
nyms, however, Christianity is a mode of existence, an ‘existence-
communication’ or an ‘existence-possibility’, as Climacus calls it, as will be 
seen in detail later. The truth of existence-possibilities, however, cannot be 
established merely by thinking about them but only by actualizing them in one’s 
own existence. In the case of Christianity, this means that for Kierkegaard the 
task is not, as Hegel says, to translate it into a supposedly more adequate philo-
sophical conceptuality, but to live out one’s life according to one’s commitment 
to the Christian faith. By deflecting attention from the existential to the philo-
sophical, from faith to knowledge, Hegelianism hinders precisely that which is 
decisive for becoming a Christian: the existential.
	 The outcomes of the influence of Hegelian philosophy on Christianity will be 
examined in more detail later. Jon Stewart suggests, however, that Hegel’s philo-
sophy reached Denmark in the 1820s and points out that there has been a tend-
ency in Kierkegaard scholarship to take the idea that Hegel’s philosophy 
represented the academic situation of Denmark in the early nineteenth century, 
and that the Danish academy was dominated by Hegelians. Stewart suggests, 
however, that Hegel’s philosophy never owned a position of uncritical domina-
tion in Denmark: ‘A number of Danish intellectuals passed through a brief Hege-
lian phase, but these phases were usually fairly short-lived, and the individuals 
involved never formed an organized or coherent school.’16 This raises the ques-
tion as to why Kierkegaard dedicated a great deal of his authorship and intellec-
tual career to the criticism of Hegelian philosophy and Danish Hegelians. It is 
most probably because Hegelian philosophy has been highly influential on con-
temporary Christian society through some of the important Christian scholars 
and professors of theology faculties from which many of the clergy graduated.

The role of the Church

Christendom and the clergy, for Kierkegaard, play perhaps the most significant 
role in the misrepresentation of Christianity. His critique of Christendom can be 
traced back to his Concluding Unscientific Postscript published in 1846. This 
critique increases in intensity in such works as Judge for Yourself! (1851, pub-
lished posthumously in 1876) and Practise in Christianity (1848), and becomes 
an all-out attack on the Church in Kierkegaard’s articles in The Fatherland 
(1854–1855) and The Moment (1855). In these works he accuses Christendom of 
being ‘a baptized paganism’,17 an imaginary Christianity,18 ‘the decay of Christi-
anity’,19 ‘an enormous illusion’,20 a kind of security tool;21 of shifting Christian-
ity back into the aesthetic,22 and of playing at Christianity.23 Among his works 
referring to the fallacies of Christendom, his articles published in the Danish 
newspaper Fatherland and his own journal The Moment stand out with their 
highly negative and even offensive language.24 Far from taking up their cross 
and following Christ the clergy are interested only in their own comfort and in 
securing good livings, as Kierkegaard discusses in these works. Kierkegaard 
condemns the clergyman as
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a half-worldly, half ecclesiastical, totally equivocal officeholder, a person of 
rank with a family, who (in the hope of promotion by seniority and auto-
matically becoming a knight – how entirely in the spirit of the New Testa-
ment!) ensures himself a livelihood, also, if necessary, with the help of the 
police … ensures a livelihood for himself …25

He even goes so far as to describe the clergy as ‘cannibals’, who feed off the 
suffering of the genuine Christians of the past.26 None of the state’s well-
educated clergy, he claims, is in the character of New Testament Christianity.27 
On the contrary, they live in exactly the opposite way to what the New Testa-
ment requires. They exploit Christianity for their own personal financial gain 
and to strengthen their political and social power. In order to achieve these self-
serving aims the clergy – in collaboration with the state – have endeavoured to 
create the impression that everyone is a Christian. For this purpose they invented 
a watered-down version of Christianity and created a confused, sub-Christian 
conception of Christianity among the people. Kierkegaard’s statements below 
point out the issue clearly:

the state employs 1000 officials who – in the name of proclaiming Christi-
anity … are financially interested in (a) having people call themselves 
Christians – the larger the flock of sheep the better – take the name ‘Chris-
tians’, and in (b) letting the matter rest there, so that they do not come to 
know what Christianity in truth is … ‘The pastor’ has a pecuniary interest in 
having people call themselves Christians, since every such person is of 
course (through the state as commission agent) a contributing member and 
also contributes to giving the whole profession visible power – but nothing 
is more dangerous for true Christianity, nothing is more against its nature, 
than getting people light-mindedly to assume the name ‘Christians’, to teach 
them to have a low opinion of being a Christian, as if it were something that 
is so very easy.28

Far from preaching Christianity, then, the clergy obscure the true nature of 
Christianity by deliberately propagating the confusion of the state and Church, 
the temporal and eternal. Christianity is thus in crisis. Anti-Climacus sums up 
the challenge in the following words: ‘if something must be done, one must 
attempt again to introduce Christianity into Christendom’.29 To achieve this, 
Kierkegaard sets himself the task of re-educating people to distinguish Christian-
ity from all the phenomena with which it has been confused in contemporary 
Denmark, and thereby help them become genuine Christians.

The solution: re-education
Kierkegaard not only highlights the problems but also struggles to provide solu-
tions to these problems. This involves his self-imposed task of removing confu-
sions and assisting human beings to embark on the task of becoming genuine 
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selves. He develops his own dialectics in order to fulfil his self-imposed mission. 
This dialectics involves two major principles, namely making distinctions 
between the notions that the society has confused, and cultivating existential 
appropriation on the part of the reader.

Making distinctions

As was seen on the previous section, Kierkegaard believed that Christianity had 
been transformed into a mere doctrine and teaching. The reason for this was that 
society had confused Christianity with a number of non-Christian phenomena 
such as philosophy and politics. Consequently, what must be done in order to 
dispel the confusion is to distinguish Christianity from these non-Christian phe-
nomena. This is possible, for Kierkegaard, by means of a new way of thinking 
that sharply separates from each other the spheres and categories that society has 
confused. Kierkegaard calls this new kind of dialectics ‘qualitative dialectics’.30 
Qualitative dialectics is a principle which must be kept in mind ‘continually’ and 
applied to everything related to Christianity.31 Qualitative dialectics separates the 
spheres and categories from each other by means of what Climacus calls the 
‘qualitative disjunction’ or ‘qualitative distinction’.32 Examples of the employ-
ment of the qualitative disjunction can be found in Climacus’ distinctions 
between objectivity-subjectivity, abstract-concrete, possibility-actuality, etc. 
Although it is a notion which must be applied to every concept in relation to reli-
gion, here the focus is on the main confusions, to which Kierkegaard paid 
particular attention, namely distinguishing Christianity from philosophy, non-
Christian modes of existence, and Christendom.

Distinguishing Christianity from philosophy
In Concluding Unscientific Postscript, Climacus has a great deal to say about 
how Christianity has been reduced to philosophy. Among his critique of peo-
ple’s confusion of Christianity with philosophy in his Concluding Unscientific 
Postscript, Hegel’s philosophy and Danish Hegelianism occupy a central posi-
tion. Even the title of the work arises from his opposition to Hegelian interpreta-
tions of Christianity. The notion of ‘science’ in Kierkegaard’s era did not refer to 
natural science as it does today, and it was a term used by Hegelians and theolo-
gians with reference to scholarly works.33 His use of this notion in the title of 
Concluding Unscientific Postscript points out the role of Hegelianism in his 
arguments in the work. An adequate discussion of Kierkegaard’s polemical 
approach towards Hegel’s philosophy and his defence of Christianity would 
require a separate chapter.34 Here, how Kierkegaard distinguishes between Chris-
tianity and philosophy will be explored through his critique of Hegelianism in 
Concluding Unscientific Postscript. For Climacus, the major error of Hegelian-
ism is that it disregards the existential nature of Christianity by treating Christi-
anity as a form of philosophical knowledge. This approach makes two 
fundamental mistakes. First, the philosophical approach to Christianity fails to 
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recognize the paradoxical character of Christianity. Second, Hegelianism dis-
regards the necessity of sustaining a subjective relation to Christianity. These 
two mistakes of Hegelianism shall now be analysed in detail.

Distinguishing the Christian God from the pagan God

In relation to Kierkegaard’s critique of Hegelianism’s failure to recognize the 
paradoxical character of Christianity, it is necessary to consider Kierkegaard’s 
pseudonymous character Climacus’ discussion of the ‘thought project’ in Philo-
sophical Fragments. Climacus establishes his discussion around the Socratic 
maieutic view and the Socratic teacher. Socrates is an important figure for 
Kierkegaard, because of his influence on Hegel’s philosophy, particularly on his 
concept of truth as an immanent element in every individual.35 Climacus explains 
that he resorts to paganism and Socrates because speculative philosophy has 
made paganism a part of Christianity.36 As Law puts it ‘By focusing on Socrates, 
Climacus can show that the origins of modern philosophy are not Christian, but 
pagan … For Climacus Hegel is a Greek as far as his religion is concerned, 
albeit an existentially superficial Greek.’37

	 The Socratic view suggests that every individual possesses the truth innately. 
This claim, namely that the truth is immanent in every human being, cannot be 
compatible with Christianity because such an approach is unable to do justice to 
the unique elements of Christianity, such as incarnation, revelation and atone-
ment. The Socratic/Hegelian approach would treat these aspects of Christianity 
as parts of the process of the development of the truth and human history, 
thereby reducing them to simple historical events.38 In order to avoid the afore-
mentioned results of such an understanding of the truth, and to clarify the dis-
tinction between Christianity and philosophy, Climacus develops an alternative 
view to the Socratic truth in the ‘thought project’. The project begins with the 
Socratic question of whether the truth can be learned. Since Kierkegaard’s Cli-
macus seeks an alternative to Socrates’ approach, he goes on to consider what 
the consequences would be if the starting point were the opposite proposition to 
that of the Socratic position, namely the view that the human being does not 
possess the truth, he is actually outside the truth, he is untruth: ‘This is the way 
we have to state the difficulty if we do not want to explain it Socratically.’39

	 If the learner does not possess the truth, then the teacher must bring the truth 
to the learner. Furthermore, because the learner is outside the truth, he cannot 
discover the truth by himself. Consequently, the teacher must also provide 
the  learner with the ‘condition’ by means of which the learner is able to grasp 
the truth the teacher offers. If this is not the case, the individual reverts to the 
Socratic:

Now, if the learner is to obtain the truth, the teacher must bring it to him, 
but not only that. Along with it, he must provide him with the condition for 
understanding it … (If this is not the case, then the moment is to be under-
stood only Socratically).40
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However, the one who provides the condition for the human being cannot be an 
ordinary teacher, because the condition is not something which a human being 
can provide for the other: ‘But no human being is capable of doing this.’41 Cli-
macus thus reaches the conclusion that the one who gives the truth and provides 
the condition for the human being must be someone who is beyond the merely 
human; the teacher must be ‘the god’:42

Ultimately, all instruction depends upon the presence of the condition; if it 
is lacking, then a teacher is capable of nothing, because in the second case, 
the teacher, before beginning to teach, must transform, not reform, the 
learner. But no human being is capable of doing this; if it is to take place, it 
must be done by the god himself.43

There are, then, significant distinctions between the Socratic teacher and the god 
as a teacher. The Socratic teacher works on the assumption that the human being 
is in innate possession of the truth, whereas the god teaches the learner first by 
revealing to the learner that the latter is outside the truth, and second by giving 
the learner the truth for the very first time. This fundamental difference results in 
the positing of a set of concepts distinct to the god, which are not applicable to the 
Socratic teacher.

The teacher, then, is the god himself, who, acting as the occasion, prompts 
the learner to be reminded that he is untruth and is that through his own 
fault. But this state – to be untruth and to be that through one’s own fault – 
what can we call it? Let us call it sin.44

A further concept that is distinctive to the god as teacher is faith. If the learner is 
in untruth and needs the god to give him the truth, ‘How, then, does the learner 
become a believer or follower?’45 Climacus answers this question as follows:

It occurs when the understanding and the paradox happily encounter each 
other in the moment, when the understanding steps aside and the paradox 
gives itself, and the third something, the something in which this occurs (for 
it does not occur through the understanding, which is discharged, or through 
the paradox, which gives itself – consequently in something), is that happy 
passion to which we shall now give a name, although for us it is not a matter 
of the name. We shall call it faith. This passion, then, must be that above-
mentioned condition that the paradox provides.46

What Climacus’ introduction of sin and faith makes clear is that Christianity is 
radically different from philosophy, knowledge and reason. As the affirmation of 
the paradoxical irruption of the eternal into time in the person of the God-man 
Jesus Christ, Christianity is not subject to reason, but transcends the rational 
capacity of human beings to understand it. Consequently, the means by which 
human beings relate to Christianity cannot be by means of reason. Similarly, 
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Christianity cannot be interpreted, as Hegel would have us believe, as inade-
quately formulated philosophical knowledge, which needs to be translated by the 
astute philosopher into a more acceptable philosophical conceptuality. The fact 
that all human beings are in untruth or, in Christian terminology, sin, means that 
no one – not even the most accomplished philosopher – can grasp the truth by 
means of his own power. It is for this reason that human beings need a teacher 
who gives them the truth. That is, in Kierkegaard’s theological terms, the learner 
needs a saviour, to whom the correct response is not reason or knowledge, but 
faith.

Distinguishing subjectivity from objectivity

A further problem with Hegelianism and Hegelian thinkers is that they con-
tribute to the confusion of objectivity and subjectivity in the realm of religion by 
reinterpreting Christianity in objective terms, and teaching that ‘becoming 
objective is the way’.47 This has led Kierkegaard to discuss the distinction 
between subjectivity and objectivity, and the invalidity of objective approaches 
to Christianity. A close reading of Climacus’ discussion of subjectivity in Con-
cluding Unscientific Postscript shows that he does not develop his notion of sub-
jectivity as an alternative to the objective relation to Christianity and Hegelian 
philosophy, but regards it as a kind of return to the genuine understanding of 
Christianity. In other words, Climacus does not deal with subjectivity as a new 
concept, but as a religious term, which has been forgotten. In order to dispel the 
confusion, what must be done is to highlight the distinction between objectivity 
and subjectivity, philosophical understanding and religious understanding, and 
separate these notions from each other. This is possible by employing the qual-
itative distinction to highlight the difference between these two notions.
	 Climacus discusses the distinction between objectivity and subjectivity in 
terms of their relation to the truth. The philosophical definition of the truth, as 
Evans rightly suggests, is not among Climacus’ main concerns.48 He is more 
interested in the human being’s relation to the truth of Christianity, which is pos-
sible only through subjectivity, and how this relation affects his existence. He 
writes of the relation between the truth of Christianity, subjectivity, and objec-
tivity that Christianity protests against all objectivity, and subjectivity is the truth 
of Christianity. It wants the human being ‘to be infinitely concerned about 
himself ’, because ‘objectively, it is not at all’.49 An objective relation to Christi-
anity does not provide the human being with the truth of Christianity. The dis-
tinction between objectivity and subjectivity becomes clearer in the difference 
between the individual’s appropriating the truth and knowing the truth. Appro-
priating the truth entails the subject’s existential adoption of his/her relation to 
the truth with passion and inwardness. The truth depends on the human being’s 
relation to it. If the human being relates himself to the truth with passion, it is 
this relation that makes it the truth. If there is no passion in the human being’s 
relation to the truth, and he does not exist in the truth subjectively, then, the truth 
is no more than an object.50 This is the main distinction between knowing the 
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truth and living the truth. In order to make the issue clearer Climacus’ example 
of the knowledge of God can be quoted. He writes: ‘Objectively, what is 
reflected upon is that this is the true God; subjectively, that the individual relates 
himself to a something in such a way that his relation is in truth a God-
relation.’51 In relation to this example, Climacus asks whether the truth is on the 
side of the person ‘who only objectively seeks the true God’ or the person who 
is ‘concerned that he in truth relate himself to God with the infinite passion of 
need’, Climacus does not even need to answer this question. He writes, ‘there 
can be no doubt about the answer for anyone who is not totally botched by 
scholarship and science’.52

	 Since an existing person is a thinking person,53 in order for the human being to 
relate himself subjectively to the truth and Christianity a form of thinking and 
reflection is required. Climacus calls this subjective reflection and thinking. Sub-
jective reflection and thinking are the notions which Kierkegaard develops as 
alternative ways of thinking to Hegelian philosophy. Whereas the individual’s 
subjective involvement in Christianity can be regarded as a return to a genuine 
understanding of Christianity, Kierkegaard develops the notions of subjective 
thinking and reflection as alternatives to Hegelian ways of thinking and reflection 
with their emphasis on the notions of objective, speculative, abstract, and pure 
thinking, reflection and thought. The distinction between objective thinking and 
subjective reflection again arises from their relation to the truth. Climacus writes: 
‘To objective reflection truth becomes something objective, an object, and the 
point is to disregard the subject. To subjective reflection, truth becomes appropri-
ation, inwardness, subjectivity, and the point is to immerse oneself, existing, in 
subjectivity.’54 The objective thinker is not interested in, for instance, existing in 
the belief in God, whereas the subjective thinker is interested in existing in his 
belief through appropriation, inwardness and subjectivity.55 Consequently, 
whereas objective thinking leads the human being to objectivity and an objective 
relation to Christianity, subjective thinking directs him/her to a subjective relation 
to Christianity, to a genuine relation to the truth. Objective reflection is the means 
by which human beings make sense of the world. It is a process of abstracting 
from empirical experience and arriving at a conceptualization and classification of 
reality, as well as providing us with a range of possibilities for human existence. 
Objective reflection provides the individual with a range of abstract possibilities 
or life-views for her/his own existence. Objective reflection on its own, however, 
is a mere intellectual exercise. If the concepts, categories and possibilities identi-
fied by objective reflection are to acquire significance for the single individual 
they must be applied to the existence of that single individual. The means by 
which this existential application of the notions posited by objective reflection is 
achieved is subjective reflection. Christianity wants the existing individual to 
establish a subjective relationship with it due to the fact that Christianity is an 
existence-communication and an existence-possibility. Consequently, a mode of 
thinking which involves applying Christianity as an existence-possibility to one’s 
own life is required. Climacus develops such a mode of thinking in Concluding 
Unscientific Postscript, where he advances the notion of ‘double reflection’. As its 
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name indicates, double reflection has a twofold character. It basically involves two 
steps, the first of which is ‘the reflection in which the communication is made, and 
the second is that in which it is recaptured’.56 More clearly:

When a thought has gained its proper expression in the word, which is 
attained through the first reflection, there comes the second reflection, which 
bears upon the intrinsic relation of the communication to the communicator 
and renders the existing communicator’s own relation to the idea.57

These two types of reflection are described by Climacus as objective and sub-
jective reflection respectively. This indicates that Kierkegaard does not exclude 
objective reflection or thinking in the realm of existence, but he argues that 
objective reflection on its own is not sufficient, and is even functionless in the 
realm of religion and existence.
	 In relation to Hegelian philosophy, Climacus writes that it explains existence 
in terms of pure thinking and therefore conflates them.58 Hegelianism and schol-
arly approaches towards Christianity have obscured the mind of society by dis-
missing the genuine character of Christianity, which is the paradox, the idea of 
God-man, and introducing a non-Christian relation to it, namely objectivity. 
What needs to be done is to separate these non-Christian elements from Christi-
anity. Kierkegaard does this by pointing out the distinctive character of Christi-
anity as was seen. First, Christianity and philosophical understanding cannot be 
compared, since they belong to different realms. Second, contrary to Hegelian 
philosophy, Christianity expects the human being to establish a subjective rela-
tion to it, to exist in it, through inwardness and subjective thinking.

Distinguishing Christianity from non-Christian modes of 
existence
One of the distinctive features of Kierkegaard’s thought is his discussion of the 
spheres or stages of existence, namely the aesthetic, the ethical, and the reli-
gious. For Kierkegaard, another reason for contemporary misconceptions of 
Christ is the misunderstanding and confusion of the relationship between each of 
these existence modes and genuine Christianity. Moreover, the problem is not 
only the confusion of Christianity with these existence modes, but the confusion 
of the spheres with each other as well. Climacus writes: ‘In our day everything is 
mixed together; one responds to the esthetic ethically, to faith intellectually, etc. 
… yet scant attention is given to which sphere it is in which each question finds 
its answer.’59 The problem Kierkegaard is concerned to address is that these 
spheres have been conflated in contemporary Danish philosophy and theology, 
which has had devastating consequences for Christianity. The problem, then, is 
the conflation of different existence spheres. Hence, only separating these modes 
from each other and identifying the character of genuine Christianity can dispel 
the confusion. This is possible by employing the qualitative distinction to high-
light the difference between each sphere.
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	 Climacus’ discussion of the spheres of existence in terms of their relation to 
eternal happiness in Concluding Unscientific Postscript provides an identifica-
tion of the distinction between each of the spheres. Climacus uses the notion of 
eternal happiness, the absolute end or goal, as the highest good which the human 
being can achieve in religious terms.60

	 Since the eternal happiness is the highest good the human being can achieve, 
how can he relate himself to it? Climacus introduces the notion of ‘pathos’, a 
term that refers to the human being’s relation to the eternal happiness. In other 
words, the human being establishes a relation to the eternal happiness through 
what Climacus regards as pathos. There are different types of pathos, and the 
kind of pathos with which the subjective thinker should relate himself to 
the eternal happiness is an ‘existential pathos’. An existential pathos transforms 
the existence of the human being in relation to the absolute goal or eternal happi-
ness.61 This means that when the individual relates himself to an eternal happi-
ness through an existential pathos, this relation changes his whole existence, his 
world-view, and his perception of the outer world in accordance with the abso-
lute goal. The human being who relates himself to the eternal happiness through 
existential pathos lets his relation to eternal happiness transform his existence, so 
that his existence expresses this relation. In Climacus’ words, ‘in his acting the 
finite elements are once and for all reduced to what must be surrendered in rela-
tion to the eternal happiness’.62 If it does not transform the individual’s existence 
in relation to eternal happiness, and his existence does not express the relation, 
then, there are two possibilities. He is either not relating himself to an eternal 
happiness or he is not relating himself to an eternal happiness with an existential 
pathos but an aesthetic pathos.63 The possibility that it is not an eternal happiness 
to which the individual relates himself through an existential pathos indicates 
that a relation to something other than eternal happiness can also transform the 
individual’s existence.64 However, this transformation is not in relation to an 
eternal happiness, to an absolute goal, so the individual is not in the ethical or 
religious spheres, but in the aesthetic sphere.
	 Whereas there is an apparent difference between Kierkegaard’s spheres of the 
aesthetic and the ethical, the difference between the ethical and the religious is 
not that clear. The individual who exists in the ethical and religious spheres is 
not different from other people around him because he lives his life like other 
people. However, there is a significant difference in his relation to the outer 
world, namely in his world-view. In other words, the human being who lives in 
the ethical and religious spheres, namely who relates himself to the eternal 
happiness through an existential pathos ‘may very well live in the relative 
ends’.65 However, his relation to the relative goals and ends is also relative, 
whereas an individual existing in the aesthetic sphere relates himself to the rel-
ative goals absolutely.66 Since, the point is to relate oneself to absolute goals 
absolutely, and to relative goals relatively,67 then, how can the individual relate 
himself to the outer world relatively? It is one of the significant aspects of 
Kierkegaard’s philosophy that when he points out a task that he believes the 
human being should fulfil in order to become a genuine Christian, he also shows 
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how to fulfil it. In relation to the individual’s relation to the world and eternal 
happiness, he introduces three notions, namely renunciation or resignation, suf-
fering, and guilt-consciousness, which are initial, essential, and decisive expres-
sions of existential pathos respectively. Resignation is a kind of ‘safeguard’ of 
the individual’s absolute goal.68 With the help of resignation, the individual 
maintains his relation to the absolute goal while living according to relative ends 
like anyone else in the world. The human being who resigns from his relative 
ends is like ‘the person who walks in a stranger’s borrowed clothes’.69 The indi-
vidual’s task is repeating resignation or renunciation continually in order to 
maintain his absolute relation to eternal happiness.70 Suffering is the essential 
expression of existential pathos,71 and the highest action in the inner world.72 It 
must be distinguished from suffering for relative ends. Religious suffering arises 
from the human being’s continual renunciation of relative goals.73 The religious 
person continually has suffering with him, and wants suffering like the indi-
vidual who exists in the aesthetic sphere and wants good fortune.74 Guilt is the 
decisive expression of existential pathos.75 This type of guilt is the human 
being’s consciousness of the fact that in Evans’ terms ‘there is no “solution” 
within our human powers. There is ultimately nothing humans can do that per-
fectly repairs their relation to God, and therefore their relation to their own task.’76

	 Kierkegaard’s discussion of different existential spheres raises a number of 
questions regarding their relation to each other. First, how can the human being 
move from one stage to another? Collins rightly suggests that the individual’s 
movement towards another stage does not mean that the previous stage is trans-
formed into another stage or the next stage is a combination of previous stages, 
but it is the individual’s ‘leap’ from one stage to another.77 This addresses two 
issues. First, Kierkegaard’s stages must not be regarded in terms of mathemat-
ical process, since, for instance, his religious sphere cannot be regarded as a syn-
thesis of the aesthetic and ethical spheres. Second, the individual jumps from 
one stage to another only by means of his free decision. This raises the question 
whether the stages can include elements from each other. As has been metioned, 
Climacus claims that the individual who relates himself to the eternal happiness 
through an existential pathos lives in relative ends. This shows that Kierke-
gaard’s ethical and religious spheres can include elements from the aesthetic 
sphere. However, here the nature of the individual’s relation to these aesthetic 
elements is crucial. As Evans rightly points out, the choice between the aes-
thetic and ethical stages is an either/or.78 This means that when the individual 
jumps into one stage from another, the previous stage is ‘dethroned’ and the 
individual cannot exist in two stages and assimilate two different world-views at 
the same time.

Distinguishing Christianity from Christendom
A major concern of Kierkegaard, particularly in the last years of his life, was to 
draw his contemporaries’ attention to the radical misunderstanding of Christian-
ity that had arisen from the church’s unhealthily close relation with the state. For 
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Kierkegaard, the notion of a state church is a confusion of two utterly separate 
and distinct concepts, namely worldliness and Christianity, God and humanity. 
The confusion of the state and church is ‘Christendom’, and this confusion 
includes two different but tightly linked confusions, namely the confusion of 
quality and quantity, and the eternal and temporal.

The confusion of quality and quantity

The confusion of quality and quantity is most evident in the belief that all 
citizens living in the Christian state are Christians. Kierkegaard says:

What does it mean, after all, that all these thousands and thousands as a 
matter of course call themselves Christians! … People who perhaps never 
once go to church, never think about God, never name his name except 
when they curse! People to whom it has never occurred that their lives 
should have some duty to God, people who either maintain that a certain 
civil impunity is the highest or do not find even this to be entirely necessary! 
Yet all these people, even those who insist that there is no God, they all are 
Christians, call themselves Christians, are recognized as Christians by the 
state, are buried as Christians by the Church, are discharged as Christians to 
eternity!79

The assumption that all citizens of the Christian state are automatically Chris-
tians caused people to believe that eternal happiness was also given them auto-
matically when they prove themselves to be good citizens. Being a citizen has 
been regarded as, in Collins words, ‘a passport which assures effortless entry’80 
to eternal life. However, what Kierkegaard attempts to remind Christians of is 
that Christianity and eternal happiness are not something one can easily gain, 
and this belief is an illusion created by the idea of Christendom. The main reason 
for the illusion is that quantity has become so important that people confuse the 
number of Christians and the value of being a Christian. As Kierkegaard puts it:

We are, as it is called, a Christian nation – but in such a way that not a 
single one of us is in the character of the Christianity of the New Testament 
… The illusion of a Christian nation is certainly due to the power that 
numbers exercise over the imagination …81

What Kierkegaard means by the exercise of numbers over the imagination is that 
the contemporary Danes and clergy believe that, as is the case with the relation-
ship between the number of the citizens of a state, the greatness of the number of 
Christians in the world is synonymous with its strength. Christianity, however, is 
a matter of inwardness, subjectivity, commitment, passion and appropriation. 
People do not become Christians merely by virtue of their membership of a 
group, but through making an individual leap of faith by which they passionately 
commit themselves to the paradox of the God-man. Christendom, however, is 
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based on the illusion that Christianity is a matter of numbers. In the case of the 
state it is indeed true that its strength is indicated by the size of its population 
and that it becomes weak if the number of its citizens falls. Hence there is a 
direct relationship between the state and the numerical: ‘ “State” is related 
directly to number (the numerical); therefore, when a state dwindles, the number 
can gradually become so small that the state has ended, the concept has dropped 
out.’82 Kierkegaard emphasizes that Christianity is also related to the numerical 
but in a different way from that of the state. However, contrary to the con-
temporary understanding, Christianity is related inversely to the numerical, 
which means when the number of Christians becomes bigger, the number of 
genuine Christians is smaller:

Christianity is related to number in another way: one single true Christian is 
enough for it to be true that Christianity exists. Yes, Christianity is related 
inversely to number – when all have become Christians, the concept ‘Chris-
tian’ has dropped out.83

To illustrate the illusion of numbers and how numbers ‘exercise over the imagi-
nation’ Kierkegaard tells his story of a saloon-keeper:

He is said to have sold his bottled beer for a cent under the purchase price, 
and when someone said to him: ‘How does that pay? Indeed, you are losing 
money,’ he answered, ‘No, my friend, it is the quantity that does it’ – the 
quantity which warns against the power that numbers exercise over the 
imagination. In other words, there can be no doubt that the saloon-keeper 
realized very well that to sell for three cents a bottle of beer that costs him 
four cents means a loss of one cent. Also, when it is a matter of ten bottles 
the saloon-keeper will be able to maintain that it is a loss. But, but 100,000 
bottles … it becomes a profit, he says, because the quantity does it. So it is 
also with the reckoning that gets a Christian nation by combining the ones 
who are not Christians, gets it by way of ‘It is the quantity that does it’.84

The saloon-keeper, ludicrously, ignores his loss on each bottle and focuses on 
the number of the bottled beers he has sold. He is not aware of the fact that the 
more bottles he sells, the bigger his loss is, and the point of his job is to make 
profit, otherwise he goes bankrupt. Contemporary Christians, particularly Danish 
citizens, like the saloon-keeper in the story, think that the bigger the number of 
the Christians, the bigger the profit is as well, but the fact is that the bigger the 
number the greater the loss is, because the point in New Testament Christianity 
is not quantity, but quality, not the number of Christians but to become a single 
genuine Christian.

For true Christianity this is the most dangerous of all illusions, and of all 
illusions it is also the very one to which every human being is most 
disposed, because the number […] and the imagination suit each other 
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completely. But from the Christian point of view, the reckoning is obviously 
wrong, and a Christian nation composed of ones who honestly confess that 
they are not Christians, likewise honestly confess that their lives by no 
means can be called a striving toward what the New Testament understands 
by Christianity – a Christian nation such as that is an impossibility.85

In summary, to recover an understanding of Christianity’s true nature and to be 
able to present human beings with the choice with which Christianity confronts 
every human being, it is imperative to distinguish between the crowd and the 
single individual. Mere force of numbers does not support but undermines Chris-
tianity, for the character of Christianity resides not in the extensive but the inten-
sive. The qualitative disjunction must therefore be employed to make this 
distinction, so that human beings can once again become aware of the choice 
with which Christianity presents each and every one.

The confusion of the eternal with the temporal or the infinite with 
the finite

Another significant element of the confusion created by Christendom is the con-
fusion of the eternal with the temporal, the finite with the infinite. For Kierke-
gaard, state and Christianity cannot be merged, and are not even comparable due 
to the fact that they are qualitatively and functionally different. He writes:

To place state and Christianity together in this way makes just as much 
sense as talking about a yard of butter, or there is, if possible, even less 
sense in it, since butter and the yard measure are nevertheless simply enti-
ties that have nothing to do with each other, whereas state and Christianity 
are inversely related to or, indeed more correctly, away from each other.86

The reason for this is that whereas, for Kierkegaard, Christianity is eternal and it 
treats matters that are eternal, the state belongs only to the world, and is tem-
poral and finite, and treats matters that are finite. In other words, religion and the 
state are naturally and functionally different due to the fact that religion is con-
cerned with the eternal and divine, and naturally eternal, whereas the state is 
temporal and finite. The only kingdom valid for Christianity is the kingdom of 
God, as expressed in Jesus’ remark to Pontius Pilate ‘My kingdom is not of this 
world’ (John 18:36).
	 Previously it was seen that in order for the human being to become a genuine 
religious individual, he must give up on this world, and that Kierkegaard’s 
notion for this act is ‘resignation’ and ‘renunciation’. Kierkegaard also uses the 
theme of ‘heterogeneity with this world’ to explain the character of Christian 
choice.87 Christianity wants the individual to die to the world. This means that 
the individual has two choices, he can choose either this world or eternal happi-
ness, and there is nothing in between.88 Christianity expects the individual to 
choose eternal happiness by dying to the world. The ultimate goal and task of a 
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state is, on the other hand, to satisfy the needs of its citizens, and make the life as 
comfortable as possible in this world. It is not capable of providing its citizens 
with eternal happiness. Kierkegaard ironically writes of Christendom’s purpose 
of providing its citizens with comfort in the hereafter:

Among the many different things that people need in a cultured mode of life 
and that the state tries to provide for its citizens as cheaply and comfortably 
as possible, among these many different things, such as public security, 
water, lighting, roads, pavement, etc. etc., there is in addition – an eternal 
happiness in the life to come, a necessity that the state likewise ought to 
satisfy – how generous! – and in as inexpensive and comfortable a way as 
possible.89

Moreover, it is an advantage to be a Christian in the contemporary Christian 
state, because being a Christian is like a life insurance. Kierkegaard writes: ‘But 
this is the way it always is with secular-mindedness – you win in two ways: first 
security and comfort and a good income and assured advancement – and then in 
addition honor and reputation as a genuinely earnest person.’90 

	 The problem is that this is exactly the opposite of what New Testament Chris-
tianity wants from an individual. The condition of being a genuine Christian is 
not to have a high standard of living; on the contrary, it is to suffer which 
includes the individual’s resignation of ‘earthly goods’ such as comfort and rep-
utation.91 Despite all these qualitative and fundamental differences between 
Christianity and the state, contemporary Christians have merged them under the 
name of Christendom by conciliating them, and creating an official Christianity. 
Consequently, they have created huge confusion and a ludicrous phenomenon. 
This result is the separation of Christianity from its truth. For Kierkegaard, these 
two qualitatively different concepts – the state and Christianity – must be sepa-
rated from each other, not only theoretically and existentially through the qual-
itative disjunction, but also practically.

Cultivating existential appropriation on the part of the reader

One of Kierkegaard’s ways of addressing the confusion predominant in con-
temporary Christian society is to cultivate existential appropriation on the part of 
the reader. As Kierkegaard makes clear in many of his works and in several journal 
entries, it is not sufficient for human beings merely to know the truth; they must 
also appropriate it for themselves. They must make the truth part of their very 
being and act upon it. To recover a comprehension of what Christianity truly is, it 
is therefore necessary to recover its existential character and the demands it places 
upon everyone who would become a Christian. To achieve this aim what Kierke-
gaard does is to apply a number of strategies in order to develop an existential con-
sciousness in the reader so that he can discover the existential potential in himself. 
This section will focus on Kierkegaard’s three main strategies that he uses in culti-
vating existential appropriation on the part of his reader.
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The Socratic method
Kierkegaard believes that what contemporary society needs in order to address 
its current malaise is a new Socrates. He writes:

Can there be a slightest doubt that what Christendom needs is another Soc-
rates, who with the same dialectical, cunning simplicity is able to express 
ignorance or, as it may be stated in this case: I cannot understand anything 
at all about faith, but I do believe.92

A number of reasons for Kierkegaard’s admiration of Socrates can be identified. 
First, Socrates practised what he preached. He was not a philosopher who 
reflected on life from the comfort of his study, but went out into the market-
places of Athens and lived out his philosophical convictions in relation to his 
fellow human beings. Second, Socrates’ dialectical method aimed at prompting 
the learner to discover and appropriate the truth for himself. Socrates does not 
simply present the truth in an objective way to the learner, but in a way that 
demands existential appropriation on the part of the learner. Third, through his 
probing questions Socrates exposes the delusion of his contemporaries that they 
possess the truth. For Kierkegaard these three principles of the Socratic method 
provide a means of critiquing Christendom and awakening his contemporaries to 
the true character of Christianity. It is for this reason that he takes Socrates as his 
guide.93 As he puts it in the tenth number of The Moment: ‘The only analogy I 
have before me is Socrates; my task is a Socratic task, to audit the definition of 
what it is to be a Christian.’94 Kierkegaard’s relationship with Socrates can be 
traced back to his dissertation called Om Begrebet Ironi med stadigt Hensyn til 
Socrates (The Concept of Irony with Continual Reference to Socrates). What is 
important for this section is Kierkegaard’s use of Socrates’ maieutic method, i.e. 
Socrates’ view of himself as an imaginary ‘midwife’ who helps the learner to 
bring to birth the truth that he believes to be innate within him. Before con-
sidering how Kierkegaard adopts the Socratic method, it is first necessary to give 
some account of Socrates’ midwifery.
	 Socrates, as the son of a midwife, claims himself to practise midwifery like 
his mother, but with some fundamental differences, in Plato’s Theaetetus in a 
conversation with Theodorus and Theaetetus.95 The difference between Socratic 
midwifery and ordinary midwifery is that what Socrates practises is a kind of 
intellectual and abstract midwifery by applying his dialectical art to human 
souls. He explains his task: ‘Now my art of midwifery is just like theirs in most 
respects. The difference is that I attend men and not women, and that I watch 
over the labour of their souls, not of their bodies.’96 Socrates’ point of departure 
in this is the presupposition that human beings innately possess the truth but 
have forgotten it. They, therefore, need to be reminded by someone in order to 
become aware of the ‘beautiful things’ in them in time and with the help of God. 
Thus, Socrates’ role as a midwife is to help his listeners recollect the truth, 
which he presumes is already present within themselves:
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At first some of them may give the impression of being ignorant and stupid; 
but as time goes on and our association continues, all whom God permits 
are seen to make progress – a progress which is amazing both to other 
people and to themselves. And yet it is clear that this is not due to anything 
they have learnt from me; it is that they discover within themselves a multi-
tude of beautiful things, which they bring forth into the light.97

Socrates emphasizes that he is not the one who gives the truth to the individual; 
on the contrary, he does not possess wisdom, but is only a facilitator of the learner’s 
discovery of a truth he already possesses: ‘For one thing which I have in 
common with the ordinary midwives is that I myself am barren of wisdom.’98 It 
is also important to highlight that the Socratic maieutic method does not 
approach the individual directly, but indirectly. Socrates’ way of approaching 
the learner indirectly involves asking questions that may awaken a conscious-
ness in the individual. While defending his approach against those who claim he 
has many questions but no answers, he gives the impression that he is not aware 
of what he is actually doing, because as has just been mentioned, he claims 
himself not to have wisdom in him:

The common reproach against me is that I am always asking questions of 
other people but never express my own views about anything, because there 
is no wisdom in me; and that is true enough. And the reason of it is this, that 
God compels me to attend the travail of others, but has forbidden me to 
procreate.99

This leads Socrates to interpret his art only as a mediator which means that he 
helps the learner on discovering the truth in himself. However, he cannot take 
part in the process of the discovery, he can only know whether the result is a 
success or not: ‘And the most important thing about my art is the ability to apply 
all possible tests to the offspring, to determine whether the young mind is being 
delivered of a phantom, that is, an error, or a fertile truth.’100 He approaches his 
target like a midwife, and applies ‘all the possible tests’, but he cannot change it 
if the result is not successful, because he is only a mediator. Thus, there are two 
main characteristics of such an intellectual or Socratic midwife: (1) the Socratic 
midwife moves from the presupposition that every individual possesses the truth 
within themselves, and the midwife’s role is not to ‘procreate’ the truth but to 
help the individual give birth to it because of the fact that s/he does not possess 
wisdom; (2) the midwife cannot control whether the result is successful or not 
because it is important to the learner and his free will to take part in discovering 
the truth, and that he ought to handle the innate truth with an existential 
appropriation.
	 It is his emulation of Socrates’ maieutic method that accounts for Kierke-
gaard’s composition of what he calls his ‘aesthetic’ and ‘religious’ writings. Like 
Socrates, Kierkegaard holds that educating people into the truth must address 
people in the situation in which they find themselves and attempt to lead them 
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out of that situation into a more adequate mode of existence. For Kierkegaard, 
this means that the communication of Christian truth must take seriously the fact 
that human beings are rooted in the aesthetic mode of existence. This is the 
sphere of the naturally human, the governing principle of which is enjoyment. 
The failure to recognize this has resulted in Christianity being dragged down into 
aesthetic categories, so that being a Christian is no longer an existential chal-
lenge and has become a comfortable and complacent state of being. It is merely 
the confirmation of the human being as s/he is rather than the transformation of 
the individual through his dying to the world and his taking up his cross in order 
to suffer for the Gospel. If Christianity is to be introduced into such people’s 
lives, it is not possible to introduce Christian concepts directly, for they will be 
assimilated to the aesthetic mode of existence in which human beings find them-
selves. As Kierkegaard puts it:

No, an illusion can never be removed directly, and basically only indirectly. 
If it is an illusion that all are Christians, and if something is to be done, it 
must be done indirectly, not by someone who loudly declares himself to be 
an extraordinary Christian, but by someone who, better informed, even 
declares himself not to be a Christian.101

To avoid Christianity being dragged down into aesthetic concepts, it is first 
necessary to educate the individual out of the aesthetic mode of existence. It is 
this purpose that lends Kierkegaard’s approach its maieutic and Socratic charac-
ter. He writes:

The maieutic lies in the relation between the esthetic writing as the begin-
ning and the religious as the τέλος [goal]. It begins with the esthetic, in 
which possibly most people have their lives, and now the religious is intro-
duced so quickly that those who, moved by the esthetic, decide to follow 
along are suddenly standing right in the middle of the decisive qualifications 
of the essentially Christian, are at least prompted to become aware.102

Kierkegaard carries out this maieutic purpose by means of his aesthetic writings. 
In these works he takes the aesthetic mode of existence as his starting point and 
demonstrates that ultimately it must fail as a viable mode of existence for the 
human being. The reader’s discovery of the aesthetic sphere’s inadequacy is the 
first stage on the road to the religious existence into which Kierkegaard wishes to 
educate his reader. Kierkegaard aims, he admits, to ‘deceive’ people into the truth.
	 Kierkegaard is well aware of the limits of his maieutic method and that his 
maieutic approach may fail by admitting that the individual’s becoming a Chris-
tian is not in his power. The success of his indirect communication first of all 
depends on the reader’s/learner’s free will. He writes:

A person may have the good fortune of doing a great deal for another, may 
have the good fortune of leading him to the place to which he desires to lead 



A Kierkegaardian hermeneutics    43

him and, to hold to what in essence is continually under discussion here, 
may have the good fortune of helping that person to become a Christian. But 
this is not in my power; it depends upon very many things and above all 
upon whether he himself is willing. Compel a person to an opinion, a con-
viction, a belief – in all eternity, that I cannot do …103

He continues that his task and power is limited to only helping the individual 
awaken. However, where the awakening of the individual will lead him is 
unknowable by the communicator. So, Kierkegaard’s task includes risk and 
requires courage. He writes:

But one thing I can do, in one sense the first thing […], in another sense the 
last thing if he refuses the next: I can compel him to become aware. That is 
a good deed, there is no doubt, but neither must it be forgotten that this is a 
daring venture. By compelling him to become aware, I succeed in compel-
ling him to judge. Now he judges. But what he judges is not in my power. 
Perhaps he judges the very opposite of what I desire.104

This is the core of Kierkegaard’s Socratic method – he aims to make people 
aware of the issues, so that they at least know what choice confronts them in 
Christianity. Kierkegaard cannot force people to become Christians, nor does he 
wish to do so, for becoming a Christian is an existential choice that each indi-
vidual human being must make for him or herself. What he can do, however, is 
help his contemporaries to recover an understanding of what Christianity is by 
educating them out of their confused, aesthetic understanding of Christianity.

Christianity as an ‘existence-communication’
As was seen previously, Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous author Climacus blames 
Hegelianism and Christendom for reducing religion to a philosophical doctrine 
by approaching Christianity objectively. Kierkegaard’s critique arises from his 
understanding of genuine Christianity. For him, Christianity is neither a philo-
sophical doctrine nor can it be understood objectively. The belief that Christian-
ity is a mere doctrine results in only an intellectual relationship with it, and 
therefore prevents the individual from establishing a faith relationship with it.105 
Christianity is, for Kierkegaard and Climacus, an existence-communication.106 
Christianity as an ‘existence-communication’ is one of the issues Kierkegaard 
emphasizes in order to develop existential appropriation on the part of his reader. 
What this notion implies is that Christianity is not a doctrine or a set of philo-
sophical propositions, but an existential issue. To present the reader with Christi-
anity as a possibility for his own existence, it is necessary: (1) to distinguish it 
from other existence-possibilities and existence-communications; and (2) to 
communicate Christianity in a way that can make it an existential issue for each 
human being. Consequently, ‘One does not prepare oneself to become aware of 
Christianity by reading books or by world-historical surveys, but by immersing 
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oneself in existing.’107 Christianity is an ‘existence-communication’ because it 
requires the individual to become a Christian through making an inward connec-
tion with it which means that in order to understand it, one must exist in it. 
Because, as Kierkegaard suggests, the aim of Christianity is not to be understood 
but ‘to be existed in’.108 The fact that Christianity is an existence-communication 
entails the individual’s constant relation to Christianity, not only when he needs 
it but during his entire lifetime.109 Climacus’ discussion of Christianity as an 
existence-communication ties in with a number of notions such as subjectivity, 
appropriation and double reflection which have been introduced. It is, first of all, 
related to Kierkegaard’s spheres of existence and existence modes. Moreover, 
precisely because Christianity is an existence-communication, an objective 
approach is a fundamental misunderstanding. To grasp Christianity means to live 
it. This can be achieved not merely by thinking about Christianity but by subjec-
tively appropriating it, making it one’s own, and existing in it. All of these show 
that Kierkegaard’s arguments introduced so far, including his notion of existen-
tial pathos and subjectivity, actually arise from his conviction that Christianity is 
an ‘existence-communication’.

Respect for the reader’s autonomy: pseudonymous 
production
Kierkegaard’s solution of re-education and indirect communication involves 
helping the learner become a Christian self. This requires the teacher not to dom-
inate but to serve the learner, because his re-education method is to begin from 
where the learner is:

The helper must first humble himself under the person he wants to help and 
thereby understand that to help is not to dominate but to serve, that to help 
is not to be the most dominating but the most patient, that to help is a will-
ingness for the time being to put up with being in the wrong and not under-
standing what the other understands … In order truly to help someone else, 
I must understand more than he – but certainly first and foremost understand 
what he understands. If I do not do that, then my greater understanding does 
not help him at all.110

Kierkegaard’s principle of respect for the reader’s autonomy leads him to his use 
of pseudonyms. The variety of these characters comes from his belief that 
existence-possibilities should not be forced on human beings, and the reader or 
the learner must be free to choose one of them, the one which he thinks the most 
suitable for him. Kierkegaard wants to protect his reader from his own person-
ality and views in order to allow him to decide which form of existence he 
wishes to appropriate without the interference of the personal views of the 
author.
	 Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms are not merely pen names but are also personali-
ties possessing individual identities. These pseudonyms should not be confused 
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with Kierkegaard’s own views. Indeed, one of the purposes of the pseudonyms 
is to protect the reader from Kierkegaard’s personality, so that the reader can 
focus wholly on the world-view and existence-possibilities represented by the 
pseudonyms. As Kierkegaard puts it in the ‘First and Last Explanation’ with 
which he brings Concluding Unscientific Postscript to a close:

Thus in the pseudonymous books there is not a single word by me. I have 
no opinion about them except as a third party, no knowledge of their 
meaning except as a reader, not the remotest private relation to them.111

Each of Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous characters represents different personali-
ties, world-views and life styles. While some live their lives in aesthetic cat-
egories, some live their lives in ethical categories and even ethico-religious 
categories. The character does not say that he lives his life aesthetically or ethi-
cally, but the reader recognizes his world-view as he engages with the text. For 
instance, although Climacus emphasizes that he is not a Christian, the reader can 
easily distinguish his search for a way to make a connection with the eternal 
from the world-view of the hedonist who lives for only temporary pleasure and 
aesthetic joy like the writer of A Seducer’s Diary, Johannes the Seducer. As 
Evans nicely puts it, the pseudonyms are ‘independent (thought fictitious) char-
acters, with the possibility of holding views and convictions, moods and atti-
tudes that Kierkegaard did not personally share’.112 Here, it should be highlighted 
that although Kierkegaard uses different pseudonymous characters with different 
world-views in his works, therefore enables the reader to choose one of them, 
the particular aim of each work is the same, namely to help the reader become a 
genuine Christian as understood by Kierkegaard.
	 In conclusion, Kierkegaard’s respect for the reader’s autonomy and free will 
prompts him to adopt an indirect method of communicating the true character of 
the Christian faith to his confused contemporaries. The importance of his pseu-
donymous products lies here. His different works written under a variety of 
pseudonyms enables his reader to choose one of the existence-possibilities pre-
sented in each work. The ultimate aim of Kierkegaard’s presentation of different 
world-views and existence-possibilities is to wean his readers away from their 
confusion of Christianity with other modes of existence in order thereby to intro-
duce Christianity to Christendom. Only then will it be possible to help the indi-
vidual become a genuine self, a genuine Christian.

Conclusion: the construction of a Kierkegaardian 
hermeneutics
This chapter has discussed Kierkegaard’s highly critical attitude towards the reli-
gious understanding of his era including the dominant thought forms in modern 
Denmark, contemporary Christianity, and the manner in which people were 
living in a supposedly Christian way. It has illustrated that Kierkegaard’s 
solution to the problems of contemporary Christianity is what he terms as ‘to 
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reintroduce Christianity into Christendom’, particularly to the people of 
Denmark who were under the ‘illusion’ that they were Christians.113 It has been 
argued that in order to reintroduce Christianity into the Christian world Kierke-
gaard establishes a method of re-education on the basis of his own understanding 
and interpretation of genuine Christianity. In the light of his critique of con-
temporary Christianity and his application of the method of re-education, a 
Kierkegaardian hermeneutics, the principles of which are the employment of the 
‘qualitative dialectics’ to the concepts society has confused, the cultivation of 
existence-appropriation on the part of the reader, and respect for the human 
being’s autonomy can be cultivated. As was noted in the introduction to this 
chapter, it is not Kierkegaard’s primary aim to create a philosophical method, 
since he criticizes system and method in the realm of existence and religion. His 
aim is rather to communicate with his reader in a way that helps the single indi-
vidual awaken to a sense of genuine religious consciousness, and become a 
genuine self from the beginning of his authorship. In order to achieve his 
purpose Kierkegaard introduced his own tool of re-education: indirect communi-
cation. The reason for his attempts to re-educate his readers is that he believed 
that contemporary society had forgotten what it is to be a Christian, and con-
fused Christianity with non-Christian thought forms and modes of existence. 
What must be done was to re-educate contemporary Christian society in the light 
of New Testament Christianity, and thereby reintroduce Christianity into 
Christendom.
	 Although living a century later than Kierkegaard and belonging to a different 
religious tradition, Muhammad Iqbal was faced by a parallel challenge. Just as 
Christianity in Kierkegaard’s day had been conflated with non-Christian thought 
forms and modes of existence, so too was Iqbal convinced – as will be seen in 
the next chapter – that Islam’s distinctive character had been enervated by its 
confusion with non-Islamic elements. Similarly, just as Kierkegaard had become 
aware that the so-called ‘Christians’ of mid-nineteenth-century Denmark were 
merely nominal Christians who failed to live up to the demands of the Gospel, 
so too had Iqbal identified complacency and lack of commitment as a threat to 
the integrity of Islam. Both thinkers believed that the ultimate task of human 
beings is to become genuine religious selves. However, Iqbal’s attempts to 
achieve this goal of helping Muslims to become genuine Muslim selves are 
undermined due to his problematic presentation of his thought and terminology. 
Precisely because Kierkegaard devoted detailed attention to the problem of reli-
gious backsliding in nineteenth-century Denmark and both identified the causes 
and proposed a method for rectifying the parlous state of Danish Christianity, he 
can provide the basis of a hermeneutic that can be employed to identify and 
articulate the distinctive features of Iqbal’s development of the concept of 
Muslim self and his view of becoming a genuine Muslim. This chapter, which 
provides the methodology of this study, has required the consideration of two 
points: moving from the main characteristics of Kierkegaard’s philosophical 
method, and highlighting the points which could be applied to Iqbal’s view of 
becoming a self. This means that although Kierkegaard’s dialectics provides the 
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methodology of this study, it is necessary to consider the main paradigms of 
Iqbal’s view of becoming a genuine Muslim during the construction of the 
Kierkegaardian hermeneutics. The main concern here has been to highlight the 
points in Kierkegaard’s methodology that are capable of being applied to Iqbal’s 
thought and of clarifying his terminology. This is why this chapter is entitled 
‘The Construction of a Kierkegaardian Hermeneutics’ rather than ‘The Con-
struction of the Kierkegaardian Hermeneutics’, since it is possible to construct 
different Kierkegaardian hermeneutics with different questions. Two of Kierke-
gaard’s works written under pseudonyms, Philosophical Fragments and Con-
cluding Unscientific Postscript to Philosophical Fragments, and two of his 
works published under his own name, namely The Point of View, in which he 
discussed the purpose of his authorship, and The Moment and Late Writings, in 
which he presented his major critiques of Christendom and the clergy, provided 
the resources to construct a Kierkegaardian hermeneutics which could be applied 
to Iqbal’s thought. As a result of such a concern, two crucial principles and con-
cerns of Kierkegaard’s dialectical method will be employed to elicit and shed 
light on Iqbal’s view of becoming a genuine Muslim self.

Qualitative dialectics or making distinctions

Kierkegaard’s qualitative disjunction and distinction can be employed in order to 
identify and clarify Iqbal’s notions. The application of Kierkegaard’s qualitative 
disjunction to Iqbal’s terminology will serve in two ways. First, it will help to 
clarify Iqbal’s terminology, and second, the clarification of Iqbal’s terminology 
will help to understand Iqbal’s perception of the existential character of Islam. 
Kierkegaard’s method of making distinctions between the notions will be used 
as a means of shedding light on how Iqbal strives to distinguish Islam from on 
the one hand philosophy and on the other non-Islamic modes of existence.

Cultivating existential appropriation on the reader

Iqbal’s method of communicating the truth to his contemporaries and weaning 
them off the delusions they confuse with Islam will be examined by considering 
Iqbal’s literary technique in the light of Kierkegaard’s use of the maieutic 
method and indirect communication. Kierkegaard’s notion of the existence-
communication will be employed in order to throw light on Iqbal’s attempts to 
recover the existential character of Islam. Moreover, Kierkegaard’s distinction 
between objective and subjective reflection will be used as a tool to unpack 
Iqbal’s views of how the tenets of Islam can and should be actualized as a dis-
tinctive, concrete mode of existence.
	 Before applying the Kierkegaardian hermeneutics to Iqbal, however, the next 
task is to provide a study of the context in which Iqbal developed his thought, 
his main motivations for developing an understanding of the self, and the main 
features of his conception of the self.
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3	 Iqbal in context

Introduction

In this chapter, consisting of two sections, the primary aim is to provide a con-
textual exposition of Iqbal’s conception of the self, to which, in the following 
chapters, the Kierkegaardian hermeneutics developed in the previous chapter 
will be applied. The previous chapter explored Kierkegaard’s concerns under 
two main headings, namely, the problem and the solution. This chapter shall 
follow a similar structural method. This means the background of Iqbal’s con-
struction of his conception of the Muslim self will be dealt with under two head-
ings: his identification of the problem, and the solution he thinks that will solve 
this specific problem. In the process, the problems of Iqbal’s era that prompted 
him to construct and develop an alternative philosophy, namely the philosophy 
of the self/ego, will be examined. First a brief introduction to modern Islam in 
the Indian Subcontinent in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries will be 
given in order better to observe the critical and turbulent situation of the Muslim 
world in Iqbal’s time. This will also help to understand Iqbal’s perception of and 
approach to the modern problems of his time. It will further show that Iqbal’s 
identification and interpretation of the problems of the Muslim world are not 
altogether different from those of his predecessors and of modernist intellectu-
als. Iqbal’s approach to and interpretation of the modern problems of the Muslim 
world are not completely original and unique. Hence, it is not possible to deal 
with the theory of such a thinker separated from its own context, namely the 
dilemma of Islamic modernism. Hence, Iqbal’s approach to these problems will 
be considered in terms of the common discourse of the era, namely ‘Islamic 
decline’. Then, the second section will identify the principles of Iqbal’s idea of 
the self, and its significance for Iqbal as the ultimate solution to the problems of 
Islam in the modern era.

The problem: ‘Islamic decline’

The transformation of Europe and the rise of modernity beginning with the 
Enlightenment, were partly responsible for the emergence of the discourses of 
‘modern Islam’ and ‘Islamic modernism’ in the Islamic world. However, it 
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should be noted that Islamic modernism followed a different path from the kind 
of transformations that took place in Europe. As Kalin puts it, ‘Islamic modern-
ism was [rather] an outcome of Islam’s encounter with [European] modernity’.1 
In other words, Islamic modernism is a movement of paradoxes connected to the 
very question of what Bernard Lewis terms as, ‘What went wrong’ in the Islamic 
world, which itself rests on the presupposition that indeed something went 
wrong.2 A full discussion of the emergence of this idea would require a separate 
study. However, it can be said that the emergence and consequences of Islamic 
modernism can be traced back to as early as the eighteenth century. The gap 
between European and Muslim countries, particularly the economic gap, caused 
a general impression of ‘backwardness’ in Muslim societies, particularly among 
intellectuals.3 The word ‘backward’ became a technical term which many 
Muslim intellectuals today avoid using. The impression of being ‘backward’ 
played a significant role in the development of the tradition of modernist Islamic 
thought. Islamic modernism is a tradition in so far as there are common charac-
teristics in almost all modernist Muslim thinkers including Iqbal, such as mod-
ernists’ attacks on taqlid (imitation without reflection), their opposition to 
Islamic mysticism, their emphasis on the need for ijtihad (independent reasoning 
in religious issues) and their criticism of traditional Islamic law, and lastly their 
self-criticism and self-advice.4 It is also one of the most essential characteristics 
of modernist Muslim intellectuals that, in Kalin’s words, ‘their conviction that 
the same principles which had brought the Islamic civilization to its pinnacle 
were lost to Muslims but discovered by and transmitted to the West’.5 Iqbal 
makes the point vividly when he says:

There was a time when European thought received inspiration from the 
world of Islam. The most remarkable phenomenon of modern history, 
however, is the enormous rapidity with which the world of Islam is spiritu-
ally moving towards the West. There is nothing wrong in this movement, 
for European culture, on its intellectual side, is only a further development 
of some of the most important phases of the culture of Islam.6

In terms of the Indian Subcontinent, as Brown nicely puts it,

Islamic modernism took early root in the Subcontinent and nowhere else did 
the modernist venture find as fertile a soil or flourish with such vigor and 
variety. In originality, at least, South Asian modernists have been 
unequalled.7

The conquest of India by the British colonial powers started in 1757 and con-
tinued with the suppression of the Great Revolt in 1857.8 Along with British 
dominance, the role of British rule had become dominant in the Subcontinent in 
various fields, from government positions to educational institutions, and the 
Indian Muslims, who rejected the Western style of education, culture and institu-
tions, were almost always excluded in the new British ruling system in India.9 



Iqbal in context    55

This caused different religious and political movements to grow as responses to 
the growing British presence in the Subcontinent, which had become more 
visible after the Great Revolt. Thus, the growth of Western power in the Subcon-
tinent played its role not only in governmental, administrative and educational 
fields, but also stimulated the emergence of intellectual activities in almost all 
religious groups of India. This point was made by Farquhar’s extensive work, 
which provides a thorough (though prejudiced) examination of the modern reli-
gious movements in India, particularly in respect of the ancient Indian religious 
traditions including Hinduism and Buddhism.10 Among Indian Muslim intellec-
tuals with radical ideas a few names stand out, particularly that of Sir Sayyid 
Ahmad Khan (1817–1898), who was the forerunner, and probably the most dis-
tinctive of them. He believed that participation in the British system was the only 
way for a better future for the Muslims of India. He is also distinctive in his 
reformist ideas in the realms of politics, education, religion and society.11 The 
most extreme example of Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s loyalty to the British presence 
in India was his defining it as the most wonderful phenomenon the world had 
ever seen.12 He was for Iqbal:

the first modern Muslim to catch a glimpse of the positive character of the 
age which was coming … But the real greatness of the man consists in the 
fact that he was the first Indian Muslim who felt the need of a fresh orienta-
tion of Islam and worked for it.13

The point of departure of modernist and reformist movements of Islam was the 
conviction that the Islamic world was in decline. Iqbal was also one of those 
modernist thinkers who assimilated this idea, and made it the point of departure 
of their intellectual activities. His thought presents certain resemblances with the 
modernist and reformist discourse both in the language he uses when dealing 
with modern problems, and the issues he highlights such as change, reform, 
science and modernity. As Jawed nicely puts it,

Both his handling of the subject and the title he gave to his lecture can be 
seen as an index to a significant trio of the modernist Muslim’s psycho-
logical commitments – religiosity, modernity and change – that has char-
acterized the modernist Muslim as much after Iqbal’s time as before 
him.14

An analysis of Iqbal’s works indicates that there is a significant difference 
between his intellectual thought before and after his time in Europe. The first 
manifestation of this change in his thought comes in his growing interest in the 
urgent problems of the Islamic world, namely the alleged Islamic decline. Iqbal 
deals with the decline in two different but closely linked categories, namely spir-
itual and material decline. Whereas spiritual decline includes moral and intellec-
tual issues, material decline is the result of economic, political and technological 
problems. However, study of his approach to both the spiritual and material 
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forms of decline suggests that the spiritual decline is the main reason for the 
decay of Muslim societies. Therefore, in order better to understand Iqbal’s per-
ception of Islamic decline attention will be given to the spiritual aspect of the 
decline, namely the moral and intellectual decay in the Islamic world, in order to 
appreciate his account of the underlying reason of the material decline.
	 After his return from Europe in 1908, Iqbal read out his Urdu poem Shikwa 
(The Complaint) to the annual session of Anjuman Himayat-i Islam, a modern 
educational institute of the time, at the Islamia College in Lahore in 1911. In 
the following year he read the second part of Shikwa, Jawab-i Shikwa (The 
Answer to the Complaint). The subjects of both Shikwa and Jawab-i Shikwa 
were not original, as the two works discussed the decline of the Muslim world 
from its former healthy state and dealt with a question that had already been 
asked many times before: why were Muslim societies declining in this way? 
However, it was probably the first serious sign of Iqbal’s involvement in the 
supposed problems of his time and community. Iqbal’s views on Islamic 
‘decline’ and the power of European institutions presented in the two poems 
show strict parallels with most of the modernist Muslim thinkers in the eight-
eenth and nineteenth centuries. For instance, a few decades before Iqbal wrote 
Shikwa and Jawab-i Shikwa, the Indian poet Altaf Hosain (1837–1914), whose 
pen-name was Hali, referred to the first generation of Muslims, complaining 
about the decline of the Muslim world and its departure from the former suc-
cesses of Islam, in his famous Musaddas: ‘Nothing remains of that proud folk 
but this: That we still give ourselves the Muslim name!’15 Iqbal’s works show 
certain resemblances to Hali’s poem in his belief that modern Muslims are not 
genuine Muslims. Iqbal acts as a mouthpiece for Muslim frustration and disap-
pointment in Shikwa, and as Iqbal says at the beginning of Shikwa, the 
addressee of his complaint is God.16 In Shikwa, Iqbal plays the role of a 
Muslim man believing that he is a genuine Muslim but at the same time trying 
to understand why God behaves towards today’s Muslims differently from the 
way he treated them in the past, despite the fact that nothing has changed since 
the Prophet.17 He writes, ‘Still the fire of “God is Greatest” in our hearts we 
keep ablaze’, and asks ‘What denotes it, that Thine eye is turned in wrath upon 
Thy own?’18 He investigates the reason why Muslims have failed in worldly 
affairs, complaining all they have is ‘jeers from strangers, public shame, and 
poverty’.19 He says to God:

So; it is on others only that the world its love bestows;
We, who walk Thy chosen path – to us a phantom world is left.20

He compares Muslims with the ‘others’ in terms of worldly advantage and con-
cludes that God behaves toward the ‘others’ in a more compassionate manner. 
He emphasizes that God has given non-Muslims victory and success, although 
there have been sinners and disloyal people among them, in a language that 
seems to be beyond a complaint and that resembles more a protest or rebellion. 
The following verses present the point clearly:
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God, give ear to the complaint of us, Thy servants tried and true;
Thou art used to songs of praise; now hear a note of protest too.21

If disloyal we have proved, hast Thou deserved to win our heart?
Other creeds claim other peoples, and they have their sinners too;
There are lowly men among them, and men drunken with conceit;
Some are sluggards, some neglectful, some are vigilant and true;
Multitudes disdain Thy Name in loathing utter and complete;
But the showers of Thy mercy other thirsting souls assuage,
Only on the hapless Muslims falls the lightning of Thy rage.22

Iqbal’s views on the ‘decline’ of the Islamic world become clearer in Jawab-i 
Shikwa, the answer to the complaint. In this part, God is the one who answers 
the call of the Muslim:

Thanks at least for this, that thy complaint was beautifully phrased,
And the creature to his Maker has in conversation raised.23

This time, God complains about the situation of Muslims, their ignorance of the 
Islamic mode of living, and behaving like non-Muslims. God blames them for 
not being genuine Muslims and says:

Loud the cry goes up, ‘the Muslims? They are vanished, lost to view!’
We re-echo, ‘are true Muslims to be found in any place?’
Christian is your mode of living, and your culture is Hindu;
Why, such Muslims to the Jews would be a shame and a disgrace.
Sure enough, you have your Syeds, Mirzas, Afghans, all the rest;
But can you claim you are Muslims, if the truth must be confessed?24

The verses above indicate that, in Iqbal’s point of view, God is less merciful 
towards Muslims than he is towards non-Muslims, since today’s Muslims are 
not genuine Muslims. Since non-Muslims live in an Islamic way and God is just, 
therefore, they deserve the ‘reward’ more than so-called Muslims. God says,

The Creator’s law is justice, out of all eternity –
Infidels who live like Muslims surely merit Faith’s reward.25

These two poems are important for three points they involve. First, they 
represent Iqbal’s view of modern Muslims. By playing the role of an ordinary 
Muslim, he also preaches that the common world-view of Muslims is that they 
do not criticize themselves but only complain about their situation. The verses 
cited here in which the Muslim man complains about the situation of the Muslim 
world without any self-criticism indicate the point. Second, when these two 
poems are considered in their entirety Iqbal’s understanding of Islamic decline 
becomes clearer. The decline, for him as presented in these two works, is in a 
number of fields, from the material world to the moral and spiritual character of 
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Muslims. Among the outcomes of the material decline are poverty and economic 
problems. Muslims are also in a spiritual decline, which, he says, arises from 
laziness and lack of courage. This is also the main reason of the decline of 
Muslims in all fields, and makes the two poems significant for understanding 
Iqbal. Shikwa and Jawab-i Shikwa are Iqbal’s poetic formulations of the causes 
of the decline. Iqbal believes that a period of decline has begun because con-
temporary Muslims have no courage; they have abandoned the example of the 
Prophet and the Qur’an. God asks, ‘Who abandoned the example of the Chosen 
Messenger?’ by implying that Muslims have become alienated from the 
Prophet.26 Likewise, God also says, ‘You, who have abandoned the Qur’an, are 
spurned and cast away.’27 Muslims have lost their Islamic soul and identity and 
given up following the first generation of Muslims. What they have been doing 
is to wait for a successful future without struggling for it while non-Muslims live 
their lives in an ideal Islamic way, therefore deserve the victory.28 In other 
words, Iqbal believes that the cause of the decline was not the technological, 
economic or social developments in the West; rather it was the fault of Muslims 
themselves, stemming from their careless and neglectful lifestyle, abandoning 
the pure Islamic teachings and the way of the Prophet and first generation of 
Muslims. Iqbal asserts that material decline in the Islamic world, in fact, was 
caused by a spiritual decline, because, according to a verse of the Qur’an which 
Iqbal frequently cites: ‘Verily, God will not change the condition of men, till 
they change what is in themselves’ (13:11).
	 It should be noted that Iqbal’s emphasis in these two works is apparently on 
the moral aspect of the decline resulting in a number of material outcomes. On 
the other hand, another urgent problem of the Islamic world is an intellectual 
decline, which he deals with in a number of articles, poems, and his main prose 
work The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, including the seven lec-
tures, which were held at Madras, Hyderabad, and Aligarh Universities. In The 
Reconstruction, he points out the intellectual decline and writes, ‘during the last 
five hundred years religious thought in Islam has been practically stationary’.29 
Although Iqbal accuses Muslims of being ignorant and neglectful, and, therefore 
of causing the decline in Shikwa and Jawab-i Shikwa, in his later works he inves-
tigates the problem in a deeper and more sophisticated manner, and points out 
three major intellectual reasons for the decline he sees as having caused the 
moral decline in the Muslim world he focuses on in Shikwa and Jawab-i Shikwa. 
These three major causes can be dealt with under three headings, namely Greek 
philosophy, ‘Pantheistic Sufism’ and traditional Muslim scholars.

The role of Greek philosophy

The influence of Greek philosophy on Islamic thought is a controversial problem 
among both Muslim thinkers and Western scholars of Islam. According to S. H. 
Nasr, Islamic thought is completely rooted in the Qur’an and Hadith, the acts 
and sayings of the Prophet, and its principles and many of its questions are 
inspired by these Islamic sources. He believes that without the Qur’anic revelation, 



Iqbal in context    59

there would have been no Islamic philosophy.30 On the other hand, Iqbal severely 
criticizes the role of philosophy, particularly Greek philosophy, in the develop-
ment of Islamic intellectual thought. He asserts that Greek philosophy not only 
influenced Islamic philosophy but also dominated it. It should be noted that when 
Iqbal says Greek thought or philosophy, he mostly refers to Socrates and Plato, 
and his criticism arises from its influence or, as Iqbal alleges, the control of 
Islamic philosophy by Greek philosophy over the centuries. A close examination 
of Iqbal’s criticism of Greek philosophy indicates that it is possible to posit two 
outcomes of the influence of Greek thought on Islam, although Iqbal does not 
make a division between these outcomes. First, it has directly influenced the 
intellectual character of Islam, and indirectly it has affected the moral character 
of Muslim societies. The intellectual and moral influences of Greek philosophy 
imply that Greek thought misled Muslim thinkers and caused them to construct 
an intellectually and morally non-Islamic world-view. The influence of Greek 
philosophy on both the moral and intellectual character of Islam and Muslims 
was, according to Iqbal, transmitted via two channels: (1) the classical Muslim 
philosophers and their teachings,31 and (2) Islamic mystical thought, namely 
Sufism. In the following sections, the moral outcomes of the Muslim world’s 
relation to Greek philosophy will be discussed.
	 The intellectual influence of Greek thought has mainly been upon the percep-
tions of the Qur’an of Muslim philosophers and mystics, who have read the 
Qur’an in the light of Greek thought. According to Iqbal’s arguments, Greek 
philosophy has clouded the Muslim mind and misled them. He writes:

As we all know, Greek philosophy has been a great cultural force in the history 
of Islam. Yet a careful study of the Qur’an and the various schools of scholas-
tic theology that arose under the inspiration of Greek thought disclose the 
remarkable fact that while Greek philosophy very much broadened the outlook 
of Muslim thinkers, it, on the whole, obscured their vision of the Qur’an.32

However, as Iqbal repeatedly asserts, the Qur’an has an ‘anti-classical’ nature:33

This is what the earlier Muslim students of the Qur’an completely missed 
under the spell of classical speculation. They read the Qur’an in the light of 
Greek thought. It took them over two hundred years to perceive – though 
not quite clearly – that the spirit of the Qur’an was essentially anticlassical, 
and the result of this perception was a kind of intellectual revolt, the full 
significance of which has not been realized even up to the present day.34

The term ‘anti-classical’ is a key term in understanding Iqbal’s perception of the 
Qur’an and he emphasizes it a number of times. Although he does not explain 
his intention with this term, it might refer to two characteristics of the Qur’an: 
first, by regarding the nature of the Qur’an as ‘anti-classical’ Iqbal might have 
wanted to affirm the universality of the Qur’an. He suggests that Islam is a time-
less message not only to Muslims but also to the whole of humanity in all eras, 
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and as the main source of Islam, the Qur’an also addresses all mankind.35 Second 
and more probably, he might have referred to the conflict of the main theme of 
the Qur’an with classical Greek thought.
	 What, then, is the result of the Muslims’ reading the Qur’an in the light of 
Greek philosophy? First of all, for Iqbal, it affected and limited Muslims’ relation-
ship with their environment. His critique is mostly aimed at Socratic and Platonic 
approaches to the universe. For him, Greek thought represents a narrow view of 
the universe by merely focusing on the human being, and by ignoring the natural 
world that exists around the human being, as he says in The Reconstruction:

Socrates concentrated his attention on the human world alone. To him the 
proper study of man was man and not the world of plants, insects, and stars. 
How unlike the spirit of the Qur’an, which sees in the humble bee a recipient 
of Divine inspiration and constantly calls upon the reader to observe the per-
petual change of the winds, the alternation of the day and night, the clouds, 
the starry heavens, and the planets swimming through infinite space!36

Likewise, Plato, one of the Greek philosophers who had been influential on the 
development of Islamic philosophy misled Muslims by focusing on theory rather 
than reality, ideas rather than the senses. Iqbal writes:

As a true disciple of Socrates, Plato despised sense-perception which, in his 
view, yielded mere opinion and no real knowledge. How unlike the Qur’an, 
which regards ‘hearing’ and ‘sight’ as the most valuable Divine gifts and 
declares them to be accountable to God for their activity in this world.37

According to Iqbal, the spirit of Islamic culture focuses on sense perception, the 
concrete and finite, and this constitutes the basis of modern scientific experi-
mental and empirical method,38 whereas Plato’s philosophy is interested in 
abstract theory and idea.
	 For Iqbal, a further outcome of the contact of Islamic thought with Greek 
philosophy is that it resulted in the emergence of the idea of a static universe. 
Whereas according to the Qur’an the nature of the universe is dynamic and 
capable of change, Greek philosophy regards the universe as a static phenom-
enon. Iqbal writes:

This appeal to the concrete combined with the slow realization that, accord-
ing to the teachings of the Qur’an, the universe is dynamic in its origin, 
finite and capable of increase, eventually brought Muslim thinkers into con-
flict with Greek thought which, in the beginning of their intellectual career, 
they had studied with so much enthusiasm.39

In spite of such conflicts between Islamic and Greek philosophy, Muslim philo-
sophers of the medieval era tried to interpret the teachings of the Qur’an in the 
light of Greek philosophy. Hence, it can be concluded that, for Iqbal, it is wrong 
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to claim that genuine Islamic thought is merely a different form of Greek philo-
sophy. What is developed under the Greek influence, as Iqbal attempts to clarify, 
is only a distorted version of Islamic thought. Although Iqbal analyses the influ-
ence of Greek philosophy on Islamic philosophy, Iqbal’s way of holding the 
issue implies that Greek philosophy controlled the whole of Islamic thought 
which includes a number of other disciplines. In his criticism, it seems that Iqbal 
overlooks the fact that there have been a number of Islamic disciplines which 
have never been in contact with Greek philosophy and are based on the Qur’an 
and Sunnah, such as Hadith, Qur’anic exegesis and a significant part of Islamic 
theology. There had also been a huge theological literature, which had been 
developed against philosophy in Islam.
	 Iqbal’s critique of Greek thought shows a bitter tone in his philosophical 
poem Asrar-i Khudi (The Secrets of the Self ) in which his attack is particularly 
on Plato, ‘the prime ascetic and sage’, and his influence on the moral aspect of 
Muslim man.40 However, in the introduction to the work, Iqbal explains his criti-
cism of Plato further, and suggests that his critique is addressed to any thought 
form that is similar to Plato’s thought in which death is emphasized, and life is 
negated. Plato is chosen by Iqbal as a representative of such non-Islamic world-
views. He says in the introductory note on The Secrets of the Self:

My criticism of Plato is directed against those philosophical systems which 
hold up death rather than life as their ideal – systems which ignore the great-
est obstruction to life, namely, matter, and teach us to run away from it 
instead of absorbing it.41

Under the heading of ‘Negation of the Self ’, Iqbal depicts an analogy of a sheep-
fold and tigers, a story of which ‘the moral is that negation of the Self is a doc-
trine invented by the subject races of mankind in order that by this means they 
may sap and weaken the character of their rulers’.42 In order to defend them-
selves, one of the sheep in the story claims himself to be sent as an apostle for 
the tigers attacking the sheepfold, and convinces the tigers to eat grass instead of 
meat, and so spoils their ‘tigerish nature’. The result is:

Their souls died and their bodies became tombs.
Bodily strength diminished while spiritual fear increased:
Spiritual fear robbed them of courage.
Lack of courage produced a hundred diseases –
Poverty, pusillanimity, lowmindedness.
The wakeful tiger was lulled to slumber by the sheep’s charm:
He called his decline Moral Culture.43

Later on, it becomes clear that the sheep in the analogy stands for Plato:

Plato, the prime ascetic and sage,
Was one of that ancient flock of sheep.44
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Hence, Muslims must be careful with the teachings of Plato: ‘To the effect that 
Plato, whose thought has deeply influenced the mysticism and literature of Islam, 
followed the sheep’s doctrine, and that we must be on our guard against his 
theories.’45 The reason for Iqbal’s particular use of Plato as the representative of 
Greek philosophy and other non-Islamic thought forms, and his attack on him, is 
most probably due to the fact that Platonism and Neo-Platonism have been 
highly influential on Islamic philosophy and Sufi schools as well as his role in 
Greek thought. In his doctoral thesis, Iqbal points out the influence of Greek 
thought, particularly Platonic thought, on Islamic mysticism through Persian 
thought and Hellenism.46 Along with the wrong interpretations of Islamic teach-
ing, the influence of Greek philosophy played its greatest role on the Muslim self 
for Iqbal through its particular influence on Islamic mysticism.

The role of ‘pantheistic Sufism’

Iqbal refers to two types of Sufism, one of which is a non-Islamic mysticism, 
and the other is Islamic mysticism. He does not deny the mystical character of 
Islam; on the contrary, he believes mystical experience is one of the sources of 
gaining knowledge for Islam. However, it should be noted that what he under-
stands from ‘mystic experience’ is only a kind of religious experience, which is 
also one of the particular fields of modern psychology. He calls this type of 
genuine Islamic mysticism higher Sufism.47 For Iqbal, genuine Sufism or higher 
Sufism is rooted in the original Islamic sources. However, it was clothed in a 
non-Islamic form in the course of history, therefore, became a non-Islamic form 
of Sufism, and became dominant in the Islamic world.48 He says in the preface to 
his The Reconstruction:

The more genuine schools of Sufism have, no doubt, done good work in 
shaping and directing the evolution of religious experience in Islam; but 
their latter-day representatives, owing to their ignorance of the modern 
mind, have become absolutely incapable of receiving any fresh inspiration 
from modern thought and experience. They are perpetuating methods which 
were created for generations possessing a cultural outlook differing, in 
important respects, from our own.49

Whereas genuine Sufism is rooted in the Islamic teachings, the ‘latter-day repre-
sentatives’ depended mostly on a number of non-Islamic political, social and 
intellectual elements. These elements which play roles in the emergence of the 
latter-day Sufism are basically Neo-Platonism, Aryanism, Christianity, Indian 
Vedanta and Buddhism as he discusses in his PhD thesis.50 Under the influence 
of the Indian Vedantist, he believes, the tendencies of the denial of human will 
emerged in Persian Sufism.51 Moreover, by assimilating the Buddhist idea of the 
Nirvana and seeking to build a metaphysical system in the light of it, Persian 
Sufism adapted the idea of annihilation.52 As a result of these non-Islamic influ-
ences, Iqbal says:
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The masses of Islam were swayed by the kind of mysticism which … ener-
vated the people and kept them steeped in all kinds of superstition. From its 
high state as a force of spiritual education mysticism had fallen down to a 
mere means of exploiting the ignorance and the credulity of the people. If 
gradually and invisibly unnerved the will of Islam and softened it to the 
extent of seeking relief from the rigorous discipline of the law of Islam.53

For Iqbal, the mundane Sufi world-view of the later generations, particularly 
Persian Sufism, which has become one of the dominant characteristics of Muslim 
societies, has weakened the will and self of the Muslim man. The Sufi school 
that Iqbal regards as a false Sufism is the school of Wahdatu’l-Wujud (Unity of 
Existence or Oneness of Being), of which the forerunner is Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240), 
the well-known Andalusian Sufi. It is interesting that Iqbal mostly uses the 
Western term ‘pantheism’ or ‘pantheistic Sufism’ with reference to Wahdatu’l-
Wujud.54 There might be two reasons for this. First, he may want to emphasize 
the alleged Greek character of the school due to the fact that he believes that it is 
a non-Islamic movement. Second, he might be influenced by the European 
scholars of Islam who often confuse Pantheism and Wahdatu’l-Wujud.55 Muham-
mad Suheyl Umar claims that Ibn ‘Arabi is one of the figures Iqbal strictly criti-
cizes, and despite that, Umar points out, there is no evidence that Iqbal had an 
opportunity to study Ibn ‘Arabi’s works during his life except for the study circle 
that was held in their house when he was a child:

nor do we find any evidence that he had the chance to study the works of 
Ibn ‘Arabi under the guidance of an orthodox master or with the help of tra-
ditional commentaries which are indispensable for an understanding of such 
works of gnostic and esoteric natures.56

However, Iqbal claims in one of his articles that he studied one of Ibn ‘Arabi’s 
most significant works Futuhat by writing, ‘I am convinced from a careful study 
of the relevant passages of the Futuhat …’.57 Iqbal seems to have enough intel-
lectual capability to understand any of Ibn ‘Arabi’s works without the help of 
‘guidance’, and, although what Iqbal means by ‘a careful study’ is not clear 
enough, his own statements show that it is difficult to claim that Iqbal has never 
studied Ibn ‘Arabi’s works. Moreover, a careful study of Iqbal’s works shows 
that Iqbal does not imply that he is an opponent of Ibn ‘Arabi, and he does not 
refer to Ibn ‘Arabi in his criticism of Sufism. Iqbal’s attack on Sufism is actually 
limited to later Sufi circles, movements and Sufi leaders. He even accuses those 
Sufi leaders of ignoring their religious duties with a contemptuous manner, and 
calls them ‘traffickers in religion’:

Every long-haired fellow wears the garb of a dervish –
Alas for these traffickers in religion!
Day and night they are travelling about with disciples,
And ignoring their religious duties.



64    Iqbal in context

Their eyes are without light, like the narcissus,
Their breasts devoid of spiritual wealth.58

His attack on Sufism becomes more bitter in his approach to Hafiz (d. 1390), the 
well-known Persian Sufi who followed Ibn ‘Arabi’s school, and in Schimmel’s 
words, ‘as an exponent of the state of mystical intoxication, Hafiz became ana-
thema in Iqbal’s work’.59 Schimmel also reports that in the first edition of The 
Secrets of the Self, Iqbal attacks Hafiz, however, following editions of the work 
do not include the verses in which he attacked him.60 Iqbal warns his readers 
against Hafiz, ‘the drinker’ of ‘the poison of death’, in one of his poems, and 
implies that what he preaches is ‘unbelief ’.61 Stephan Popp nicely characterizes 
Iqbal’s attitude towards Hafiz as a ‘long-standing love-hate relationship’.62 
Indeed, Iqbal’s approach to Hafiz is quite contradictory. His close friend Atiya 
Fyzee writes in one of her diary entries of 1907 that in one of their conversations 
Iqbal said to her: ‘When I am in the mood for Hafiz his spirit enters into my 
soul, and my personality merges into the poet and I myself become Hafiz.’63 This 
can be regarded as a part of Iqbal’s intellectual development, since it is natural 
to see in a thinker such contradictions in the process of the development of their 
philosophical thought. There is a significant difference between Iqbal’s attitudes 
towards Islamic mysticism before and after his time in Europe. His most aggres-
sive attitude towards Islamic mysticism is to be seen in his The Secrets of the 
Self. After this poem, which he wrote after his return from Europe, his views on 
Islamic mysticism followed a constant tone until his death. However, it is also 
quite contradictory that while Iqbal admired Goethe’s work West-Oestlicher 
Divan (West-Eastern Divan), which was written under the influence of Hafiz’s 
Divan, even in Iqbal’s latest works he attacked Hafiz and his poetry. Hence, 
Iqbal seems to have loved the fact that a thinker from the Muslim tradition influ-
enced a Western thinker, whereas he was appalled by the fact that the same 
thinker had influenced Muslim societies.

The role of the traditional Muslim scholars

The end of the eighteenth century through to the beginning of the nineteenth 
century was an era of decline for the ulama (traditional Muslim scholars), mainly 
because of the emergence of a new group of Muslim intelligentsia, comprising 
modernists and reformists. Facing expanding European power, in Esposito’s 
words, ‘the old style ulama proved to be unable to provide inspiration or help for 
the emerging modern-educated Muslims in the context of the rising influence of 
secularism’.64

	 One of the reasons for the Islamic decline is the alleged ‘immobility’ of Islamic 
law during the last 500 years, which hinders Iqbal from finding solutions to the 
modern problems of the era. The fixed structure of the law contradicts the principle 
of ‘movement’ in Islam, which Iqbal characterizes as ijtihad. Ijtihad is a common 
technical term used mostly in Islamic law meaning, according to Iqbal, ‘to exert 
with a view to form an independent judgment on a legal question’.65 Traditional 
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Muslim scholars, ulama or mullah, played the biggest role in the process of immo-
bilization of Islamic law, and the removal of ijtihad. He says:

The ulama have always been a source of great strength to Islam. But during 
the course of centuries, especially since the destruction of Baghdad, they 
have become extremely conservative and would not allow any freedom of 
Ijtihad, i.e., the forming of independent judgments in matters of law.66

The destruction of Baghdad, the centre of the intellectual life of the Islamic 
world, was in the thirteenth century, and Iqbal believes that, since then, ulama 
have been conservative. Iqbal presents conservatism as a highly destructive and 
negative concept when it is considered in the light of his verses about Muslim 
scholars. This term includes, in his poetic expression, darkness, shortness of 
vision which means narrow-mindedness, blindness, and corruption as can be 
seen in his verses he writes of the traditional Muslim scholars:

The religion of God is more shameful than unbelief,
because the mullah is a believer trading in unfaith;
…
His heart is a stranger to what lies beyond the sky,
for him the Archetype of the Book is but a fable;
having no share of the wisdom of the Prophet’s religion,
his heaven is dark, being without any star.
Short of vision, blind of taste, an idle gossip,
his hairsplitting arguments have fragmented the Community.
Seminary and mullah, before the secrets of the Book,
are as one blind from birth before the light of the sun.
The infidel’s religion is the plotting and planning of Holy War;
the mullah’s religion is corruption in the Way of God.67

The destruction of Baghdad caused Muslim scholars to focus on preventing a 
further disintegration in the Islamic world, and they consumed all their energy in 
the protection of the social order. Iqbal says:

the conservative thinkers of Islam focused all their efforts on the one point 
of preserving a uniform social life for the people by a jealous exclusion of 
all innovations in the law of Shari’at as expounded by the early doctors of 
Islam.68

According to Iqbal, the ulama were right in attempting to protect the social order 
to some extent, due to the fact that organization can work against the decay. 
However, they ignored one main point, which is that ‘the ultimate fate of a 
people does not depend so much on organization as on the worth and power of 
individual men’. Iqbal writes: ‘In an over-organized society the individual is 
altogether crushed out of existence. He gains the whole wealth of social thought 
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around him and loses his own soul.’69 Hence, the ulama unconsciously caused 
the annihilation of the single individual or the human being’s individuality in 
society. Such a tendency contradicts ‘the inner impulse of Islam’ for Iqbal, and 
does not provide any solution to the decay, because it is not the society which 
fights with the decay but the cooperation of the conscious act of the single 
individuals:

The only effective power, therefore, that counteracts the forces of decay in a 
people is the rearing of self-concentrated individuals. Such individuals alone 
reveal the depth of life. They disclose new standards in the light of which 
we begin to see that our environment is not wholly inviolable and required 
revision.70

In the light of Iqbal’s statements, it can be said that the decline in the Muslim 
world starting with the destruction of Baghdad has made its first and major harm 
on the Muslim individual by destructing the human self/ego, and propagating the 
negation of the self. Only ‘self-concentrated individuals’ who reveal the depth of 
life can reverse the decline which is the outcome of a number of causes such as 
Greek philosophy, pantheistic Sufism and conservative Muslim scholars. Iqbal 
seems to have a clear vision of the causes of the decline. He bitterly criticizes 
almost all of the dynamics of contemporary Islam including Tasawwuf (Sufism), 
Fiqh (Islamic law), Tafsir (the interpretations of the Qur’an), and Islamic philo-
sophy. In other words, Iqbal condemns the whole of Islamic intellectual tradition 
except the Qur’an and Hadith, the acts and sayings of the Prophet.

The solution
Iqbal does not only raise the causes of the decline, he also talks about a number 
of ways to solve the problems of Islam in the modern world, from education to 
politics, and he refers to these solutions as ‘the reawakening of Islam’71 and ‘a 
fresh orientation of faith’.72 Iqbal’s presentation of his solutions for reversing the 
decline can be considered in two aspects, namely, in the theoretical aspect that 
determines what should be done, and the practical aspect that identifies how it 
should be done. As was argued in the introduction to this book, although Iqbal’s 
philosophy places particular emphasis on physical action and activity, he is not 
effective in practical issues as much as he is in theoretical issues. This problem 
is encountered in his failure to provide his readers and followers with a roadmap 
which will reverse Islamic decline. Although he does not provide a systematic 
and consistent solution, he offers a basis for one. He raises a number of ways to 
a solution, but develops one of them in particular, namely the idea of the self. 
For Iqbal, in order for Muslims to reverse the decline, they must, first of all, start 
with constructing a genuine Muslim self. This section will focus on the theoret-
ical aspect of Iqbal’s solution of the development of Muslim self, and will 
proceed in the following chapters to the practical aspect, which he himself fails 
to develop, in the light of the Kierkegaardian hermeneutics.
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The reconstruction of Islamic thought

Iqbal’s answer to the question of what should be done to reverse Islamic decline 
is to ‘reconstruct’ Islamic thought. The work he deliberately titled The Recon-
struction of Religious Thought in Islam, consisting of seven lectures he gave at 
different places and including his main philosophical discussions regarding the 
problems and solutions of modern Islamic world and thought, also indicates this. 
Thus, all of his suggestions about the Muslim world should be considered in the 
category of the reconstruction of Islamic thought.
	 What, then, are the characteristics, scope and limits of Iqbal’s suggested 
reconstruction of Islamic thought? In Iqbal’s idea of reconstruction European 
thought occupies a central space. According to Iqbal, any solution for the prob-
lems of contemporary Islam requires a careful examination of Western develop-
ments, and similarly it requires revision and interpretation of the teachings of 
Islam in the light of the modern developments of Europe in a number of fields 
from science to politics. In The Reconstruction he repeatedly points out the need 
for the reawakening of Islam, and writes of the significance of European 
thought:

The only course open to us is to approach modern knowledge with a respect-
ful but independent attitude and to appreciate the teachings of Islam in the 
light of that knowledge, even though we may be led to differ from those 
who have gone before us.73

With the reawakening of Islam, therefore, it is necessary to examine, in an 
independent spirit, what Europe has thought and how far the conclusions 
reached by her can help us in the revision and, if necessary, reconstruction, 
of theological thought in Islam.74

According to these passages, modern knowledge which has been developed by 
European thought, for Iqbal, can help address the modern problems of Islam in 
two ways, namely to interpret the teachings of Islam in the light of modern 
thought, and to reconstruct modern independent Islamic thought. Moreover, such 
a tendency towards Europe can come up with two results. First, due to the fact 
that, Iqbal claims, the modern European thought is only a different form of 
Islamic thought, and that ‘European culture, on its intellectual side, is only a 
further development of some of the most important phases of the culture of 
Islam’,75 there is no problem with Islam’s movement towards Europe. Hence, 
such a movement would actually enable the Islamic world to retrieve what 
Europe has inherited from it. This is a highly questionable claim, and can be 
interpreted in two ways. First, as is seen in the above-mentioned paragraph, his 
statement ‘even though we may be led to differ from those who have gone before 
us’ indicates that Iqbal is well aware of the traditional character of the Muslim 
world, and of the risk of coming into conflict with this character in his sugges-
tion of the reconstruction of Islamic thought or any reform ideas. Hence, his 
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claim can be regarded as an attempt to legitimize his suggestion of using Euro-
pean thought as a means of interpreting and understanding Islam. Therefore, tra-
ditional Muslims cannot object to Iqbal’s suggestion of approaching the 
teachings of Islam in the light of European thought, because it is already Islamic 
in nature. The other possibility is that Iqbal himself also believes that modern 
European thought is only a different form of Islamic thought. In other words, he 
approaches European thought from an ‘Islamocentric’ standpoint and presents a 
highly apologetic approach. Fazlur Rahman characterizes an apologetic approach 
as ‘a glorification of the past with a selective presentation of Islamic history’.76 
A number of different forms of apologetics can be found in the history of 
modern Islamic thought, and Iqbal’s approach can be mentioned among them. 
He makes a selective reading of the history of Muslim-Christian, or Muslim-
European relations, ignores the whole experience and paradigms of modern 
Europe, and, therefore, reaches the conclusion that modern European thought is 
a different form of Islamic thought.
	 The second result of the movement towards the West is that Iqbal is con-
cerned with the possibility that this can lead Muslims in the wrong direction. 
He says:

Our only fear is that the dazzling exterior of European culture may arrest 
our movement and we may fail to reach the true inwardness of that culture.77

Iqbal is referring, in the passage above, to the necessity of recovering the under-
lying Islamic character of Western thought, while avoiding the harmful external 
manifestations it has acquired. Thereby it becomes possible to draw on Western 
thought as a resource for reversing Islamic decline without succumbing to west-
ernization. The modern Muslim’s task is very difficult: while moving towards 
Europe, he has to ‘rethink the whole system of Islam without completely break-
ing with the past’.78 The reawakening of Islam is, then, possible through the revi-
sion of Islamic principles, and returning to the pure Islamic social teachings 
(which are also modern Western concepts) such as freedom, equality and 
solidarity:

The only alternative open to us, then, is to tear off from Islam the hard crust 
which has immobilized an essentially dynamic outlook on life, and to redis-
cover the original verities of freedom, equality, and solidarity with a view to 
rebuild our moral, social, and political ideals out of their original simplicity 
and universality.79

The discussions above lead to the question whether Iqbal’s understanding of the 
reconstruction of religious thought is a suggestion of recreation of Islamic 
thought from the very beginning or simply the recovering of it. An answer to 
this question will also provide an insight into the character of his idea of the self 
and development of it. Although Iqbal’s idea of reconstruction includes healing 
original Islamic thought from its illnesses, it does not simply consist of recovery. 
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It is also a kind of reinterpretation of it in the light of modern achievements. 
Iqbal suggests a deep-rooted change. However, it is difficult to call this a process 
of recreation. The terms he uses to describe the act of reconstruction such as 
‘revision’ and ‘rediscover’, as was seen in the above quotations, show that his 
suggestion is not a recreation of Islamic thought from nothing but a reinterpreta-
tion of it through revision and rediscovery. Iqbal’s proposition is to return to the 
original Islam in the Prophet’s era, to get rid of ‘alien’ elements such as 
‘pantheistic Sufism’ and Greek philosophy, and reinterpret Islamic teachings in 
the light of modern European achievements.
	 In the reawakening of Islam, the role of the notion of the self/ego is immense. 
As was discussed in the previous section, it was one of the outcomes of the non-
Islamic tendencies that the self was destroyed. However, Iqbal says: ‘The moral 
and religious ideal of man is not self-negation but self-affirmation, and he attains 
to this ideal by becoming more and more individual, more and more unique.’80 

Hence, the reawakening of Islam, for him, must include the re-education and 
reconstruction of the Muslim self, and, therefore, involve the strengthening of 
the individuality of man. For Iqbal, as Nicholson nicely puts it in the introduc-
tory note of his translation of The Secrets of the Self and as was also mentioned 
before, ‘only by self-affirmation, self-expression, and self-development can the 
Moslems once more become strong and free’.81

Iqbal’s understanding of the ‘human being’

Iqbal has a great deal to say about the nature and character of the human being in 
The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam. His paragraph below points 
out and summarizes his own view of the human being:

And how do we find him in this environment? A ‘restless’ being engrossed 
in his ideals to the point of forgetting everything else, capable of inflicting 
pain on himself in his ceaseless quest after fresh scopes for self-expression. 
With all his failings he is superior to nature, inasmuch as he carries within 
him a great trust which, in the words of the Qur’an, the Heavens and the 
earth and the mountains refused to carry.82

Iqbal emphasizes that the human being is the central issue of the Qur’an. The 
problem for Iqbal is that, despite the fact that the human being occupies a central 
place in the Qur’an, Muslim thinkers have never paid enough attention to the 
human self or ego.83 Iqbal’s idea of the reconstruction of Islamic thought 
involves the reconstruction or, perhaps, construction of the idea of the self in 
Islam as well.
	 There are two main distinctive features of the self or ego for Iqbal. First, ‘the 
ego’, Iqbal writes, ‘reveals itself as a unity of what we call mental states’.84 Iqbal 
also calls the unity of mental states that constitute the ego ‘mind’.85 The main 
characteristic of the unity of mental states or mind is that they ‘do not exist in 
mutual isolation’.86 What this means is that they are continuous and there is no 
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interruption between the mental states, so they do not depend on space and time. 
For example, my appreciation of Blue Mosque does not change or differ with 
my distance from Istanbul. Mind or the unity of mental states differs from the 
unity of material things with not being spatio-temporal. Second, every ego is 
private and unique. This means that the experience of my ego cannot be trans-
mitted to another ego. Iqbal writes:

My pleasures, pains, and desires are exclusively mine, forming a part and 
parcel of my private ego alone. My feelings, hates and loves, judgments and 
resolutions, are exclusively mine … Similarly, in order to recognize you, I 
must have known you in the past. My recognition of a place or person 
means reference to my past experience, and not the past experience of 
another ego. It is this unique inter-relation of our mental states that we 
express by the word ‘I’.87

Thus, the main features of the ego are: it is independent of the spatio-temporal 
order, and each ego is unique and private. These features constitute the general 
character of the ego in the philosophical sense. However, the human ego or self 
possesses more specific characteristics, namely freedom and immortality, as it is 
said in the Qur’an. These characters of the human self also present the place that 
the human being occupies among other creatures of God in the universe, and the 
human being’s power and limits which are crucial in the development of the self. 
It is now appropriate to consider these two characteristics of the ego in the light 
of Iqbal’s arguments in his The Reconstruction.

Freedom
Iqbal bases his discussion of the freedom of man on the Qur’anic verse: ‘… and 
they ask thee of the soul. Say: the soul preceedeth from my Lord’s “Amr” 
[Command]: but of knowledge, only a little to you is given’ (17:87). The Arabic 
word ‘amr’ here is the key point in Iqbal’s understanding of the freedom of man. 
He emphasizes the fact that in English there is only one word that refers to the 
relation of God, universe and the human being, namely the word ‘creation’. On 
the other hand, in Arabic there are two different words one of which refers to the 
relation of God and the universe, and the other refers to the relation of God and 
the human ego, namely khalq and amr. Iqbal translates khalq and amr into 
English as ‘creation’ and ‘direction’ respectively.88 According to this, Iqbal 
claims, the verse can be interpreted as follows: ‘… the essential nature of the 
soul is directive, as it proceeds from the directive energy of God; though we do 
not know how Divine ‘amr’ functions … .’89 Another point that should be noted 
here is that Iqbal regards soul and self as identical notions without any further 
explanation.
	 As was mentioned previously, for Iqbal, the ego is independent of space and 
time. This raises the question of how the ego appears in the spatio-temporal 
order. Iqbal’s answer to this question is clear: as a physical organism.90 This 
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raises a significant question, which was raised by Descartes centuries ago, 
namely the question whether the soul and physical organism (or body) are sepa-
rated or united. For Iqbal, there is no such thing as the body-soul dichotomy. In 
other words, body and soul must be related to each other somehow, and the 
human act is the location of the body and soul coming together. He writes:

When I take a book from my table, my act is single and indivisible. It is 
impossible to draw a line of cleavage between the share of the body and that 
of the mind in this act. Somehow they must belong to the same system, and 
according to the Qur’an they do belong to the same system. ‘To Him belong 
“Khalq” (creation) and “Amr” (direction).’91

Thus, for Iqbal, body and soul or ego become one and cooperate in action, and 
they belong to the creative activity of God.92 Here, he agrees with Kierkegaard 
on the distinction between thought-existence and actual-existence, which will be 
applied to Iqbal’s thought in order to clarify his notion of action.
	 Iqbal’s conviction that body and soul become one in action raises the question 
whether the ego determines its own activity. Iqbal follows the German psycho-
logical school of Configuration Psychology, more frequently known as Gestalt 
Psychology, in this. He writes:

This newer German psychology teaches us that a careful study of intelligent 
behaviour discloses the fact of ‘insight’ over and above the mere succession 
of sensations. This ‘insight’ is the ego’s appreciation of temporal, spatial, 
and causal relation of things – the choice, that is to say of data, in a complex 
whole, in view of the goal or purpose which the ego has set before itself for 
the time being. It is this sense of striving in the experience of purposive 
action and the success which I actually achieve in reaching my ‘ends’ that 
convince me of my efficiency as a personal cause.93

This is, for Iqbal, the scientific justification of the freedom of the ego. ‘The 
element of guidance and directive control in the ego’s activity’ which he tries to 
explain in the light of the notion of ‘insight’ and Configuration Psychology, 
shows the freedom of the human ego.94 The element of guidance and directive 
control of the ego shows that it is also capable of making decisions and choices. 
For Iqbal, this can be found in the story of Adam in the Qur’an. Adam’s act of 
following his ‘instinctive appetite’ is his first action of free choice. The main 
theme of the story is to tell us about neither the first appearance of the human 
being in the world nor his first sin. The Qur’an’s purpose with telling this story 
is to show the human being’s first action of free choice. This is actually the 
human being’s rise from a primitive state to conscious choice. Iqbal writes:

Its purpose is rather to indicate man’s rise from a primitive state of instinc-
tive appetite to the conscious possession of a free self, capable of doubt 
and disobedience. The fall does not mean any moral depravity; it is man’s 



72    Iqbal in context

transition from simple consciousness to the first flash of self-consciousness, 
a kind of waking from the dream of nature with a throb of personal causality 
in one’s own being … Man’s first act of disobedience was also his first act 
of free choice; and that is why, according to the Qur’anic narration, Adam’s 
first transgression was forgiven.95

By interpreting the story in this way Iqbal not only distinguishes between the 
Islamic understanding of Adam’s story and the Christian understanding of hered-
itary sin, but he also departs from the traditional dogmatic view of Muslim 
scholars about Adam’s story which regards it as a story of man’s first appearance 
on the Earth. Iqbal’s main emphasis here is that the human being is capable of 
making free decisions as it is clearly confirmed by the Qur’an, and this is one of 
the main characteristics that distinguishes him from other creatures.

Immortality
Immortality is another issue Iqbal discusses regarding the quality of the self. He 
writes, ‘no age has produced so much literature on the question of immortality as 
our own’.96 However, the problem for Iqbal is that there have not been enough 
satisfying approaches to the issue despite its importance. Iqbal does not discuss 
whether immortality is possible for a human being or not. This is because 
immortality and resurgence are unquestionable Islamic facts repeatedly men-
tioned in the Qur’an. Besides summarizing the discussions of modern Western 
philosophers on immortality, the issues Iqbal raises regarding immortality are 
questions of how it becomes possible and of how the human being experiences 
it. The most significant aspect of Iqbal’s conception of immortality is that it is 
not ours as of right, but an achievement of the human being. He writes: ‘Per-
sonal immortality, then, is not ours as of right; it is to be achieved by personal 
effort. Man is only a candidate for it.’97 Immortality becomes possible for the 
human being only through his own free choices and acts. There are two types of 
conscious action of the human being, as was briefly introduced in the introduc-
tion to the book, namely ego-sustaining acts and ego-dissolving acts or self-
sustaining acts and self-dissolving acts. The human being can only achieve 
immortality by means of ego-sustaining acts that ‘discipline […] him for a future 
career’. Iqbal writes: ‘There are no pleasure-giving and pain-giving acts; there 
are only ego-sustaining and ego-dissolving acts. It is the deed that prepares the 
ego for dissolution, or disciplines him for a future career.’98 What Iqbal implies 
by ‘future career’ is not clear, but he seems to mean the human being’s life after 
death. The individual who acts in an ego-sustaining way achieves immortality. 
However, if immortality is something to be achieved, then it may be asked, what 
happens to those who have not achieved immortality after death? For Iqbal, 
death is only a kind of gate to the place the Qur’an calls barzakh.99 Barzakh is a 
technical Qur’anic term interpreted in different ways by Muslim scholars which 
is translated into English as ‘barrier’ or ‘partition’ or ‘isthmus’. The verse to 
which Iqbal refers is:
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When death overtaketh one of them, he saith, ‘Lord! Send me back again, 
that I may do the good that I have left undone!’ By no means these are the 
very words which he shall speak. But behind them is a barrier (barzakh), 
until the day when they shall be raised again.

(23:99–100)

Iqbal interprets the notion of barzakh in the verse as a state of some kind of sus-
pense between death and the resurrection.100 From his writings it can be con-
cluded that, for Iqbal, barzakh is not a place but an experience. The individual’s 
struggle to achieve immortality does not end with death for Iqbal, but continues 
in barzakh until the time of the resurrection as well. He writes:

However, the ego must continue to struggle until he is able to gather himself 
up, and win his resurrection. The resurrection, therefore, is not an external 
event. It is the consummation of a life process within the ego. Whether indi-
vidual or universal it is nothing more than a kind of stock-taking of the 
ego’s past achievements and his future possibilities.101

By regarding the resurrection as an internal event, Iqbal differs from traditional 
Muslim scholars who claim that the resurrection is an external event, and that 
the re-emergence of the human being involves the re-emergence of his physical 
organism. Iqbal believes that there is no information on whether the resurrection 
involves re-emergence of the physical organism in the Qur’an. He emphasizes 
that the verses of the Qur’an regarding the resurrection do not reveal the nature 
and character of this fact.102

	 It is the human being’s capability of freedom of choice and immortality that 
makes him superior to other creatures of God. Immortality is the highest achieve-
ment the human being can attain, and it is only possible by becoming a genuine 
Muslim self. However, first, Iqbal’s statements show that he wants to teach his 
readers about the capabilities of the human being. Iqbal writes of the character of 
the human being:

Man, therefore, in whom egohood has reached its relative perfection, occu-
pies a genuine place in the heart of divine creative energy and thus pos-
sesses a much higher degree of reality than other things around him. Of all 
the creations of God he alone is capable of consciously participating in the 
creative life of his Maker. Endowed with the power to imagine a better 
world, and to mould what is into what ought to be, the ego in him aspires, in 
the interests of an increasingly unique and comprehensive individuality, to 
exploit all the various environments on which he may be called upon to 
operate during the course of an endless career.103

By highlighting the superiority of the human being and that he occupies an 
important place among other creatures with the enthusiastic statements above, 
particularly the kind of statements claiming that the human being participates ‘in 
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the creative life of his Maker’, it can be concluded that Iqbal aims to attract his 
readers’ attention. By this, he encourages his readers to contemplate their cap-
abilities, which may awaken an interest in becoming a genuine Muslim self in 
order to achieve immortality.
	 Before moving onto the conclusion, a question that may arise in the mind of 
the reader should be addressed, namely whether immortality is possible only to 
Muslims or whether it is achievable also by non-Muslims. Iqbal develops his 
discussion regarding the immortality of the human being on the basis of the 
Qur’an, and therefore, he is speaking directly to Muslims. However, in discuss-
ing Heaven and Hell, he also points out their infiniteness, and writes:

Heaven and Hell are states, not localities. The descriptions in the Qur’an are 
visual representations of an inner fact, i.e., character. Hell, in the words of 
the Qur’an, is ‘God’s kindled fire which mounts above the hearts’ – the 
painful realization of one’s failure as a man. Heaven is the joy of triumph 
over the forces of disintegration.104

Iqbal’s view, again, differs from the traditional Islamic understanding of Heaven 
and Hell in claiming that they are not concrete places but only states or experi-
ences. He continues:

There is no such a thing as eternal damnation in Islam. The word ‘eternity’ 
used in certain verses, relating to Hell, is explained by the Qur’an itself to 
mean only a period of time (78:23). Time cannot be wholly irrelevant to the 
development of personality … Hell, therefore, as conceived by the Qur’an, 
is not a pit of everlasting torture inflicted by a revengeful God; it is a cor-
rective experience which may make hardened ego once more sensitive to 
the living breeze of Divine Grace.105

Iqbal, then, believes that Hell is not a torture chamber, but is a finite experience 
of ‘the painful realization of one’s failure as a man’. He does not talk about the 
nature of the human being’s ‘failure as a man’. However, it is due to the human 
being’s failure to achieve immortality while he was still alive by developing his 
self. The finiteness of Hell shows that, after realizing his failure of not develop-
ing his personality and self, every human being can achieve immortality. This is 
mainly because Hell, for Iqbal, is not a place that can never be returned from, 
but only a ‘corrective experience’.

Conclusion
There have been two main issues in this chapter, namely Iqbal’s perception of 
his era together with the problems of the modern Muslim world, and his sugges-
tion of the reconstruction of Islamic thought together with his view of the 
‘human being’ that plays a central role in the reconstruction of Islamic thought. 
Like Kierkegaard, Iqbal is also highly critical of the religious situation of his 
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society. He believes that the whole Muslim world is in decline, and that what 
needs to be done is to reverse the decline. Like Kierkegaard, who set himself the 
task of reintroducing Christianity to Christendom, Iqbal set himself the project 
of the reconstruction of religious thought in Islam. In Chapter 2 it was observed 
that, for Kierkegaard, Hegelianism and the clergy played the major roles in 
leading Christian society into religious corruption. Similarly, in this chapter, 
Iqbal is seen to focus on three major causes of the decay in the Muslim societies, 
namely Greek philosophy, ‘pantheistic Sufism’ and traditional Muslim scholars. 
Kierkegaard and Iqbal both believe that religion must be separated from these 
elements. Their self-appointed missions include purification of religion and 
returning to the genuine religiousness of Christ and Muhammad. This is pos-
sible, for both, by becoming genuine religious selves. In the following chapters, 
Iqbal’s view of becoming a genuine Muslim self will be examined in the light of 
the Kierkegaardian hermeneutics constructed in Chapter 2. This will include the 
application of two of the major principles of Kierkegaard’s philosophical method 
that he employed in order to reintroduce Christianity into Christendom by 
helping so-called Christians become genuine Christian selves, namely making 
distinctions by means of the qualitative distinction, and cultivating existential 
appropriation on the part of the reader.
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4	 Making distinctions

Introduction
In the introductory chapter of this book it was argued that some aspects of 
Iqbal’s philosophy appear to be contradictory and ambiguous, and that one of 
the reasons for this is that Iqbal is not a systematic philosopher in the technical 
sense of the word. However, it can perhaps be said that he attempts to become 
one by trying to invent new terms although this is not his primary concern. As 
a result of his disinterest in developing his terminology further, Iqbal does not 
provide his reader with a detailed account of his idea of becoming a genuine 
Muslim which he presents as the central issue of his philosophy. This is mainly 
because of the lack of clarification of the distinction between the terms he 
introduces. In order to grasp Iqbal’s understanding of the development of the 
self what needs to be done, in Kierkegaardian terms, is to separate his terms 
from each other, identify his usage of the terms, and thereby clarify his termi-
nology. In order to do this, in this chapter, Kierkegaard’s method of making 
distinctions between the notions, namely his qualitative disjunction will be 
applied to the concepts that play a crucial role in Iqbal’s idea of becoming a 
genuine Muslim.
	 As was previously seen, Kierkegaard believes that the main reason for the 
alleged illusion that all are Christians is that people confuse Christianity with 
something else. This illusion involves the confusion of a number of concepts 
such as objectivity and subjectivity, and philosophy and religion. In order to 
dispel the confusion, and therefore the illusion that everyone is a Christian as a 
matter of course, the distinction between the terms that Danish society confuses 
must be clarified. Kierkegaard’s method here, as was seen in Chapter 2, is to 
make distinctions through a new form of dialectic that he calls the qualitative 
disjunction of which the main principles are distinguishing Christianity from 
non-Christian concepts, perceptions, and modes of existence. The Kierkegaard-
ian method of making distinctions, then, will

1	 clarify Iqbal’s key terms by highlighting the differences between his terms, 
and separating them from each other, and therefore grasp the real nature of 
Iqbal’s intention, and
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2	 uncover the nature of his concepts such as religious experience, love and 
action. 

In Chapter 5, the question of how these concepts play a role in the individual’s 
becoming a self will be examined.
	 Hence applying Kierkegaard’s qualitative disjunction to Iqbal’s terminology 
will enable a clarification of the key terms Iqbal employs in his discussion of the 
self, which Iqbal, in Fazlur Rahman’s words, expresses ‘rather than neatly for-
mulates’.1 In order to do this, first, Kierkegaard’s well-known distinction of 
objectivity and subjectivity will be applied to Iqbal’s division of two ways in 
which the individual connects with reality. It is contended that although Iqbal 
does not regard his division as subjective and objective, Kierkegaard’s distinc-
tion between objective and subjective reflection can shed light on his discussion. 
This leads to Iqbal’s central term ‘religious experience’, which he regards as one 
of the ways of connecting with reality. Here another problem with his terminol-
ogy is encountered, namely his conflation of the concepts of objectivity and sub-
jectivity. This is another point where Kierkegaard’s distinction between 
objectivity and subjectivity can shed light on Iqbal’s thought.
	 Second, the Kierkegaardian method will be applied to Iqbal’s distinction 
between self-sustaining acts and self-dissolving acts. This will entail making use 
of a number of Kierkegaardian concepts such as ‘action’, ‘actuality’ and 
‘pathos’. The confusion Iqbal creates in his use of the key terms ‘action’ and 
‘love’ must be dispelled since these are keys to determining the quality of the 
individual’s acts. In Iqbal’s idea of becoming a self, it is necessary to clarify the 
functions of these concepts in the light of Kierkegaardian concepts.
	 Third, Kierkegaard’s distinction between religion and philosophy will be 
applied to Iqbal’s understanding of reason and religion with a particular focus on 
his attempt to identify the place religion occupies in the individual’s connection 
to reality. This will include Iqbal’s endeavour to dispel the misconceptions 
regarding the relationship between religion, reason and philosophy, and also 
include clarification of the distinction between these terms through Kierke-
gaard’s qualitative disjunction.
	 The aim of this chapter is thus to show that one of the reasons for the incon-
sistencies in Iqbal’s thought stems from the lack of clarification in his terminol-
ogy which can be resolved by distinguishing the distinction between the terms. It 
is argued that the vagueness in his thought can be dispelled through Kierke-
gaard’s qualitative disjunction.

Distinguishing subjectivity from objectivity
Although Iqbal does not put a particular emphasis on the objectivity-subjectivity 
dichotomy as Kierkegaard does, it is clear that these concepts play a significant 
role in his thought. These concepts and the distinction between them are 
important for understanding the nature of Iqbal’s central concept of ‘religious 
experience’. Religious experience is a highly crucial term in Iqbal’s philosophy 
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and the significance of the term arises from its function of enabling the human 
being to connect with reality. Iqbal believes that the main purpose of the Qur’an 
is to awaken in the human being a consciousness of his relation to reality, and 
that he is related to reality somehow,2 and therefore help the human being 
identify the place he occupies in the universe and before God. The tool by means 
of which the human being establishes a genuine and perfect relation to reality is 
‘religious experience’.
	 The problem to be discussed in this section is that Iqbal conflates the terms 
objectivity and subjectivity, by avoiding using the notion of subjectivity, and 
claiming that religious experience is objective and non-objective at the same 
time. Consequently, he makes his central concept ‘religious experience’ an 
obscure term. Kierkegaard’s central concepts of objectivity and subjectivity will 
be applied in order to dispel the confusion and ambiguity in Iqbal’s discussion. 
Since Iqbal emphasizes that religious experience enables the individual to 
achieve knowledge regarding the inner aspect of reality, and to establish a closer 
contact with God, the discussion begins with the two ways Iqbal introduces 
regarding the individual’s relation to reality. These terms are considered from a 
Kierkegaardian point of view, namely in the light of Kierkegaard’s objectivity-
subjectivity distinction, in order to provide a basis for discussion of the nature of 
religious experience, a concept which Iqbal connects with objectivity but which 
he conflates with non-objectivity.
	 For Iqbal, the Qur’an introduces two ways in which the individual establishes 
a relationship to reality and achieves knowledge regarding it. These are (1) an 
indirect relation to the exterior aspect of reality, and (2) a direct relation to the 
inner aspect of reality. Iqbal writes:

One indirect way of establishing connexions with the reality that confronts 
us is reflective observation and control of its symbols as they reveal them-
selves to sense-perception; the other way is direct association with that 
reality as it reveals itself within.3

Iqbal’s statements above raise the question of how these two types of connecting 
reality are direct and indirect. This question can be answered in the light of 
Iqbal’s understanding of reality. Iqbal himself does not make a clear definition 
of his understanding of reality, but he says that nature is only a symbol in order 
to show the human being that there is a hidden fact behind nature, which is the 
reality itself, and that the human being can reach the inner and outer nature of 
reality. He writes: ‘The immediate purpose of the Qur’an in this reflective obser-
vation of Nature is to awaken in man the consciousness of that of which Nature 
is regarded a symbol.’4 In order to grasp his understanding of reality the meta-
phor of a nicely wrapped gift box is useful here. Nature is like a gift box, which 
attracts the individual’s attention with its colourful wrapping paper. For Iqbal 
what is hidden in the box of nature is the inner aspect of reality. Its package, 
namely its appearance, makes the individual think that in the box there might be 
more to discover, perhaps even more beautiful than the wrapping. However, in 
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order to see what is hidden in the box, the individual has to open the wrapping 
paper, first. Then in the light of this understanding of reality the indirect relation-
ship to reality is to establish a direct relationship to nature, namely to its visible 
aspect, to the wrapping paper. After this, the individual achieves the opportunity 
to create a direct relationship to what is hidden behind the perceptible sphere. 
Since the indirect connection to reality is achieved through reflective observation 
or sense perception, namely objective methods, the outcome of such a connec-
tion is also objective. The direct way of establishing a connection to reality is 
then the individual’s encounter with reality itself which is available to everyone, 
but requires an extra achievement. The two modes of the individual’s relation to 
reality will now be considered in the light of Kierkegaard’s understanding of the 
nature of objectivity and subjectivity.

The exterior/objective relationship to reality

In Chapter 3 it was seen that Iqbal’s main point in his critique of the influence of 
Greek philosophy on Islamic thought is the ‘non-Islamic’ nature of Socrates’ 
approach and understanding of reality. While Socrates, Iqbal suggests, focuses 
on the human world alone, Islam tries to direct the human being’s attention to 
nature around him, to the ordinary events happening in his environment.5 This 
shows, for Iqbal, the Qur’an’s emphasis on the empirical or scientific method 
based on sense perception, and this attitude of the Qur’an is what made Muslims 
‘the founders of modern science’.6
	 So what are the principles of the individual’s connection to his environment, 
namely an external relationship to reality? It is an indirect relationship to reality, 
and such a relationship can be established through what Iqbal regards as a 
‘reflective observation’ and ‘sense perception’ as can be seen in Iqbal’s quota-
tion above. Consequently, it is available to anyone with sense perceptions 
without the need for an extra personal endeavour. Such a relationship does not 
provide the human being with the entire knowledge regarding reality, because it 
is actually not a perfect connection to reality. This is because the goal of the 
individual is to achieve a fuller vision of reality, and connecting with reality by 
means of objective ways does not enable the individual the fuller version of it. 
This is why, as Iqbal puts it, ‘it seems that the method of dealing with Reality by 
means of concepts is not at all a serious way of dealing with it’.7 However, it is a 
crucial stage in the individual’s realizing that there is more to be discovered. An 
objective or exterior relation to reality is the human being’s first step on his 
journey to the inner nature of reality. While without this first step the individual 
cannot start his journey to reality, he also cannot continue his journey without 
further steps. These further steps comprise the individual’s subjective or interior 
relationship to reality. However, here it should be noted that, although Iqbal only 
focuses on the two ways of relating reality, namely interior and exterior ways, it 
can be seen in his overall approach that in between an exterior and objective 
relation to the outer aspect of reality and an interior and subjective relation to the 
inner nature of reality there is one more step. This step can be regarded as an 
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objective relation to the inner aspect of reality and the human being’s struggle to 
find answers to his metaphysical questions. As will be examined in more detail 
later, Iqbal divides the individual’s religious life into three stages. The second 
stage is, for him, where the individual seeks a metaphysical basis for his reli-
gious belief. The individual uses his reason and intellect in order to find this 
metaphysical basis. The individual approaches religion, then, through rational 
method, or in Kierkegaardian terms ‘objective reflection’. Iqbal’s understanding 
shows that it is possible to talk about one more category in which the individual 
realizes that nature is a symbol and it is not the whole of reality. At this stage he 
does not yet establish a subjective relationship to reality, however, he is about to 
establish it. The question that must now be addressed is how can he turn his 
objective relationship into a subjective one? This is where Iqbal introduces his 
concept of ‘heart’: ‘In the interest of securing a complete vision of Reality, 
therefore, sense perception must be supplemented by the perception of what the 
Qur’an describes as Fu’ad or Qalb, i.e. heart.’8

The interior/subjective relationship to reality

Iqbal’s point of departure in his reference to ‘heart’ is the Qur’anic verse ‘… and 
[God] gave you hearing and seeing and heart: what little thanks do ye return?’ 
(32:9). Sense perception, for Iqbal, must be supplemented by ‘heart’ for ‘secur-
ing a complete vision of Reality’; as was seen in the last quotation. However, 
after this point heart does not need sense perception any more: ‘… it is rather a 
mode of dealing with Reality in which sensation, in the physiological sense of 
the word, does not play any part’.9 Consequently, ‘supplement’ is not the right 
word, because the mode of dealing with reality through heart is rather, as Iqbal 
implies, the human being’s renunciation of his physical senses. Another point 
that should be noted here is that Iqbal regards the Qur’anic concept of ‘heart’ as 
a kind of experience, since he characterizes it as a way of connecting with reality 
rather than being merely an organ of perception. Iqbal uses the concepts ‘mystic 
experience’,10 ‘mystic consciousness’,11 ‘intuition’,12 ‘psychic phenomena’,13 or 
more frequently ‘religious experience’14 as alternatives to ‘heart’. His discussion 
of the nature of these concepts is where Iqbal introduces the concept of 
‘objective’. The problem with Iqbal’s argument is that he tries to explain the 
nature of religious experience without using the term ‘subjective’, and, more-
over, does not make a clear distinction between objectivity and non-objectivity 
of something, as will be seen. Therefore, here, in order to unpack the different 
strands of Iqbal’s argument, dispel the confusion he creates, and provide a better 
account of his understanding of the human being’s subjective or interior relation-
ship to reality, it is helpful to apply the Kierkegaardian method to Iqbal’s 
concept of ‘religious experience’.
	 The problem of Iqbal’s lack of clarity in distinguishing non-objectivity and 
objectivity of religious experience can be best observed in his discussion of the 
main characteristics of the notion of ‘religious experience’. In his discussion of 
the main characteristics of mystic or religious experience Iqbal introduces the 
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concept of ‘the mystic state’ and claims that ‘the mystic state’ is highly objective 
considering its content. He writes:

to the mystic, the mystic state is a moment of intimate association with a 
unique other Self, transcending, encompassing, and momentarily suppress-
ing the private personality of the subject of experience. Considering its 
content the mystic state is highly objective and cannot be regarded as a mere 
retirement into the mists of pure subjectivity.15

The mystic state is a crucial part of the whole religious experience involving the 
individual’s immediate experience of God. In a sense, it is the moment the indi-
vidual himself encounters God. In this respect, Iqbal claims, its content shows 
that the mystic state is highly objective. On the other hand, he also claims that 
‘the content of religious experience’ and ‘mystic state’ cannot be communicated 
in objective terms. Iqbal writes:

Since the quality of mystic experience is to be directly experienced, it is 
obvious that it cannot be communicated. Mystic states are more like feeling 
than thought. The interpretation which the mystic or the prophet puts on the 
content of his religious consciousness can be conveyed to the others in the 
form of propositions, but the content itself cannot be so transmitted.16

In the passage above, as can be seen, Iqbal appears to use the concepts ‘mystic 
state’, ‘mystic experience’ and ‘religious consciousness’ as identical terms, and 
claims that the content of these cannot be transmitted to another human being. 
These passages are not problematic on their own but when we put them together 
they seem to be ambiguous and to contradict each other. This is because, while 
Iqbal claims that the content of the mystic state or experience is highly objective 
in the first passage, in the second passage he maintains that the content of the 
mystic state cannot be communicated, because mystic states are more like feel-
ings than thoughts or ideas. If the mystic state, mystical experience or religious 
consciousness is more like feeling than thought, characterizing the content of the 
mystic state as highly objective seems to be problematic because this claim 
ignores the distinction between subjectivity of a feeling and objectivity of the 
expression of this feeling. This is evident when a close examination of the pas-
sages quoted above is made. Iqbal writes, ‘The interpretation which the mystic 
or the prophet puts on the content of his religious consciousness can be con-
veyed to the others in the form of propositions …’ Here, what is to be conveyed 
is the individual’s own interpretation of his experience in words, namely the 
form of propositions, and the non-transmittable part is the content of mystic state 
or religious experience as he puts it, ‘but the content itself cannot be so trans-
mitted’. This distinction between the form of propositions and the content of the 
mystic state is problematic, since in the previous passage Iqbal writes: ‘Con-
sidering its content the mystic state is highly objective.’ Here, Iqbal appears to 
claim that something objective cannot be conveyed to another human being. If 
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something cannot be communicated, then, how can it be objective or on what 
basis can we claim that it is objective? Hence, it can be said that there is a termi-
nological problem in Iqbal’s arguments, and, consequently, this results in such 
contradictory and ambiguous arguments. There can be two different reasons for 
this problem. First, Iqbal consciously avoids any claim that might create a pan-
theistic understanding of religious experience. Characterizing the relationship 
between God and the human being as a subjective relationship could result in 
God being understood as an immanent reality, which can easily lead to a panthe-
istic world-view. The fear of pantheism prompts Iqbal to downplay the sub-
jective dimension of religious experience. It is his fear of the subjectivization of 
the concept of God that motivates him to deny the objective communicability of 
religious experience. If the contents of religious experience can be communic-
ated objectively from one person to another, then the danger arises that God may 
be conceived of as a reality innate to the human being.
	 Second, the apparent lack of clarity in Iqbal’s claim that religious or mystic 
experience can be both objective and non-communicable in objective terms 
again arises from Iqbal’s use of the terms. Kierkegaard’s analogy of a married 
couple can be helpful here to identify Iqbal’s lack of clarity. Climacus highlights 
that the marriage of a couple makes an influence in the outer world, and 
continues:

But their married love is not a historical phenomenon; the phenomenal is 
the insignificant, has significance to the marriage partners only through their 
married love, but looked at in any other way (that is, objectively) the phe-
nomenal is a deception.17

In this example Climacus tries to show that what is important in an external 
event is the subjective content of it, not the objective character of it. However, 
Climacus’ example of how an objective and external event such as marriage can 
also have a subjective content, which is the love between the married couple, 
can highlight Iqbal’s lack of clarity. Iqbal conflates the notions of objectivity and 
subjectivity because he ignores that these two aspects of an event do not neces-
sarily include each other. In other words, defining religious experience as a sub-
jective event does not harm or change its objective character. What Iqbal appears 
to be arguing is that there is a mismatch between language and experience. 
Human language is incapable of grasping the content of religious experience 
because each individual’s relationship with God is a relationship with a reality 
that is ultimately ineffable. Although this means that language can never grasp 
what God is in all his fullness, this does not mean that it is impossible to speak 
about God and that one must therefore fall completely silent. It is indeed pos-
sible to speak of the experience of God by formulating it in a set of objective 
propositions, which can be communicated objectively to others. What cannot be 
communicated, however, is the religious experience itself.
	 It is here that again Kierkegaard can be drawn on to articulate more clearly 
the point Iqbal appears to be making. Iqbal’s point can be made with more 
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clarity if it is reformulated in terms of Kierkegaard’s distinction between sub-
jectivity and objectivity. As was discussed in Chapter 2, Kierkegaard holds that 
the problem in contemporary Denmark was not lack of objective knowledge 
concerning the content of Christianity, but with the way in which people related 
themselves to this content. It was their failure to relate themselves in the appro-
priate manner to Christianity, namely subjectively, that meant that Kierkegaard’s 
contemporaries only appeared to be Christians, but in reality were little more 
than pagans, which he also calls ‘baptized paganism’.18 As was noted in Chapter 
2, the remedy for this lamentable state of affairs was for Kierkegaard’s contem-
poraries to commit themselves with passion to the content of Christianity, to 
make this content their own by subjectively appropriating it, and to allow Chris-
tianity to transform their lives so that there was a genuine difference between the 
real Christian and the nominal Christian. The ‘content’ of Christianity becomes 
alive only when the Christian individual existentially commits him/herself to 
that content and makes it his own. If the individual understands the content of 
Christianity merely objectively as a set of ideas or form of propositions, then the 
content is mute and the individual has failed to grasp what Christianity truly is, 
regardless of how objectively knowledgeable he may be about the doctrinal 
content of the Christian faith.
	 This distinction between objectivity and subjectivity offers a way of reading 
Iqbal’s distinction between the form of propositions and content that eliminates 
some of the problems with Iqbal’s account. The form of propositions and the 
content of the mystic state for Iqbal are taken to refer to two types of objectivity. 
On the one hand, there is the objectivity of the religious experience. For Iqbal, 
religious experience is an objective event. God genuinely encounters the human 
being and the religious experience of the believer is not merely a private experi-
ence taking place wholly within the subjectivity of the believer. Due to the 
uniqueness and ineffability of the religious experience, however, the ‘content’ of 
the believer’s objective encounter with God cannot be communicated objec-
tively. On the other hand, there is the objectivity of religious propositions. Reli-
gious experience can be formulated and communicated in objective propositions 
and the recipient of the communication can gain some understanding of the 
nature of religious experience on the basis of these propositions. Nevertheless, 
these propositions do not capture the uniqueness and ineffability of the religious 
person’s God-relationship and consequently are no substitute for experiencing a 
God-relationship for oneself.
	 The reason the objective content of the believer’s encounter with God cannot 
be communicated in objective propositions is because, in Kierkegaardian terms, 
this content is accessible only by means of subjectivity. It has already been seen 
that religious experience is the human being’s interior or subjective relationship 
to reality which enables him to grasp reality in its entirety. The religious experi-
ence described in objective formulations becomes alive and real for the indi-
vidual only when he appropriates these formulations and makes them part of his 
very being. Only then does the ‘objective content’ of religious experience 
become accessible. It is an objective content, then, that is accessible only by 
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means of subjectivity. It is precisely this study of the subjective appropriation of 
the objective content of the religious experience that is lacking in Iqbal’s treat-
ment of this issue. Once the notion of the subjective appropriation of the 
objective content formulated in objective propositions is introduced, then the 
contradiction between objective content and the incommunicability of that 
content falls away. This objective content remains unavailable to the recipient of 
the objective propositions in which it is formulated until the recipient appropri-
ates the objective content mediated by those propositions, commits himself with 
passion to it, and makes it the centre of his being. In order to make the point 
clearer Kierkegaard’s example of the experience of death, a more universal term, 
can be made use of in order to make Iqbal’s argument clearer. Kierkegaard’s 
pseudonymous author Climacus writes:

For example, what it means to die. On that topic I know what people ordi-
narily know: that if I swallow a dose of sulfuric acid I will die … however, 
despite this almost extraordinary knowledge or proficiency of knowledge, I 
am by no means able to regard death as something I have understood.19

Climacus points out the subjective nature of living in the knowledge of the fact 
that everyone must one day die. Anyone can know so many things about death 
and dying. There is, however, a fundamental difference between relating objec-
tively to this knowledge and relating to it subjectively. The latter entails apply-
ing this knowledge of death to oneself personally. The human being must 
understand that death affects him and confronts him with crucial existential 
questions concerning how he should live his life and how he should prepare for 
his ultimate demise. Likewise, an interior and subjective relation to reality 
requires the individual’s subjective commitment to it. Otherwise, it is only an 
objective relation to the interior reality, and in Kierkegaard’s words, ‘objectively 
there is no truth at all’.20

	 As was suggested at the beginning of this section, Iqbal does not put the 
notions of objectivity and subjectivity at the centre of his thought as Kierkegaard 
does. However, these notions are important in understanding Iqbal’s concept of 
religious experience by means of which the individual establishes a genuine and 
perfect relation to reality. As has been discussed in this section, Iqbal raises two 
ways in which the individual can establish a relation to reality. The establishment 
of an ideal relation with reality is possible for him through the notion of religious 
experience to which he also refers with a number of concepts such as mystic 
experience, mystic consciousness, mystic state, heart and intuition. Religious 
experience is not only important for enabling the human being to establish a 
genuine relation with the inner aspect of reality, but also for its existential role in 
the development of the self as is to be discussed in the next chapter. Iqbal makes 
such an important notion obscure by discussing it in terms of objectivity. Kierke-
gaard’s distinction between subjectivity and objectivity has been applied to 
Iqbal’s discussion in order to dispel the conflation in his discussion. It was argued 
that the problem arises from Iqbal’s avoiding using the notion of subjectivity, and 
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his choice of terms. Religious experience includes an objective content which can 
only be accessed through subjectivity, namely through the human being’s 
appropriation of its objective content. The existential process of the individual’s 
appropriation of the objective content of religious experience will be examined in 
the next chapter.

Distinguishing self-sustaining actions from self-dissolving 
actions
In the fourth lecture of his The Reconstruction Iqbal raises the vital question of 
how to make the self develop and how to save it from corruption, and he answers 
his question: ‘by action’.21 It is surprising to see Iqbal telling his reader how to 
achieve something, because as was said before it is one of the problems of his 
method that he talks passionately about what to do, but rarely shows or discusses 
how to do it. However, the answer ‘action’ is still not a sufficient answer at this 
stage, as it is a very comprehensive concept. What is needed is an answer to 
what kind of action can save the self from corruption, and develop it. Iqbal’s 
answer to the question how to develop the self and save it from corruption shows 
that action, act or deed is the key term in the development of the self. In order to 
discover what kind of action can help the human being develop his self, Iqbal’s 
understanding of the notion of ‘action’ should be grasped. For him, as was 
briefly introduced in the introductory chapter, there are only two kinds of action, 
namely ‘ego-sustaining’ or ‘self-sustaining’ acts or actions and ‘self-dissolving’ 
acts or actions: ‘It is the deed that prepares the ego for dissolution, or disciplines 
him for a future career.’22 His division of ‘self-affirmation’ and ‘self-negation’ 
that he makes in The Secrets of the Self can also be introduced here. There are 
‘self-sustaining’ actions which lead the individual to ‘self-affirmation’, and ‘self-
dissolving’ actions which lead him to ‘self-negation’. ‘The moral and religious 
ideal of man,’ Iqbal writes, ‘is not self-negation but self-affirmation.’23 This is 
where the problem arises, because although Iqbal introduces a number of self-
sustaining and self-affirmative actions and self-dissolving actions such as asking 
and fear, he does not provide his reader with a distinctive tool which can help 
him determine whether an action is self-sustaining or self-dissolving. If Iqbal did 
not claim that there are only two types of actions and there is nothing in between 
these two types, this terminological ambiguity would not be a big problem, 
because that would mean not every act is necessarily related to the development 
of the self positively or negatively. However, since every action of the individual 
possesses a quality of being a self-sustaining act or self-dissolving act, it is 
necessary for the human being to possess a tool or a concept in order to identify 
his own actions, and therefore avoid the actions which lead to self-negation 
while cultivating the ones which direct him to self-affirmation. Once the indi-
vidual discovers the tool which helps him identify the character of his actions, he 
can easily distinguish his actions from each other and avoid self-dissolving 
actions or transform them into self-sustaining actions which develops his self. It 
is the contention of this section that Kierkegaardian hermeneutics can be helpful 
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at this point. In this section, the Kierkegaardian concepts ‘actuality’, ‘action’, ‘sub-
jectivity’ and ‘pathos’ will be used in order to separate from each other the terms 
which lead the individual to self-affirmation and self-negation. Therefore, Kierke-
gaard’s terminology will help to identify an Iqbalian tool and to make distinctions 
between the two types of acts, the crucial concepts of Iqbal’s terminology.
	 The concept of action is also a crucial term in Kierkegaard’s terminology. His 
pseudonym Climacus makes a particular connection between the notions of sub-
jectivity and action. This connection arises from each concept’s relation to the 
actuality-possibility dichotomy. Both action and subjectivity are concerned with 
actuality, whereas all objectivity can provide is a possibility through the act of 
thinking. To be more specific, for instance, when I think about doing something, 
until I do it, it is only a possibility in my thought. There are a number of possibil-
ities regarding my idea. I can change my mind, or I may not be able to do what I 
think somehow. On the other hand, action includes actuality, because it means I 
did what I thought, and it is not a possibility anymore, it is now an actuality. This 
is the case with subjectivity as well. He writes: ‘If there is to be a distinction at all 
between thinking and acting, this can be maintained only by assigning possibility, 
disinterestedness, and objectivity to thinking, and action to subjectivity.’24 For Cli-
macus, then, an act does not always refer to a genuine action, because there are 
different types of action such as ‘thought-action’ and ‘actual action’.25 Whereas an 
actual action must involve subjectivity, a thought-action is objective and possible. 
Climacus explains this with an example of a ‘religious action’:

To have faith in God – does that mean to think about how glorious it must 
be to have faith, to think about what peace and security faith can give? … 
The individual’s relation to the thought-action is still continually only a 
possibility that he can give up.26

Climacus’ example of subjectively believing in God and objectively knowing 
about believing shows us the distinction between a ‘thought-action’ and an 
‘actual action’. Consequently, in order for an act to be an actual act it must 
involve subjectivity as well as actuality. What this means is that the individual 
must let the act of believing in God transform his own being. This example 
allows interpreting Iqbal’s notion of actionby shedding light on Iqbal’s distinc-
tion between an ‘intellectual act’ and a ‘vital act’. Iqbal writes:

The final act is not an intellectual act, but a vital act which deepens the 
whole being of the ego, and sharpens his will with the creative assurance 
that the world is not something to be merely seen or known through con-
cepts, but something to be made and re-made by continuous action.27

In the light of this paragraph it can be said that through a vital act the individual 
(1) deepens the whole being of the ego, and (2) strengthens his will through the 
fact that ‘the world is something to be made and re-made by continuous action’. 
What Iqbal appears to intend with his distinction between ‘intellectual action’ 
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and ‘vital action’, about which he does not provide any further explanation, is 
that a ‘vital act’ must involve actuality and subjectivity by deepening the self, 
whereas an ‘intellectual act’ only consists of objective concepts which we can 
obtain through thinking. Therefore, whereas an intellectual act is a possibility 
and objective, a vital act is an actual action, and there is a distinction between 
them in being ‘the final act’. A vital act is the final act and it refers to a type of 
action which includes self-sustaining actions of the human being. A similar dis-
tinction can also be found in Climacus. In order to highlight the distinction 
between an act that only makes an influence on the external world and another 
act that also makes an influence on the inner being of the individual, he gives 
examples and writes:

Action in the external does transform existence (as when an emperor con-
quers the whole world and makes the people slaves), but not the individual’s 
own existence, … if the individual is not changed and continually changed 
within himself, the introducing of Christianity into a country is no more a 
religious action than the conquering of countries.28

Although the primary aim in this section is not to make a comparison of Iqbal 
and Kierkegaard, the subtle difference between the two thinkers’ understandings 
of action and the actuality of an action draws attention to one of the significant 
aspects of Iqbal’s notion of self-sustaining vital action. Kierkegaard attributes a 
particular significance to the internal character of the individual’s action by 
regarding actuality as not an external action but as an interiority in which the 
individual ends possibility.29 Iqbal, on the other hand, places a particular empha-
sis on the influence of an action on the external world and environment of the 
individual as is evident in his suggestion of ‘making and remaking the world’, as 
well as its internal influence as can be seen in his defining a vital act as a power 
‘which deepens the whole being of the ego’. This does not change that for them 
both an actuality requires the individual to ‘identify himself with what is thought 
in order to exist in it’,30 and making his action a part of his personality. The 
result of an action in the external world does not make anything in terms of 
‘actuality’ if it does not transform the individual’s own existence. With regards 
to Iqbal, a vital action, besides transforming the individual’s existence, should 
also result in a constructive effect on the external world which is possible 
through making and remaking the world by continuous action.
	 In the following subsections the distinction between self-sustaining acts and 
self-dissolving acts will be examined in more detail and the tool, which will help 
the individual determine the quality of his actions, will be identified in the light 
of the Kierkegaardian concepts.

Self-sustaining action

The main principles of Iqbal’s notion of ‘action’ have been drawn out in the light 
of Kierkegaardian terminology. However, the question of how the individual can 
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decide whether his action is self-sustaining or self-dissolving, or whether his acts 
lead him to self-affirmation or self-negation still remains unanswered. Chapter 2 
showed that for Climacus, the individual achieves an actual action through what 
he calls ‘existential pathos’. Existential pathos is a part of a more general pathos, 
and the other type of pathos is called ‘aesthetic pathos’. The type of pathos 
depends on whether an act transforms the individual’s existence in relation to his 
highest goal. If it does, then, it is an ‘existential pathos’, and it includes actual-
ity. However, if it does not transform the individual’s existence, and stays at the 
level of ‘possibility’, it means that the individual does not relate himself to it 
with an existential pathos but with an aesthetic pathos.31 Thus, it can be said that 
the Kierkegaardian actuality also includes an ‘existential pathos’ whereas a 
‘thought-action’ includes an ‘aesthetic pathos’. What it is concerned with is the 
‘existential pathos’ through which the individual turns his action into actuality. 
The Iqbalian concept of ‘love’ can be introduced at this point. Iqbal does not 
make any particular reference to different types of ‘love’; however, a close 
examination of his use of the term shows that this notion has two closely related 
functions in his thought.32 First of all, he uses the concept as an emotional state 
and he introduces it occasionally when he wants to discuss reason in his poetic 
works. An example of this kind of use can be found in Iqbal’s Mysteries of Self-
lessness. In this poem Iqbal presents reason and love as two opposite concepts, 
and writes:

Reason is cheap, and plentiful as air;
Love is most scarce to find, and of great price33

Second, Iqbal introduces love as a ‘power’. Iqbal’s definition of love, in its 
widest sense, as ‘the desire to assimilate, to absorb’34 is this second type of love. 
He suggests that the highest form of this desire to absorb is the human being’s 
creation of values and ideals, and his attempt to realize them, which Iqbal also 
names ‘the power of assimilative action’.35 In Kierkegaardian terms, Iqbal’s 
notion of ‘love’ can be defined as a means through which the individual culti-
vates a passion of relating himself to his absolute goal, and of transforming his 
existence in the direction of this goal. Thus, Kierkegaard’s concept of ‘existen-
tial pathos’ can help to shed light on Iqbal’s notion of ‘love’, which he uses quite 
often, particularly in his poems, but he rarely talks about the nature of it. The 
most important aspect of Kierkegaard’s concept of pathos, and particularly his 
distinction between ‘existential pathos’ and ‘aesthetic pathos’, for the purpose of 
clarifying Iqbal is that it can be used as a tool by which the individual can deter-
mine the quality of an action. An existential pathos is not a general concept like 
subjectivity; it is a religious concept, because it is concerned with the quality of 
the individual’s relation to the ‘absolute goal’, namely ‘eternal happiness’. Even 
a relative goal can transform a person’s existence as Climacus writes,36 and it 
will become apparent how a self-dissolving act in Iqbal can transform the indi-
vidual’s own being later. However, the point in an ‘existential pathos’ is to relate 
one’s self to the absolute goal existentially. It can also be said that the quality of 
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an action is determined according to the quality of its pathos. Iqbal’s notion of 
love can be approached from this point of view. The notion of ‘love’ has been 
defined as the individual’s relationship to his absolute goal through which he 
cultivates a passion of relating himself to his absolute goal, and of transforming 
his existence in the direction of this goal. So the tool that helps the individual 
determine the quality of his act, whether it is a self-sustaining act or self-
dissolving act, namely the quality of the individual’s relationship with his abso-
lute goal of becoming a self, is ‘love’. Through love, the individual can turn his 
action into a self-sustaining action, and without love, the actual action of the 
individual is no more than a self-dissolving act. Hence, love is the distinctive 
and decisive element of human actions that transforms them into self-
sustaining acts.

Self-dissolving action

This section is on Iqbal’s notion of self-dissolving action in the light of his two 
self-dissolving actions, namely ‘asking’ and ‘fear’. Here, the distinctive features 
of self-dissolving acts, and their destructive role in both the external and internal 
worlds of the individual will be presented.

Asking

For Iqbal, asking is perhaps the biggest obstacle facing the human being in his 
movement towards becoming a perfect self. By ‘asking’, Iqbal means any kind 
of achievement – both material and spiritual – gained without personal effort. He 
writes: ‘The son of a rich man who inherits his father’s wealth is an “asker”, or 
beggar; so is everyone who thinks the thoughts of others.’37 Both wealth gained 
without working and belief without personal examination is categorized as 
asking or begging by Iqbal. Iqbal accuses Muslims, particularly Indian Muslims, 
of assimilating this notion of asking.38 He traces religious and political decay to 
the phenomenon of asking and its cultivation of the habits of dependence, self-
effacement and diffidence. In his article ‘Islam as a Moral and Political Ideal’ 
Iqbal complains:

The decay of the religious spirit, combined with other causes of a political 
nature over which he [Indian Muslim] had no control, has developed in him 
a habit of self-dwarfing, a sense of dependence and, above all, that laziness 
of spirit which an enervated people call by the dignified name of ‘content-
ment’ in order to conceal their own enfeeblement.39

Besides religious and political decay, Iqbal places particular emphasis on the 
relationship between asking and economic decline. He discusses this relationship 
under the title of ‘The Self is Weakened by Asking’ in his The Secrets of the 
Self. This is because he believes that the economic dependence that stems from 
‘asking’ is the main reason for many other evils. He writes, ‘Truly economic 
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dependence is the prolific mother of all the various forms of vice.’40 To combat 
the evils arising from economic dependence it is therefore crucial to identify the 
root cause of this dependence, which is why Iqbal makes the notion of ‘asking’ 
the centre of his discussion. It is his aim to prevent Muslims from experiencing 
worse scenarios by pointing out the detrimental effects of asking. The way he 
conducts this discussion is by drawing his readers’ attention to the nature of 
asking and demonstrating how it undermines Muslim spirituality and strength of 
character. He aims to show his Muslim reader that asking does not rescue one 
from poverty, but on the contrary causes spiritual poverty. He writes:

By asking, poverty is made more abject;
By begging, the beggar is made poorer.41

Iqbal’s emphasis on the economic weaknesses of society and poverty may raise 
the question of how Iqbal views the ritual of zakat (almsgiving), one of the five 
pillars of Muslim faith. The main idea in zakat is to give a fixed amount of one’s 
own wealth to the Muslims (and/or non-Muslims in some cases) in need. In 
terms of Iqbal’s arguments regarding the notion of asking, namely anything 
achieved without personal effort, the ritual of zakat is, then, a kind of asking. It 
is also surprising that while Iqbal talks, writes and discusses intellectual move-
ments regarding economic issues, such as capitalism or socialism, he rarely dis-
cusses the Islamic principle of almsgiving.42 He only writes a couple of verses 
on the role of zakat in the development of the self in The Secrets of the Self:

Almsgiving causes love of riches to pass away
And makes equality familiar;
It fortifies the heart with righteousness,
It increases wealth and diminishes fondness for wealth.43

Zakat, then, plays a constructive role both in society and the self, because it culti-
vates equality among people, a popular modern concept. Iqbal is, of course, not 
arguing against the practise of zakat. Where Muslims are in genuine need, it is 
other Muslims’ duty to support them. However, this shows that Iqbal’s point needs 
to be clarified otherwise he conflicts with himself. First, Iqbal is critical of those 
who exploit the generosity of others to avoid taking responsibility for themselves. 
In this sense, he regards asking as a habit, a part of one’s personality, a life style or 
a world-view. In other words, when the individual relates himself to the act of 
asking subjectively and lets it transform his self then his act is a self-dissolving act. 
His point is that asking is not merely a drain on the community’s resources, 
however, but that it also creates a spiritual deficiency in the asker. This is clear in 
his claim that contemporary Indian Muslims have developed ‘a habit of self-
dwarfing’, ‘a sense of dependence’ and ‘laziness of spirit’ in themselves as was 
seen in the above quotations.44 This is why Iqbal attempts to preclude Muslims 
from asking in any situation, and encourages his Muslim reader not to ask for even 
bread or water from anyone by citing the example of the Prophet:
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Albeit thou art poor and wretched and overwhelmed by affliction,
Seek not thy daily bread from the bounty of another,
Seek not water from the fountain of the sun,
Lest thou be put to shame before the Prophet
On the Day when every soul shall be stricken with fear.45

Another point, which needs to be clarified, is that asking can become a genuine 
social problem as well as a personal disease. A society that consists of indi-
viduals who have made asking a part of their personalities is a society in decay, 
and such is contemporary Indian society according to Iqbal.

Fear

A further characteristic, which awakens a sense of self-negation in the indi-
vidual, is fear. Iqbal uses the concept of fear in two meanings. First, he employs 
it in a positive sense, as can also be seen in the above-mentioned verses, to refer 
to the fear of God or divine judgement. This type of fear depends on the Qur’an 
as we can see in one of the verses Iqbal cites:46 ‘Verily, in the alternations of the 
night and of day and in all that God hath created in the Heavens and in the earth 
are signs to those who fear Him’ (10:6). Second and more frequently, Iqbal 
employs the term fear in a technical sense. This type of fear is the fear of any-
thing or anyone except God. Whereas fear of God leads the individual to faith, 
the second type of fear leads him astray. Iqbal writes in his poem Mysteries of 
the Selflessness:

The fear of God faith’s only preface is,
All other fear is secret disbelief.47

The object of fear is, then, any kind of fear of anything or anyone besides God. 
Fear is an action in terms of its results on the individual and the outer world. 
While fear of God can be a self-sustaining action, fear of anything besides God 
is a self-dissolving action. The distinction between fear as a self-sustaining act 
and fear as a self-dissolving act arises from their distinctive elements, namely 
love. In other words, the individual’s relationship to God determines his absolute 
goal which is to become a genuine self before God, so the nature of his fear of 
God is different from his fear of anything else. It was concluded in the previous 
section that in order for a self-dissolving action to become a self-sustaining 
action, it needs the individual’s including love into his action. Since fear of God 
is described by Iqbal as a superior action to fear of anything else, then it includes 
an ‘existential pathos’, namely ‘love’.
	 As was said before, Iqbal does not place a particular emphasis on the object 
of fear but on the act of fear itself. This might be that he wants to draw his read-
er’s or listener’s attention not to the event, person or object which is feared of 
but to fear itself as a feeling or mode. The most significant reason for this is that 
he uses the concept of fear in a very wide sense. As a matter of fact fear is a 
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concept that includes all kinds of evil. For instance, in his article ‘Islam as a 
Moral and Political Ideal’ he points out, ‘It is not possible for me to show in the 
course of this paper how all the principal forms of vice can be reduced to fear.’48 
Likewise in his poem Mysteries of the Selflessness, he writes:

Whatever evil lurks within thy heart
Thou canst be certain that its origin
Is fear: fraud, cunning, malice, lies – all these
Flourish on terror, who is wrapped about
With falsehood and hypocrisy for veil,
And fondles foul sedition at her breast.
…
Who understands the Prophet’s clue aright
Sees infidelity concealed in fear.49

As can be seen in the verses above, fear is presented as the source of infidelity 
and a number of immoral characteristics, such as fraud, malice, lying, hypocrisy 
etc. Furthermore, in his The Secrets of the Self, fear is linked to a number of 
material and spiritual diseases:

Bodily strength diminished while spiritual fear increased;
Spiritual fear robbed them of courage.
Lack of courage produced a hundred diseases –
Poverty, pusillanimity, low mindedness.50

Spiritual fear, according to the verses above, causes lack of courage, discourage-
ment or cowardliness, and ends up with material and spiritual evil, poverty and 
coarseness. Thus, as was said before, for Iqbal, it is not the object of fear that is 
important, but fear as a mode of existence. However, the problem is that Iqbal does 
not say anything about why he names all kinds of evil fear, but not a different 
concept. He does not deny that fear is a fact of human life. In other words, he 
admits that it is natural for the human being to avoid things that cause him fear.51 
However, he usually focuses on the results of fear rather than talking about why he 
chooses the concept of fear. Here another problem, namely a terminological gap 
arises, since if I do not understand what makes fear the origin of all vices, and why 
fear is evil, why should I pay an extra effort to avoid fearing anything except God? 
Is it not fear that saves me from the dangers in nature? This gap makes it difficult 
to understand such an important concept in Iqbal’s terminology and his argument 
of how to become a genuine Muslim self. However, previously it was discussed in 
the light of Kierkegaard’s term of existential pathos that in order to distinguish 
between a self-sustaining act and a self-dissolving act or turning a self-dissolving 
act into a self-sustaining act, the individual must include love to his action. In other 
words, the individual’s action should be in accordance with his absolute goal, and 
this is possible by means of love. Then, it can be said that what makes fear a self-
dissolving action is the lack of love in the notion.
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	 In conclusion, asking and fear are self-dissolving acts, because they do not 
include ‘love’, which identifies the character of the individual’s actions. These 
actions, like self-sustaining actions, transform the individual’s existence because 
they also include actuality. However, this transformation does not result in a 
constructive contribution to the creation of a new world the need of which Iqbal 
repeatedly emphasizes. Only when the individual considers the qualitative dis-
tinction between self-sustaining actions and self-dissolving actions, can he con-
tinue his way to becoming a self.

Distinguishing religion from philosophy
In applying Kierkegaard’s qualitative disjunction to Iqbal’s understanding of reli-
gion and philosophy, it is important to introduce the ways in which the two think-
ers understand the role of rational method in religion. Both thinkers hold that 
reason plays a role in leading the individual to faith. For Kierkegaard’s pseudonym 
Johannes Climacus, the human being must push reason to its very limits, for it is 
when reason collides with its boundaries that he encounters the unknown that is 
God.52 What Iqbal says at this point is that religion is not satisfied with the out-
comes of the rational method, and it needs a higher form of intellect. Whereas this 
higher form of intellect or reason is gained through a leap of faith for Kierkegaard, 
it can only be achieved through prayer for Iqbal. The problem, for Climacus, is 
that modern Danish society has confused religion with philosophy, and chosen 
philosophy over religion. On the other hand, for Iqbal, the problem is two-sided. 
For him, it is not philosophy, intellect, thought or more frequently reason that have 
confused the mind of society, but rather that some Muslims ignore the significance 
of the search for rational foundations in religion, while others face the problem of 
the superiority between philosophy and religion. In other words, Iqbal is concerned 
to address two problems. First, he has to dispel the widespread misconception 
among Muslims that reason and religion are two opposed forces, and that there is 
therefore no role for reason in the realm of religion. The concern to dispel this mis-
conception explains the first part of the problem Iqbal wishes to address, namely 
the relationship between reason and religion. In the propagation of this perception, 
traditional Muslim scholars have played a significant role, particularly in their 
politically motivated anti-rational approaches towards Islamic law, as was seen 
earlier. Second, Iqbal has to counteract the influence of what he regards as Western 
or European reason and intellect on religion. Iqbal discusses the modern Western 
understanding of reason in his works, particularly in his poetic works. He repres-
ents this type of reason as an opponent power against the heart,53 and accuses 
Europe of ‘intoxicating’ the Muslim world.54 He also criticizes speculative philo-
sophy for not being aware of the ‘heart’:

Wakeful heart was never given
Europe’s scientist by heaven;
All that God has marked him by
Is the speculative eye.55
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For Iqbal, Western reason is a threat for religion due to its ignorance of the heart 
and religion. Therefore, while highlighting the significant role of reason, philo-
sophy, intellect, thought and all kinds of faculties of human reason, he warns his 
reader against the dangers of Western reason and intellect which may lead them 
to disbelief or wrong perceptions of religion. This determines the second part of 
the issues Iqbal aims to address, namely the distinction between reason and reli-
gion. In order to warn his reader against the two problems regarding the different 
perceptions of ‘reason’ he tries to highlight the position of reason in human life 
and religion. The problem is that the conceptual tools Iqbal employs to carry out 
this aim seem to be insufficient for the task. At key points his argument lacks 
clarity and creates a false impression of Iqbal’s argument. It is here that Kierke-
gaard’s theory of qualitative distinction can be used as a means of shedding light 
on Iqbal’s argument.
	 A. K. Rashid’s article ‘Iqbal and the Role of Philosophy in Religion’ is 
perhaps the best example of consciously or unconsciously misunderstanding and 
misinterpreting Iqbal.56 Rashid’s view in the article is that philosophy is a useless 
device used by Muslims for centuries, and that the Qur’an includes everything 
the human being needs, so there is no need of any other kind of support. The 
author cites passages from Iqbal in order to confirm his arguments. He writes on 
the role of philosophy in human life by citing from Iqbal: ‘ “Is it then possible to 
apply the purely rational method of philosophy to religion?” asks Iqbal, and to 
this he replies thus: “The spirit of philosophy is one of full inquiry. It suspects 
all authority.” ’ Then, just after quoting this passage, he continues:

As a Muslim, I feel that all this is superfluous and is merely entangling man 
in unnecessary controversies and wasting his valuable time. Ever since man 
started to philosophise, hundreds of thousands of pages have been written 
on these problems without arriving at any conclusion. We have thus been 
wasting our time over imaginary problems. The Qur’an itself is a self-
contained book and answers all these questions clearly, and all that is 
required of man to lead an honest and peaceful life.57

Rashid is guilty of selective and misleading quotation, and can be regarded as a 
part of what Rahman calls ‘a posthumous tyranny of interpretation’,58 since he 
ignores Iqbal’s arguments preceding and following the text he has cited and dis-
regards the main thrust of Iqbal’s argument. Moreover, he defends an idea Iqbal 
rejects by taking Iqbal’s own words out of context. Although in this example it 
is mainly the author’s mistake, Iqbal’s own role in creating this misunder-
standing cannot be ignored. Apart from Rashid’s conscious effort of distorting 
Iqbal, the confusion, first of all, arises from the way Iqbal employs different 
terms such as ‘philosophy’ and ‘reason’. Particularly in his The Reconstruction 
of Religious Thought in Islam it is difficult to identify his intention when dis-
cussing reason, intellect, thought and philosophy, whether he uses these terms in 
the same sense or regards each one as a different concept. In his poems, his 
stance towards these terms is even more contradictory. In his poetry Iqbal 
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employs the terms to denote reason, intellect, thought, science and intelligence 
etc. Despite the relative clarity of Iqbal’s use of the terms ‘philosophy’ and 
‘reason’ in his poetry, however, a new problem emerges, namely that his poeti-
cal treatment of these concepts presents contradictions. At some points, his poet-
ical treatment of the concepts of ‘intellect’, ‘reason’ and ‘thought’ seems to 
contradict his approach in his other poetical works and his main philosophical 
prose work The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam. An example of 
this can be found in some of Iqbal’s verses in which Iqbal compares reason and 
love, and reason is presented as the opposite force of love and religion. He 
writes:

Reason is cheap, and plentiful as air;
Love is most scarce to find, and of great price.
Reason stands firm upon phenomena,
But Love is naked of material robes.
Reason says, ‘Thrust thyself into the fore’;
Love answers ‘Try thy heart, and prove thyself.’
Reason by acquisition is informed of other;
Love is born of inward grace and makes account with self.
Reason declares, ‘be happy and be prosperous’;
Love replies, ‘Become a servant, that thou mayest be free.’59

On the other hand, in another work, Iqbal accuses ‘Sheikh’ and ‘Brahmin’ of 
‘debasing’ religion, love and reason, and therefore he puts reason, religion and 
love in the same category. He writes:

Your infidelities have debased reason and religion,
Your profit-mongerings have cheapened love.60

Furthermore, in The Reconstruction, as will be seen, religion and love or intu-
ition need reason and philosophy, and reason is actually a complementary part of 
religion. The apparent contradiction between his prose and poetical treatment of 
philosophy and reason is due to Iqbal’s tendency to conflate concepts that would 
be better held apart. Since Iqbal regards his poetry as a means of preaching his 
ideas,61 one can expect him to be more consistent. The first task in ascertaining 
his understanding of the relationship between religion and reason or philosophy 
is to establish some clarity concerning what forms of thinking he has in mind 
when he employs the terms ‘philosophy’ and ‘reason’. Once this has been 
achieved, Iqbal’s understanding of the relation between reason, philosophy and 
religion can be grasped. The Kierkegaardian qualitative disjunction will help to 
identify and clarify Iqbal’s notions. An examination of Iqbal’s The Reconstruc-
tion and poems reveal that reason and religion come across in two ways in 
Iqbal’s thought: (1) through their relationship with each other, and (2) through 
their relationship with reality. This section will deal with these two types of con-
nection between reason and religion under two sub-headings. First, different 
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forms of reason will be identified by moving from Iqbal’s understanding of the 
relation between religion and reason with each other. This will help in grasping 
the relationship between reason and religion. Then, the relation of religion and 
reason to reality, which will present the distinction between the two concepts, 
will be explored. To achieve these aims, the different forms of reason Kierke-
gaard uses in order to uncover Iqbal’s notions will also be employed.

The relationship between reason and religion

In Chapter 2 it was seen that for Kierkegaard the truth is the synthesis of thought 
and being and that the individual comes to sustain a relationship to the truth not 
merely by thinking the truth, but by subjectively appropriating and existing in 
the truth. This cluster of concepts and the distinctions Kierkegaard makes 
between closely related, but subtly different modes of thought provide a set of 
hermeneutical tools that can help on differentiating between the various strands 
of Iqbal’s argument concerning the relation between reason and religion. In rela-
tion to Iqbal’s discussion of reason and philosophy, employing the qualitative 
disjunction will entail the application to Iqbal’s argument of the concepts 
Kierkegaard develops to distinguish between different types of thinking. Once, 
by this means, the different forms of thinking described as reason and/or philo-
sophy by Iqbal are separated, grasping his understanding of the relationship 
between religion and reason will be easier.
	 In the last lecture of The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, ‘Is 
Religion Possible?’, Iqbal provides an introduction to the levels of religious life. 
There are certain parallels between his division of the periods of religious life 
and the three stages in the education of the self he introduces in his The Secrets 
of the Self although he does not make any particular reference to his previous 
work or connection between the two discussions. He divides religious life into 
three categories: faith, thought and discovery. Each of these categories or periods 
establishes different connections with religion. In the first period, the human 
being accepts religious customs without any examination. This category is not 
concerned with the individual’s existential relation to the religious law. In the 
second category the individual attempts to establish a rational understanding of 
the law he has accepted and the source of its authority. In other words, at this 
stage, ‘religious life seeks its foundation in a kind of metaphysics – a logically 
consistent view of the world with God’.62 In Kierkegaardian terms, this period in 
which religion requires a rational foundation is to be established through objec-
tivity, namely objective reflection. In the final period, religious life seeks to 
establish a closer contact with God, the Ultimate Reality, and the third stage is 
the ultimate point of religiousness for Iqbal. In Kierkegaardian terms, here the 
individual establishes a subjective relationship with religion by what Iqbal 
regards as ‘personal assimilation’. In other words, the individual exists in reli-
gion through his own conscious action of assimilation. Here the human being 
becomes the vicegerent of God, the third stage in the development of the self. 
Iqbal’s categories of religiousness will be examined in the next chapter in detail.
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	 In terms of the relation between reason and religion in Iqbal’s categories of 
religiousness, reason and its faculties start participating in human life from the 
second stage in which the individual attempts to understand religion. The 
problem of the relationship between reason and religion leads Iqbal to the ques-
tion whether it is possible to apply ‘the purely rational method of philosophy’ to 
faith and religion, which he asks at the very beginning of his The Reconstruction 
of Religious Thought in Islam.63 In terms of this discussion, he introduces a 
number of concepts related to human reason such as pure thought, reason, philo-
sophy, intellect, rational method, reflective synthesis, abstract reflection and 
science in referring to the faculties of human reason. In search of an answer to 
the question whether it is possible to apply the rational method of philosophy to 
religion, he admits that philosophy is sceptical, so ‘it suspects all authority’.64 
This means that applying philosophy to religion may result in philosophy’s 
denial of religion. On the other hand, he suggests that religion requires a ‘rational 
foundation’. To quote from Iqbal:

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 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’. But to rationalize faith is 
not to admit the superiority of philosophy over religion.65

In the light of the paragraph above three propositions follow:

1	 Rationalism is, as Iqbal and Whitehead understand, a wider concept than the 
scientific field, it includes a rational metaphysics.

2	 Providing religion with the rational foundation it requires is an act of 
‘rationalizing faith’.

3	 To rationalize faith, however, does not mean that philosophy is superior to 
religion.

Rationalizing faith can be defined as an attempt at providing religion with a 
rational metaphysics in which the human being can make sense of himself and 
his environment, and this is possible with the help of the rational method of 
philosophy. However, to rationalize religion is not to admit that philosophy is 
superior to religion, because the act of rationalization does not happen in the 
light of the sceptical nature of philosophy. In the process of the rationalization of 
religion and faith, for Iqbal, philosophy must judge religion in the light of the 
principles of religion, rather than its own rational principles. This includes phi-
losophy’s admission of the ‘central position’ of religion as ‘an expression of the 
whole man’.66 Philosophy’s judgement of religion reveals itself as a process of 
what Iqbal regards as a ‘reflective synthesis’. He writes:
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Philosophy, no doubt, has jurisdiction to judge religion, but what is to be 
judged is of such a nature that it will not submit to the jurisdiction of philo-
sophy except on its own terms. While sitting in judgment on religion, philo-
sophy cannot give religion an inferior place among its data. Religion is not a 
departmental affair; it is neither mere thought, nor mere feeling, nor mere 
action; it is an expression of the whole man. Thus, in the evaluation of reli-
gion, philosophy must recognize the central position of religion and has no 
other alternative but to admit it as something focal in the process of reflec-
tive synthesis.67

Although what Iqbal means by ‘reflective synthesis’ is not clear, it can be said in 
the light of his arguments that the reflective synthesis is the merging of the 
rational method in philosophy’s judgement of religion with the principles of reli-
gion on a religious ground. One of the outcomes of this merging might be a 
certain definition of religion in objective terms. Iqbal accepts Whitehead’s defi-
nition of religion: ‘a system of general truths which have the effect of transform-
ing character when they are sincerely held and vividly apprehended.’68 Thus, 
philosophy is directly related to what Iqbal regards as rationalizing faith or reli-
gion. However, it should be noted that the concepts of ‘rationalization’ and 
‘philosophy’ must be separated sharply from each other. Rationalization distin-
guishes the distinctive character of religion, so it supports religion by providing 
it with a rational metaphysics. It takes into consideration the character of the 
subject matter upon which it is to be exercised. On the other hand, philosophy, 
as was said before, can deny religion as a result of its sceptical character. The 
role of philosophy is to provide a rational method that can be used in the process 
of the rationalization of religion. Hence, it can be said that philosophy is a tool 
used by human reason in the rationalization of religion or faith, and philosophy 
is appropriate when placed in the proper hierarchical relationship with religion, 
namely the subordination of philosophy to religion. The purpose of providing 
religion with a rational metaphysics, namely rationalizing faith, is to achieve 
objective answers to the metaphysical questions Iqbal raises such as ‘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?’, ‘What place do we 
occupy in it, and what is the kind of conduct that befits the place we occupy?’69 
In the end of the process of rationalization of religion, as in the case of Kierke-
gaard’s objective reflection, the individual reaches objective conclusions because 
the questions the individual deals with and the method he applies to the ques-
tions are objective. ‘When the question about truth is asked objectively’, Kierke-
gaard writes, ‘truth is reflected upon objectively as an object’.70 Consequently, 
objective reflection or philosophy leads the individual to abstract thinking, math-
ematics and historical knowledge or helps him make a clear definition of reli-
gion, but, at the same time, it leads the human being away from himself.71 In the 
process of rationalizing religion, although its method is to deal with religion in 
religious terms, it becomes something objective, an object. Thus it appears that 
the role of Iqbal’s concept of philosophy as a tool of rationalizing faith also uses 
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the same methods as Kierkegaard’s objective reflection. However, the problem 
is that for an existing individual a rationalized faith, although it is a significant 
part of his religious life, cannot be the ultimate aim. As Iqbal says, ‘a mere intel-
lectual belief in God does not count for much in Islam’.72 Why, then, does a reli-
gion, which can provide answers to the individual’s questions regarding the 
nature of his environment, and, therefore, is intellectually satisfying, ‘not count 
much’? This is because, first of all, for an existing human being ‘the interest … 
is subjectivity’,73 and to become a genuine religious self. Through an objective 
reflection becoming a self is not possible. This leads to the main problem of a 
mere intellectual belief, namely, connecting with religion and faith through 
philosophy or objective reflection lacks action. The previous section discussed 
that action, the key concept leading the individual to self-affirmation, consists of 
two elements, namely, actuality and love. Since objective reflection excludes the 
subject, and involves only thought, it lacks actuality, and therefore, it does not 
include an existential pathos or love. Since the religious ideal of the individual is 
self-affirmation,74 and in order for an action to lead the individual to self-
affirmation and to be a self-sustaining action, it must include love; an intellectual 
belief or a rationalized religion achieved by philosophy is not convincing. This 
is also the case with Iqbal’s pure thought and abstract reflection. Iqbal does not 
make use of the notions of ‘abstract reflection’ and ‘pure thought’ as much as he 
uses philosophy, intellect and science. He uses the notion of ‘pure thought’ while 
discussing the role of reason in religion in a Kantian sense, most probably with 
reference to his use of the term in the latter’s book The Critique of Pure Reason. 
Iqbal refers to the concept ‘abstract reflection’ mainly in his discussion of 
‘prayer’. The distinctive aspect of ‘abstract reflection’ is, obviously, its being 
‘abstract’. What Iqbal means by this is that it does not involve action, or in 
Kierkegaardian terms, it is objective and, therefore, lacks actuality. Since in 
order for an action to be a self-sustaining action it must involve love, when 
abstract reflection meets love and becomes an actual action, it transforms itself 
into what Iqbal regards as ‘religious experience’ or ‘intuition’, a higher form of 
thought. This leads to the second encounter of religion and reason, namely their 
encounter through their aims.

The distinction between reason and religion

In Iqbal’s philosophy of religion, reason, philosophy, science and religion come 
together in their aims, namely to achieve knowledge of reality. Iqbal writes: ‘The 
truth is that the religious and the scientific processes, though involving different 
methods, are identical in their final aim. Both aim at reaching the most real.’75 

Iqbal connects religion to love mainly in his poetic works. This type of love is, 
as was mentioned in the previous section, the poetic form of his central concepts 
‘religious experience’ and ‘intuition’. The terms he compares with love are 
thought, intelligence and science. In his poems especially these concepts usually 
appear to be the opposite of love. He advises his reader to abandon reason,76 and 
not to seek guidance from intellect, but to apply to love instead,77 and preaches 
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that reason and heart always fight against each other.78 In this poetic expression, 
while love represents the Prophet, reason denotes Abu Lahab, the Prophet’s 
uncle and well-known enemy of Islam condemned by name by the Qur’an.79 
These expressions reveal an apparent contradiction with his arguments in The 
Reconstruction, since, as has just been seen, a rational religion is a significant 
part of the stages of the individual’s religious life. In fact, these expressions 
contradict not only The Reconstruction, but also his other poems in which he 
suggests that it is possible to know God through science and other forms of 
reason. However, the only condition for this is that reason, intellect, intelligence, 
science, knowledge, or any kind of faculty of human reason requires the help of 
love, as he indicates in the verses from different works below:

Science without love is a demonic thing,
Science together with love is a thing divine80

Reason under heart’s guidance is godlike,
When it frees itself from the heart, it becomes satanic.81

While on its own reason is unable to ‘know God’, with the help of love ‘intelli-
gence’ and reason are able to become a power to build a new world to which 
Iqbal refers repeatedly:

Only through love intelligence gets to know God,
Love’s labours find firm grounding in intelligence
When love is companied by intelligence
It has the power to design another world.
Then rise and draw the design of a new world,
Mingle together love with intelligence.82

Consequently, when Iqbal’s statements regarding reason are considered as a 
whole, it becomes clear that without love or intuition, reason does not enable the 
individual to understand what religion requires; it actually harms religion. The 
forms of reason such as thought, intellect and reflection are transformed into 
something else when they come together with love. Love or intuition, however, 
is not different from the faculties of reason in their natures. Iqbal writes, ‘In fact, 
intuition, as Bergson rightly says, is only a higher kind of intellect.’83 In Kierke-
gaardian terms, subjective reflection is a higher kind of objective reflection, and 
only when an objective reflection is accompanied by subjective reflection the 
individual can become a genuine self.

Conclusion
This chapter has applied the Kierkegaardian method of the ‘qualitative disjunc-
tion’ to the problematic points in the main principles of Iqbal’s understanding of 
becoming a self. These problematic points have been divided into three main 
headings, namely distinguishing subjectivity from objectivity, distinguishing 
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self-sustaining actions from self-dissolving actions, and distinguishing religion 
from philosophy. After a brief introduction to the chapter, Iqbal’s two ways of 
the individual’s connection to reality were considered, namely an exterior and 
objective relation to reality and an interior and subjective relation to reality, 
and his concept of ‘religious experience’. It was argued that Iqbal creates con-
fusion particularly in his relating ‘religious experience’ to objectivity and sub-
jectivity. Kierkegaard’s distinction of objective and subjective ways of 
approaching the truth has been employed, and then, Iqbal’s concept of action 
was seen in the light of the Kierkegaardian notions of actuality and action. 
This also included the identification of the distinctive tool, namely love, in the 
determining of the value and quality of human acts, with the help of Kierke-
gaard’s concept of ‘existential pathos’. The concepts of ‘action’ and ‘love’ 
which have been identified with Kierkegaard’s help also helped to present the 
relationship between human reason and religion, and the distinction between 
connecting reality through reason and through love, heart, intuition, or more 
frequently religious experience.
	 Here, it is worth elucidating the scope of the discussion of this chapter, and 
distinguishing between what has been included and what has not been included 
in the argument in this chapter. Throughout this study the main argument has 
been that Iqbal does not seem to be interested in providing his reader with a clear 
account of his terminology, and his philosophy of the self is arguably where his 
terminology is the most unclear. The task, then, is to highlight these ambiguities 
in his philosophy of the self. It has also been argued that Kierkegaard’s philo-
sophical method can help shed a light on these problems, and, accordingly 
clarify them. Not all aspects of Iqbal’s philosophy of the self have been included 
and discussed. The task has been only to point out the problematic points of his 
philosophy of the self, particularly his way of dealing with his terminology, and 
to apply the Kierkegaardian method developed in Chapter 2 to these problematic 
points. In order to do this, the main principles of becoming a self in Iqbal have 
been identified. In order to clarify the problematic aspects of these principles 
they are approached with the question to what extent they serve Iqbal’s purpose. 
This showed that his philosophy of the self, despite having the potential for it, 
does not perfectly serve his purpose, namely the creation of a new world built by 
and consisting of genuine Muslims. This is mainly because his terminology 
presents ambiguities and needs clarification at certain points. These terminologi-
cal problems are limited to his notion of objectivity, discussion of the concept of 
action and love, the role of reason and its faculties in the individual’s religious 
life, and the development of the self towards becoming a genuine self before 
God. The Kierkegaardian principle of making distinctions has been applied to 
these problems.
	 The exploration of the question of how the concepts identified and clarified in 
this chapter play their roles in the other concern of the Kierkegaardian dialectics, 
namely the cultivation of an existential appropriation on the part of the human 
being, is the task of the next chapter.
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5	 Cultivating existential 
appropriation on the part of the 
reader

Introduction
In the introduction it was claimed that a significant parallel between Kierkegaard 
and Iqbal can be found in their methods of dispelling the wrong perceptions of 
religion: they both use literary techniques, take human existence as the starting 
point for their reflections, and develop a notion of the self. Chapter 2 highlighted 
that cultivating existential appropriation on the part of the reader is one of the 
main concerns of Kierkegaard’s dialectics through which he attempts to help his 
readers become genuinely existing Christian selves. Chapter 2 also showed that 
it is mainly by employing Socratic method and irony in his authorship as a lit-
erary technique and by highlighting the fact that Christianity is an existence-
communication that Kierkegaard attempts to cultivate existential appropriation 
on the part of his reader. Likewise, it is by bringing his reader’s attention to the 
existential character of Islam that Iqbal attempts to cultivate an existential awak-
ening on the part of his reader. The means by which he strives to achieve this is 
through the use of poetry, and the examination of the nature of religious experi-
ence and prayer. However, his treatment of each of these themes is marked by a 
lack of terminological clarity as will be highlighted and discussed in the follow-
ing sections. He introduces a number of existential categories in his analyses of 
what he calls the periods of religious life and the education of the ego. However, 
as will be seen, he does not make a clear distinction between the different exis-
tential strands of Islam and the manner in which they foster the believer’s exis-
tential awakening. It is here that the Kierkegaardian hermeneutic constructed in 
Chapter 2 and a number of Iqbalian concepts clarified in Chapter 4 can assist. In 
order to clarify the existential categories in Iqbal’s thought, in this chapter the 
cluster of concepts Kierkegaard develops to describe the nature of the self and to 
articulate the different ways the self is situated in the world will be drawn on. In 
other words, this chapter explores the application of another concern of Kierke-
gaardian dialectics, namely, the cultivation of existential appropriation on the 
part of the reader which will help identify and formulate Iqbal’s understanding 
of becoming a Muslim self before God. The distinction made in Chapter 4, in the 
light of Kierkegaard’s method and terms, between the concepts that are conflated 
by Iqbal will also be of help in identifying the central features of Iqbal’s thought.



112    Cultivating existential appropriation

	 First, Iqbal’s use of his poetry to develop existential awakening on the part of 
his reader will be examined in the light of Kierkegaard’s concept of ‘indirect 
communication’. The parallels between Iqbal’s employment of poetry and 
Kierkegaard’s theory of indirect communication, and the application of Kierke-
gaard’s theory of indirect communication to Iqbal’s literary method will make it 
possible to demonstrate that for Iqbal education of an individual must involve 
the teacher’s starting from the position and level of the learner. Although Iqbal 
does not have a particular interest in talking about his method, scrutiny of a 
number of documents such as letters, speeches and life events make it possible 
to examine his literary character in the light of ‘indirect communication’. The 
main principles of Kierkegaard’s indirect communication, namely the maieutic 
approach, and his irony are useful in the attempt to understand Iqbal’s literary 
method.
	 A close reading of Iqbal’s works shows that for him Islam is not merely a col-
lection of teachings and commands but a world-view which the individual must 
assimilate and appropriate existentially. This chapter will also attempt to identify 
and clarify Iqbal’s understanding of the existential character of Islam more fully 
in the light of Kierkegaard’s notion of ‘existence-communication’. Kierke-
gaard’s three stages of existence, namely the stages of the aesthetic, ethical and 
religious will also help to approach Iqbal’s three stages of religious life which 
were introduced briefly in the previous chapter. These stages will lead to Iqbal’s 
two central concepts, namely religious experience and prayer, which will be 
examined in the third and fourth sections of this chapter.
	 In the third section, the Kierkegaardian notion of ‘Religiousness A’ will be 
applied to Iqbal’s concept of ‘religious experience’. The notion of ‘religious 
experience’ was examined as a means of yielding knowledge of reality, and of 
establishing a subjective relation to God in Chapter 4. In this chapter, this 
concept will be taken as a crucial term in the individual’s becoming a self before 
God. Besides conflating the notion of religious experience with other concepts, a 
further problem with Iqbal’s treatment of the concept is that he is concerned with 
the technical and practical aspects of the term and does not pay sufficient atten-
tion to the role of religious experience in the individual’s existence. He gives the 
impression that religious experience is a vital concept in the individual’s reli-
giousness; however, he does not show his reader how to employ this term to his 
existence. Since it is argued that Iqbal applies indirect communication to his 
authorship, from a Kierkegaardian point of view it is his task to explain or show 
the ways of becoming a self to his reader or listener, although the success of his 
communication to his reader is not under his control. Kierkegaard’s pseudonym 
Climacus’ notion of ‘Religiousness A’, the natural or general type of religious-
ness, helps to uncover the role of religious experience in the individual’s 
existence.
	 In the fourth section, Kierkegaard’s notion of the religious sphere, and Clima-
cus’ distinction between ‘Religiousness A’ and ‘Religiousness B’ will be applied 
to Iqbal’s notion of prayer. First, the distinction is to be made between the 
different forms of prayer to which Iqbal refers, and an attempt will be made to 
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identify what type of prayer Iqbal implies to develop the human self. Then, his 
notion of prayer will be considered as a distinctive characteristic of Islam, and it 
will be argued that prayer as a distinctive characteristic of Islam is a compulsory 
element in the individual’s becoming a genuine Muslim self. In this section, the 
concepts clarified in the light of Kierkegaard’s principle of the ‘qualitative dis-
junction’ in Chapter 4 will be used in the discussion of Iqbal’s characterizing 
prayer as a kind of reflection.
	 The aim in this chapter is to examine Iqbal’s method and understanding of 
cultivating existential appropriation on the part of his reader in the light of the 
Kierkegaardian hermeneutics constructed in Chapter 2. The view is taken that 
applying Kierkegaard’s method to Iqbal’s thought enables the formulation and 
clarification of Iqbal’s perception of Islam as an existential phenomenon, and the 
individual’s movement towards becoming a genuine Muslim self, a perfect self, 
before God.

Iqbal’s poetry as ‘indirect communication’
In Chapter 2 it was argued that Kierkegaard developed and employed indirect 
communication because existential, ethical and religious truths can be grasped 
only when the recipient of those truths appropriates them and makes them his/
her own. This means, they cannot be communicated directly and objectively, 
because such modes of communication fail to take account of the existential 
commitment required on the part of the recipient of such truths. The appropri-
ation of such truths requires a creative act on the part of the reader that parallels 
the creative act of the writer who wishes to communicate these truths. Kierke-
gaard made use of literary and poetical forms to encourage his readers to embark 
upon such a creative appropriation of the truths communicated in his various 
works. He aims at reaching his goal by means of what he calls the Socratic or 
maieutic method, aesthetic authorship and irony. His communication with his 
reader through these concepts involves two main principles. First, communica-
tion must help the individual appropriate the truth that is communicated. Second, 
communication must be indirect, because, as was previously said, direct commu-
nication does not enable the individual to appropriate and therefore grasp truths. 
The key point in this is to start where the reader is and to establish a common 
ground with him/her. In Kierkegaard’s words:

No, an illusion can never be removed directly, and basically only indirectly. 
If it is an illusion that all are Christians, and if something is to be done, it 
must be done indirectly, not by someone who loudly declares himself to be 
an extraordinary Christian, but by someone who, better informed, even 
declares himself not to be a Christian.1

The main problem for Kierkegaard is his conviction that genuine Christianity 
had vanished from modern Denmark, resulting in the illusion that every citizen 
who lives in the Christian state is a Christian. He aims to remove this illusion 
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and confront his contemporaries with the difficulty of becoming a Christian. 
Becoming a Christian is a difficult task, so one cannot become a Christian 
without personal effort. Since most people are in illusion by living in aesthetic 
categories,2 the writer or the communicator must approach his reader not like an 
‘extraordinary Christian’, but as someone who understands and makes the reader 
feel that he is understood in order to be able to lead him out of that situation into 
the religious stage. Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous characters fulfil this duty.
	 With regard to Iqbal, he follows a similar course of action in his poetic 
method as will be examined. However, the problem is that Iqbal does not provide 
a clear account of his method as Kierkegaard does in his The Point of View for 
My Work as an Author. This ends with two results. First, as will be seen shortly, 
Iqbal’s literary approach appears to be a collection of contradictions. Second, 
this has caused one of the most significant characteristics of Iqbal’s thought, 
namely his particular literary method, to remain in the background, and has led 
scholars of Iqbal to ignore an important aspect of his philosophical method. The 
aim of this section is, then, to point out the contradiction in his literary approach, 
and to dispel these contradictions by means of the Kierkegaardian hermeneutics. 
This will also show how Iqbal approaches his reader or listener in order to culti-
vate an existential awakening and appropriation on his part.
	 Iqbal’s relation to poetry as an artistic form shows inconsistencies in two 
ways. First, he condemns all kinds of art, including poetry. For him, all kinds of 
art done merely for aesthetic pleasure, or as he puts it ‘Art for the sake of Art’, 
are a sign of the decay and decline of a culture.3 This view arises from his ethics. 
In the introduction to The Secrets of the Self he writes:

the idea of personality gives us a standard of value: it settles the problem of 
good and evil. That which fortifies personality is good, that which weakens 
it is bad. Art, religion, and ethics must be judged from the stand-point of 
personality.4

This shows that Iqbal’s ethics, his understanding of good and bad, depends on 
his idea of the self. Likewise, in his article titled ‘Islam as a Moral and Political 
Ideal’ he writes of the value of human actions including making art, and writes, 
‘that which intensifies the sense of individuality in man is good, that which 
enfeebles it is bad’.5 In the light of Iqbal’s statements it can be said that the char-
acter of an action depends on its effect on the self: if the action helps cultivating 
the self it is good, if it results in or leads to destruction of the self, it is bad. In 
other words, if the individual’s action leads him to self-affirmation, it is good, 
and if the same action leads him to self-negation, it is evil. For an act or action to 
be ethically ‘good’, it must cultivate the human self; otherwise, it is ‘bad’. For 
Iqbal, art, as an action, done for mere aesthetic pleasure does not contribute to 
the development of the self, as can be seen in his critique of Persian poetry. In 
one of his verses in his The Rod of Moses, he clearly states that classical Persian 
mystical poetry, despite its literary and aesthetic value, makes no contribution to 
the self, because this kind of poetry does not sharpen ‘the sword-edge’ of the 



Cultivating existential appropriation    115

self.6 Then, art for the sake of art that makes no contribution to the individual’s 
becoming a self is ethically bad despite its aesthetic value. Iqbal’s negative 
approach to poetry, particularly Persian poetry, raises the question why he makes 
Persian poetry a significant part of his intellectual career, and writes his poems 
mostly in Persian although it is not even his mother tongue. Previously it was 
seen that Iqbal presents a highly critical stance towards Islamic mysticism. On 
the other hand, he does not hesitate to use traditional mystical poetical forms 
such as masnavi and ghazal, which creates a further contradiction in his relation 
to the arts. He wrote his two philosophical poems The Secrets of the Self and 
Mysteries of the Selflessness in the form of masnavi, and The Call of the Caravan 
Bell consists of a number of ghazals he wrote in his intellectual career.7 It is not 
only that he uses classical literary forms, he also makes use of a number of tradi-
tional mystical poetic symbols such as the rose and nightingale in his poetry.8 
Apparently, when his approach so far is considered, Iqbal seems to be in a 
contradiction. In order to eliminate the seeming contradiction created by Iqbal’s 
not talking about his literary technique in detail, his approach should be con-
sidered not only in the works he published, but also in his personal letters, 
speeches, newspaper articles and life events.
	 The main question here is why Iqbal believes that making art for merely aes-
thetic pleasure leads society to decay and decline, and, therefore it is ethically 
bad. Previously it was discussed that for Iqbal human actions can be either self-
sustaining or self-dissolving. Consequently, as in every act of the human being, 
there are two ways of writing poetry or two types of poetry, namely, self-
sustaining poetry, and self-dissolving poetry. Iqbal’s discussion of the Prophet’s 
views on poetry also shows that he deals with poetry in these two groups. In an 
article published in The New Era, Iqbal cites two different examples of the 
Prophet’s approach to contemporary Arabian poetry. One of them is from the 
poetry of Imra-ul-Qais, a well-known Arabic poet of the Prophet’s era. Iqbal 
reports that the Prophet said of the poet ‘He is the most poetic of all poets and 
their leader to Hell’, and continues:

Now, what do we find in the poetry of Imra-ul-Qais? Sparkling wine, ener-
vating sentiments and situations of love, heart-rending means over the ruins 
of habitations long swept away by stormy winds, superb pictures of the 
inspiring scenery of silent deserts – and all this is the choicest expression of 
old Arabia.9

In other words, Imra-ul-Qais is criticized by the Prophet, because, Iqbal claims, 
his poetry directs the individual to imagination, rather than to will, and functions 
as a sedative on the reader. Hence, a literarily good poem can be harmful for 
society, and even lead them to hell. Iqbal writes: ‘The Prophet’s criticism reveals 
this most important art-principle – that the good in art is not necessarily ident-
ical with the good in life.’10 Another example Iqbal reports from the Prophet is 
his appreciation of a poet after listening to one of the verses the poet has com-
posed. The verse, as Iqbal translates it runs, ‘Verily I pass through the whole 
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nights of toil to merit a livelihood worthy of an honourable man.’11 The reason 
for the Prophet’s appreciation of this poet is that the verse, for Iqbal, is ‘healthful 
and vitalising’, and that the poet idealizes ‘the pain of honourable labour’.12 The 
Prophet’s appreciation, then, shows another principle regarding ‘art’, namely, 
‘art is subordinate to life, not superior to it’.13 This means that genuine art does 
not dominate life, but serves life. In sum, art should not be considered and evalu-
ated in terms of its literary beauty and the aesthetic pleasure it gives, but in terms 
of its contribution to human life and the self. Otherwise it is no more than dis-
integration or what Iqbal regards as a ‘message of decay’.14 Thus, for Iqbal, 
poetry must contain a purpose and message to the reader and this message must 
cultivate the self/ego of the reader.
	 Besides pointing out the distinction between the two types of poetry, Iqbal 
does not provide a clear account of how genuine poetry can serve the develop-
ment of the self or becoming a self. In other words, Iqbal explains what genuine 
poetry and art are, but he does not give a clear answer to the question how 
genuine poetry contributes to the self in a positive way. It is here that Kierke-
gaard’s indirect communication can help to uncover the main principles of 
Iqbal’s use of poetry. As was said at the beginning of this section, Kierkegaard’s 
communication with his reader consists of two main principles, namely cultivat-
ing existential appropriation on the part of the reader, and being indirect. 
Reading Iqbal’s approach in the light of these two principles can indicate how 
Iqbal’s poetry, as ‘genuine’ poetry, contributes to becoming a self.
	 Iqbal’s close friend Sir Abd al-Qadir reports that during his studies in Europe, 
Iqbal himself came to a point of crisis in his creative life when he questioned the 
validity of poetry. When Sir Abd al-Qadir reminded him of his poetry’s import-
ance for the people of his country and their future, he decided to continue his 
poetical endeavours. Sir Abd al-Qadir writes:

One day Sheikh Muhammad Iqbal told me that he had firmly decided to 
abandon poetry, to avow never to write verse, and use the time he would 
spend on poetry on some other productive pursuit. I told him that his poetry 
was not such as should be abandoned. On the other hand his poetry had the 
potential of curing the malady of our backward nation and unfortunate 
country. Hence it would be inappropriate to waste such a useful divinely 
bestowed capability. Sheikh had only half consented, and it was agreed to 
leave the final decision to Mr Arnold’s opinion. The Sheikh was to change 
his opinion if Mr Arnold would agree with me and the reverse would be the 
case if he agreed with Sheikh. I consider it the good fortune of the intellec-
tual world that Mr Arnold agreed with me. So it was decided that 
abandoning poetry was not proper for Iqbal, and that any time spent on this 
work would be equally useful to him and to his country and nation.15

Hence, Iqbal, encouraged by the people around him, decides to use poetry in the 
service of his purposes although he is not interested in it for any artistic taste, as 
he claims. Iqbal attempts to save his country from the problems of its ‘backward 
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nation’ through his poetical gift by transforming it into a tool that he can use in 
his philosophical agenda, since poetry is a significant part of the cultural and 
social life of Indian Muslims. Schimmel points out the role of poetry in India:

There is a very peculiar art of reciting poetry in the East, and especially in 
the Indian subcontinent: the poem is recited, with or without a special melo-
dious intonation, and every line is repeated once more either by the recitator 
himself or taken up by the public which listens untired for hours and hours, 
and learns easily by heart the new verses; the effect of a single well-said line 
can raise a large audience simply up to ecstasy.16

Iqbal justifies Schimmel’s statements by admitting that he writes poetry in order 
to attract the attention of his society because it is a common tradition in India. 
He writes in one of his letters: ‘I have no interest in the art of poetry, but I have 
some special intentions for the declaration of which I have chosen the way of 
poetry because of the state and traditions of this country’ (M I 195, 1935).17 In 
another letter, Iqbal summarizes his views regarding his use of his literary 
method as a means of communication with his readers: ‘I do not imagine lan-
guage as an idol which must be adored, but as a medium for expressing pur-
poses’ (M I 56).18 Iqbal’s use of language as a medium can also be observed in 
his employment of irony in his poems Shikwa and Jawab-i Shikwa.19 As was 
seen in Chapter 3 these two poems consist of a dialogue between a Muslim, who 
believes that he is a genuine Muslim, and God. Like Kierkegaard who employs 
pseudonymous authorship and therefore provides his reader with the opportunity 
of choosing the character which he thinks the most suitable for him, Iqbal 
follows a similar method. By playing the role of an ordinary Muslim and acting 
as a mouthpiece for Muslim frustration, Iqbal implies that Muslims of his day do 
not criticize themselves but only complain about their situation even if they 
themselves are responsible for that situation as becomes clear at the end of the 
poems. Iqbal empathizes with the modern Muslim individual, and actually helps 
his reader in a way which Kierkegaard explains as ‘In order truly to help 
someone else, I must understand more than he – but certainly first and foremost 
understand what he understands.’20

 Hence, Iqbal starts from where his reader is, and tries to be understood by as 
many people as possible, and this is the point of departure of his use of poetry 
and literary method. The reason for his desire of being understood arises from 
his purpose of re-educating Muslims and cultivating existential appropriation 
and awakening on the part of his readers. By means of traditional mystical poeti-
cal forms and symbols, he appeals to the aesthetic inclination of his reader 
although he bitterly criticizes Islamic mysticism. In order for education to be 
successful, the teacher or communicator must be able to think in the way the 
learner thinks. Iqbal also knows that if he does not communicate to his reader in 
a way he understands or he fails to attract his readers’ attention, he will fail in 
his mission of awakening his nation. In Iqbal’s educational approach, the learner 
is in the centre. This entails approaching the individual/reader/learner in a way 
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he understands and in a way which can affect his self. Consequently, Iqbal’s use 
of poetry as a method of education serves his educational purposes. He says, 
‘Education, like other things, ought to be determined by the needs of the 
learner.’21

 Thus, although Iqbal is not aware of doing so, he uses Socrates’ maieutic 
method and indirect communication in his poetry. However, it should be noted 
that Iqbal’s indirect communication with his reader encounters the difficulty that 
the success of the communication is not in his power. The aim of ‘indirect com-
munication’ is to awaken existential appropriation on the part of the audience. 
All Iqbal can do is to ‘compel him to become aware’.22

Islam as an ‘existence-communication’
According to Kierkegaard, belief systems communicate to the individual specific 
ways in which he can choose to live his life, and any kind of mode of existence 
or world-view is an ‘existence-communication’. Johannes Climacus distin-
guishes between three basic modes of existence that the individual can choose to 
live accordingly, namely the aesthetic, ethical and religious modes of existence. 
Applying this distinction to Iqbal’s thought entails considering how Iqbal’s treat-
ment of Islam can be read in terms of Kierkegaard’s conception of world-views 
as modes of existence and existence-communications. On this understanding, 
Islam as a form of belief, a world-view, is a mode of existence and an ‘existence-
communication’. Some of the fundamental tools that make one a genuine 
Muslim, namely ‘action’ and ‘love’, were identified and discussed in the 
previous chapter. Becoming a genuine Muslim, for Iqbal, means cultivating 
these existential categories. That is, Islam is not only a system of teachings; it is 
also a system of belief, which expects the individual to assimilate and act upon 
its teaching. The genuine Muslim does not merely ‘know’ or ‘think’ about Islam, 
but through action and love appropriates the core beliefs of Islam and makes 
them his own. In Kierkegaardian terms, Islam is an ‘existence-communication’ 
and the individual is only genuinely a Muslim when he subjectively commits 
himself to these beliefs, and allows them to transform his existence.
	 In The Secrets of the Self, Iqbal introduces three stages in the development of 
the self or education of the self. These stages are:

1	 obedience to the law, namely Islamic law identified by the Qur’an and the 
Prophet,23

2	 self-control that is possible through the individual’s fulfilment of his reli-
gious duties such as praying, fasting, pilgrimage, and almsgiving24 and

3	 divine vicegerency.25

The problem with Iqbal’s stages is that he does not develop them or raise any 
further discussion on them anywhere else except in a few pages of The Secrets of 
the Self. This is a highly problematic issue because the development of the self or 
becoming a Muslim self is his central concern, but he does not develop the three 
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crucial steps of becoming a genuine Muslim self that could help his reader. Iqbal 
makes a similar division in his three stages of the education of the self, which he 
calls the periods of religious life, in the last lecture of his The Reconstruction. 
Here, he does not make any reference to his previous discussion in The Secrets of 
the Self, however, his latter arguments can be regarded as a more developed form 
of his division in his former work. These are the spheres of faith, thought and dis-
covery. The problem again is that Iqbal mainly makes definitions of the spheres, 
but provides neither a clear account of them nor any detail regarding their natures 
and functions, although religiousness is his main concern in becoming a self before 
God.26 The three stages of the religious life of the individual, which Iqbal discusses 
in less than two pages, is highly crucial, since they include important clues 
regarding the question of what to do in order to become a genuine Muslim self or 
how to become a genuine Muslim self. The aim of this section is to examine 
Iqbal’s spheres in the light of Kierkegaard’s three stages or spheres of existence, 
particularly the stages of the ethical and religious. This will help to clarify and 
grasp the nature of the individual’s relation to Islam as an ‘existence-
communication’ in becoming a self or a genuine Muslim. However, before moving 
on to this, it should be noted that it is not presumed that Kierkegaard’s stages and 
Iqbal’s spheres are identical or synonymous as Kazmi claims.27 Such an approach 
would be a superficial approach since it would ignore the differences between their 
thoughts by characterizing them as synonymous. On the other hand, this does not 
mean that Kierkegaard’s division of three stages cannot be used in identifying and 
clarifying Iqbal’s spheres of religious life. Kierkegaard’s spheres will, actually, 
helps to grasp the way in which the Muslim individual relates himself to Islam as 
an ‘existence-communication’ in Iqbal’s thought.

The stage of ‘faith’

The first stage of the individual’s religious life expects him to obey the Islamic 
principles ‘as a form of discipline’ without any examination of the purpose or 
nature of these principles. This sphere is not concerned with any personal devel-
opment of the human being, and Iqbal defines this sphere as ‘a perfect submis-
sion to discipline’.28 He writes: ‘In the first period religious life appears as a form 
of discipline which the individual or a whole people must accept as an uncondi-
tional command without any rational understanding of the ultimate meaning and 
purpose of that command.’29 In this sphere, there is no concern regarding the 
individual’s personal development or any rational attempt to understand reli-
gious commands: ‘This attitude may be of great consequence in the social and 
political history of a people, but is not of much consequence in so far as the indi-
vidual’s inner growth and expansion are concerned.’30 Although the period of 
faith is not concerned with the development of the self or becoming a self, the 
individual establishes a relationship with Islam. However, if there is no place for 
a rational understanding or any existential appropriation, then, how can the indi-
vidual establish a relationship to Islam? In Kierkegaardian terms, the answer 
would be by imitating the others. Climacus writes:
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Just as a mother admonishes her child who is about to attend a party, ‘Now, 
mind your manners and watch the other polite children and behave as they 
do’, so he, too, could live on and behave as he saw others behave.31

The individual is told to obey the religious command, and in doing so, he 
behaves like the other people obeying the same command. This, in Kierkegaard-
ian terms, is an objective relationship with truth. Both Kierkegaard and Iqbal 
hold that this is not satisfying in the existential development of the human being, 
since it does not include enough principles to lead the individual to his ultimate 
aim of becoming a self before God. However, for Iqbal, this is a significant step 
for an individual both in the development of his self and his religious life. Yet, 
there is a significant question regarding Iqbal’s first stage, which he appears to 
miss, namely the question why the individual accepts and obeys the Islamic 
command while he has the choice of living as he wishes? At first sight it is diffi-
cult to read this stage in terms of Kierkegaard’s aesthetic stage, because as was 
seen in Chapter 2, becoming a religious self is not among the primary concerns 
of the human being who exists in the aesthetic sphere. It is interested in the indi-
vidual’s immediate and relative goals and desires. Since Iqbal’s sphere of faith 
involves religious principles, it cannot be regarded as an aesthetic mode of exist-
ence in Kierkegaardian terms. For Kierkegaard’s Climacus, the individual’s task 
is to relate himself absolutely to the absolute goal, and relatively to relative 
goals. However, as was suggested before, it is always possible for the human 
being to relate himself absolutely to relative goals. In other words, it is possible 
for the individual to let his relative concerns transform his existence. In terms of 
Iqbal’s first stage, what this means is that the individual can present a submis-
sion to religious commands, can pray five times a day, can fast during the holy 
month of Ramadan, can even make pilgrimage only because of fear of others or 
loss of a high position, or can be excluded from society. Likewise, he can do all 
of these in order to gain a high position or impress people around him, since he 
connects himself to relative goals such as reputation. This can depend on the 
conditions of his social and religious environment. So, although Iqbal does not 
explain the type of ‘pathos’ in the individual’s act of following the Islamic 
command, there are two possible ways in which the individual can obey the 
Islamic command. There can be, on the one hand, an individual who follows the 
Islamic principles for relative ends and worldly concerns, and relates himself to 
Islam through aesthetic pathos. On the other hand, there can be another indi-
vidual following the Islamic command without any worldly concern or, in 
Kierkegaardian terms, without any concern for relative goals. The individual has 
no concern for his existential development but commits himself to the Islamic 
commands as a duty incumbent on every Muslim. In other words, such an indi-
vidual is aware of the fact that he must relate himself to Islam for an absolute 
end although he does not examine the nature of this absolute end and the com-
mands in which it is expressed. Iqbal certainly intends the second type of com-
mitment to Islamic principles by ‘perfect submission to discipline’ to be a first 
step towards the highest goal of the human being. In one of his articles he 
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compares a modest religious Muslim with a well-educated so-called Muslim 
who attaches himself to Islam with the concern of relative goals and admits that 
the former is more valuable than the latter:

To me a Muslim of scanty means who possesses a really Muslim character 
is a much more valuable national asset than a high-salaried, free thinking 
graduate with whom Islam, far from being a working principle of life, is 
merely a convenient policy in order to secure a greater share in the leaves 
and fishes of the country.32

Here, then, the qualitative distinction between the two types of commitment to 
Islam, namely the commitment with an ‘existential pathos’ and ‘love’ and with 
an ‘aesthetic pathos’ must be considered.
	 A further problem regarding this stage is the probability that the individual 
can stay at this stage throughout his lifetime, and die at this stage without being 
able to move into the next stages, and even without being aware of his capability 
of developing his religiousness. In Climacus’ words:

a person might very well live on, marry, be respected and esteemed as 
husband, father, and captain of the popinjay shooting club, without discov-
ering God in his work, … because he managed with an analogy to the spec-
ulative confusion of the ethical and the world-historical by managing with 
custom and tradition in the city where he lived?33

A person may wish to be a religious person, but at the same time want to satisfy 
his worldly concerns, and may not even be interested in any further religious 
development. In Kierkegaardian terms, the individual may want ‘a good job, a 
beautiful wife, health, … and in addition an eternal happiness’,34 and so have no 
interest in the ‘renunciation’ of his worldly desires. This means that the indi-
vidual is not relating himself absolutely to the absolute goal. This is not Iqbal’s 
concern, because he focuses all of his attention on the final stage, and is less 
interested in other important steps, which will lead the individual to the final 
stage. However, it is Iqbal’s task to cultivate an existential appropriation on the 
part of his reader at any stage as a communicator. On the other hand, despite all 
his endeavours, the success of Iqbal’s communication is not within his control. 
Thus, all he can do is to communicate to his reader and consider that his endeav-
our might be unsuccessful.

The stage of ‘thought’

The second stage, namely the stage of ‘thought’ is where the individual includes 
his reason and understanding under his submission to the religious authority. In 
the previous chapter the role of reason in the realm of religion, and its limits in 
the individual’s relation to reality were considered. In that chapter, this stage was 
approached with the question of the relationship and distinction between reason 
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and religion, and dealt with the issue with a particular focus on the role of human 
reason in religious belief. The stage of ‘thought’ was the departure point in the 
discussion of distinguishing between reason and religion. It was argued that the 
second stage is where the individual provides a rational basis and justification 
for what he believes, seeks answers to his metaphysical questions, and, there-
fore, rationalizes religion. The tool the individual employs in the process of 
rationalization is philosophy, or in Kierkegaardian terms, objective reflection, 
and the results the individual achieves are objective. However, a mere rational 
faith or the stage of ‘thought’ is not sufficient for the individual’s becoming a 
genuine self. Reason must be accompanied by what Iqbal regards as ‘love’ or 
‘intuition’, and become a ‘handmaiden’ of religion. In this section the question 
is the value and role of the stage of ‘thought’ in the cultivation of the self in 
Iqbal, and the human being’s relation to his absolute goal, namely to become a 
self through self-affirmation. This means that this stage will make a particular 
focus on human existence.
	 Iqbal writes of the stage of ‘thought’:

Perfect submission to discipline is followed by a rational understanding of 
the discipline and the ultimate source of its authority. In this period religious 
life seeks its foundation in a kind of metaphysics – logically consistent view 
of the world with God as part of that view.35

The methods the individual employs at this stage are objective methods. The 
human being uses objective methods of philosophy through objective reflection, 
and aims at gathering objectively valid answers to his metaphysical questions 
regarding the nature of the universe and the human being’s place in reality. On 
this basis, it can be concluded that the stage of ‘thought’ is also not concerned 
with the existential development of the individual. However, before making such 
a judgement, first Iqbal’s intention by ‘a kind of metaphysics’ and ‘logically con-
sistent view of the world with God’ in which religious life seeks its foundation 
should be examined. This leads to Iqbal’s discussion of the metaphysical ques-
tions surrounding the human being such as the nature of the universe and the 
place the human being occupies in the universe in his first lecture of The Recon-
struction of Religious Thought in Islam.36 For Iqbal, the most significant charac-
teristic of the human being is that he is the most superior creature in the universe: 
‘With all his failings he is superior to nature, inasmuch as he carries within him a 
great trust which, in the words of the Qur’an, the Heavens and the earth and the 
mountains refused to carry.’37 The human being is superior to all creatures by his 
being the most responsible creature that is capable of making free choices and 
achieving immortality. A justification of his position in the universe in the light of 
the Qur’an will make him realize that he is not created without any aim: ‘Thin-
keth man that he shall be thrown away as an object of no use?’ (75:36), Iqbal 
quotes.38 Then, the individual finds the answers to his question with a careful 
reading of the Qur’an. It is also the Qur’an that provides the individual with a 
logically consistent view of God with his Creativity, Knowledge, Omnipotence 
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and Eternity.39 The stage of ‘thought’ is where the individual establishes a logi-
cally consistent Islamic world-view in the light of the Qur’an, and, therefore, 
where Islam becomes an ‘existence-communication’ for him. What this means is 
that the individual must not merely ‘know’ about these metaphysical Islamic prin-
ciples, but make them his own. This is the major distinction between the first and 
second stages. In the first stage, the individual knows about God, and he obeys 
the Islamic rules, he may even know the principles of an Islamic world-view. 
However, in the second stage, the individual uses his own reflection, provides 
answers from the Qur’an, and continues with an existential appropriation of Islam 
as an ‘existence-communication’. In Kierkegaardian terms, Iqbal’s second stage 
involves not only objective reflection or thinking, but also ‘subjective reflection’ 
and ‘double reflection’ which for Climacus includes the communicator’s own 
relation to the idea.40

The stage of ‘discovery’

The third stage is the last stage of religiousness. At this stage, the individual 
wants to go beyond Islam as a mere ‘existence-communication’ or world-view, 
and to establish a closer contact with God. Iqbal regards this as the replacement 
of metaphysics by psychology. He writes:

In the third period metaphysics is displaced by psychology, and religious 
life develops the ambition to come into direct contact with the ultimate 
Reality. It is here that religion becomes a matter of personal assimilation of 
life and power; and the individual achieves a free personality, not by releas-
ing himself from the fetters of the law, but by discovering the ultimate 
source of the law within the depths of his own consciousness. As in the 
works of a Muslim Sufi – ‘no understanding of the Holy Book is possible 
until it is actually revealed to the believer just as it was revealed to the 
Prophet’.41

What Iqbal means by displacement of metaphysics by psychology is that, in this 
period of religiousness, the individual does not need the answers to his meta-
physical questions or any rational and intellectual quest anymore. His quest is 
now to achieve a more intimate relation to God, ‘Ultimate Reality’. This rela-
tionship between the individual and God helps him discover himself as a unique 
self. Iqbal writes:

The climax of religious life, however, is the discovery of the ego as an indi-
vidual deeper than his conceptually describable habitual self-hood. It is in 
contact with the Most Real that the ego discovers its uniqueness, its meta-
physical status, and the possibility of improvement in that status.42

This discovery, for Iqbal, is possible not through the human being’s intellectu-
ally and rationally analysable experience, but through an inner experience of the 
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individual which Iqbal also regards as a kind of ‘psychology’.43 ‘Psychology’ 
and ‘psychic phenomenon’ are also other terms Iqbal uses for his concept of 
‘religious experience’. Religious experience leads the individual to his discovery 
of himself as a unique personality before God, and his way of establishing a 
direct relation to God, or to the ‘Most Real’ in Iqbal’s words. Iqbal’s notion of 
‘religious experience’ will be examined in a separate section, and it will be 
shown how this crucial concept plays its role in the individual’s highest level of 
religiousness, the period of discovery. However, before moving on to this, a 
number of issues regarding Iqbal’s division of religious life, the relation of each 
period with each other, should be clarified.

A concluding discussion on Iqbal’s periods of religious life

A further issue regarding Iqbal’s division of religious life, from a Kierkegaard-
ian point of view, is that he does not discuss how the individual moves from one 
period to another period, whether a previous stage is transformed into the fol-
lowing stage or the individual himself leaves one stage behind and moves 
towards higher stages. In terms of Kierkegaard’s stages, it was argued that 
Kierkegaard’s stages are not connected by a merging of the stages but by the 
individual’s ‘leap’ or his free decision to move from one stage to another. Iqbal’s 
stages can also be approached from this point of view. Although no rational 
understanding of the individual takes place in the first sphere of religious life, 
this period is conditioned by what Iqbal regards as a ‘perfect submission’ to 
Islamic authority. It was claimed that a ‘perfect submission’ entails the individu-
al’s obedience to Islamic commands without any worldly concern. The individu-
al’s promotion, in the religious sense, to the second and third stages depends on 
his own free choice and will, namely a leap rather than merging the stages. This 
means that the transformation happens in the individual’s own existence rather 
than in the sphere itself.
	 This discussion raises the question whether the higher stages involve the 
lower stages, or the individual leaves the previous stage, or in Kierkegaardian 
terms ‘dethrones’ one stage in his movement towards the next one. In the discus-
sion of Kierkegaard’s spheres of existence the same question was raised, and 
concluded that Kierkegaard’s stage of the ethical and religious also include the 
aesthetic stage. With reference to Iqbal, although he does not provide a clear 
view, it can be said that Iqbal also holds that the higher stages involve the 
‘dethroned’ stages. In his statements regarding the third period, he writes, ‘the 
individual achieves a free personality, not by releasing himself from the fetters 
of the law, but by discovering the ultimate source of the law within the depths of 
his own consciousness’. It can be concluded from this that even the highest stage 
is not a departure from the Islamic commandment or ‘law’.44 In other words, the 
individual must continue following the Islamic commandment with a perfect 
submission in each sphere. However, in discussing the third sphere it was seen 
that Iqbal suggests that the metaphysics established in the second sphere with the 
help of rational evaluation is displaced by psychology. What Iqbal means by the 
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displacement of metaphysics by psychology is that the human being who exists 
in the third period does not need metaphysics anymore.
	 The final question regarding Iqbal’s periods of religious life is whether the 
third period is the combination of the first and second periods. In the discussion 
of this question in terms of Kierkegaard’s stages, it was concluded that they must 
not be regarded as a mathematical process, and that his religious sphere is not a 
synthesis of the aesthetic and ethical spheres. With regard to Iqbal, Iqbal’s 
periods of religious life are like steps towards perfection, and each step is signi-
ficant for the following step. However, this does not mean that Iqbal’s stages can 
be regarded as a mathematical process. This actually would be a non-
Kierkegaardian approach, since Kierkegaard is highly critical of objective 
approaches in the realm of existence. In the following sections it will be seen 
more clearly how even the last stage include stages in itself such as religious 
experience and prayer like the Kierkegaardian distinction between Religiousness 
A and Religiousness B, and that Iqbal’s highest stage is not a combination of the 
first and second stages.

Religious experience
In Chapter 4, it was argued that Iqbal’s central notion of religious experience 
includes both objective and subjective elements. It is objective in terms of its 
content, but the individual can only achieve the objective content of religious 
experience through subjectivity. It was also seen that religious experience is the 
way the human being achieves knowledge of reality, which is not open to sense 
perception or any other rational approaches. In order for the human being to 
grasp reality in its entirety the exterior or objective relationship to reality must 
be supplemented by a subjective relationship, namely religious experience.
	 Iqbal makes a particular focus on the practical aspect of the concept of reli-
gious experience, namely its being one of the tools for yielding knowledge. 
While spending most of his energy on proving the validity of religious experi-
ence and the place it occupies among other faculties of human experience,45 he 
ignores a very important aspect of the term, namely the way this term functions 
in the human being’s existence. This is like giving someone a treasure map 
showing only the place exactly where the individual is and where the treasure is 
without any directions or instructions but with a few confusing clues. He gives 
the clue that religious experience is a significant term in becoming a genuine 
Muslim and reaching to the third and highest level of religiousness, namely the 
stage of ‘discovery’, and in maintaining this mode of existence. However, he 
does not give any clue regarding how the individual is supposed to connect reli-
gious experience to his own existence. This is where Chapter 4 in which the 
Iqbalian concepts were discussed in the light of Kierkegaard’s principle of 
‘making distinctions’ or ‘qualitative disjunction’ will help.
	 Although Iqbal does not point out in which sphere of religiousness religious 
experience takes place, Iqbal’s arguments show that it is not available to the 
individual until he reaches a certain level of religiousness, since it arises from 
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the individual’s quest for an intimate and subjective relation to reality and God. 
This means, for instance, it is not available for the individual who lives in the first 
sphere of religious life, which does not require any existential involvement. Then 
it is possible for the individual to maintain his life in the second period of religious 
life, namely the period of ‘thought’, because it includes the individual’s subjective 
participation in his religious belief. In terms of the third sphere, Iqbal emphasizes 
‘religious experience’ as a significant part of it, and, for him, religious experience, 
as a conceptually non-manageable experience, is the element that leads the indi-
vidual to the climax of religious life, or what can be regarded as the third period of 
religious life, in which the individual discovers his own self as a unique phenom-
enon.46 Religion in the third sphere is in fact a kind of experience for Iqbal.47 In the 
light of these arguments, then, Mohammed Maruf ’s claim that ‘religious experi-
ence is not as common as our ordinary experience’ can be completed with the 
comment that this is because religious experience is not available to everyone, 
although everyone possesses the capability for religious experience.48 For example, 
one cannot expect a history professor to understand and interpret Einstein’s equa-
tions if he has never studied them before. However, this does not mean that a 
historian can never understand Einstein’s equations. Understanding Einstein is 
available to him and anyone if enough attention and effort are paid. This is perhaps 
why it is not common to see people who are specialized both in history and 
physics. This is not because it is impossible, but because it needs a huge effort and 
a certain intellectual level. A similar state of affairs applies to religious experience. 
In order for an individual to achieve religious experience, he must make extra 
effort and must have reached a certain level of religiousness. This leads to the uni-
versality of religious experience, since it has been claimed that for Iqbal every 
human being is capable of ‘religious experience’. A close reading of Iqbal’s argu-
ments shows that Iqbal regards religious experience as a universal phenomenon. 
While defending the possibility and validity of religion, he writes:

The whole religious literature of the world, including the records of special-
ists’ personal experiences, though perhaps expressed in the thought-forms 
of an out-of-date psychology, is a standing testimony to it. These experi-
ences are perfectly natural, like our normal experiences.49

As can be seen in the paragraph above, religious experience is a universal phe-
nomenon peculiar to all humanity. Its universal nature does not change that the 
individual should strive to achieve it, since, as has just been argued, religious 
experience is available to everyone, but the individual must make extra effort. In 
Kierkegaardian terms, the universality of religious experience can be regarded as 
a general type of religiousness, which Climacus calls Religiousness A. Religious-
ness A, or the dialectical, in the first place can be found in any religiousness 
outside of Christianity. Climacus writes:

A person existing religiously can express his relation to an eternal happiness 
[…] outside Christianity, and it certainly has also been done, since it must 
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be said of Religiousness A … because it has only universal human nature as 
its presupposition …50

Although it is not genuine Christianity, in order to become a genuine Christian, 
first of all, the human being must exist in Religiousness A.51 Hence, it is a signi-
ficant sphere in becoming aware of genuine Christianity or what Climacus calls 
Religiousness B. Religiousness A is important because it is also dialectical. What 
this means is that Religiousness A is a subjective relation to truth through ‘exis-
tential pathos’. In order to approach Iqbal’s notion of ‘religious experience’ 
through Climacus’ notion of Religiousness A the characteristics of Religiousness 
A should be applied to ‘religious experience’. In Chapter 2, it was seen that 
‘existential pathos’ is, for Climacus, what makes the individual’s actions an 
‘actual action’. In other words, through ‘existential pathos’, the individual’s 
action can transform the individual’s own existence, and therefore become an 
actual action. Iqbal’s notion of ‘love’ was also introduced, and in the light of 
Climacus’ ‘existential pathos’ it was suggested that Iqbal’s notion of ‘love’ is 
the element which transforms the individual’s actions into self-sustaining 
actions, or what Climacus regards as ‘actual actions’, which lead the individual 
to self-affirmation, to become a genuine self before God. Thus, Iqbal’s notion of 
‘religious experience’ is also dialectical in Kierkegaardian terms, because, like 
Religiousness A, it involves ‘love’ and is a ‘self-sustaining action’. What distin-
guishes religious experience from any other self-sustaining act is its purpose, 
namely achieving a closer contact with God as was pointed out in the discussion 
of distinguishing between subjectivity and objectivity. Iqbal writes of the char-
acter of the individual’s closer contact with God: ‘It is in contact with the Most 
Real that the ego discovers its uniqueness, its metaphysical status, and the 
possibility of improvement in that status.’52 It is in religious experience that the 
human being establishes an intimate relationship with God and comes across his 
own self as a unique phenomenon, i.e. that the human being realizes that he is a 
unique single individual before God, and understands his unique position in 
reality. In the light of the interpretation of ‘love’ and ‘action’ as the central ele-
ments of ‘religious experience’, then, it can be said that ‘religious experience’ is 
the individual’s ultimate self-sustaining act, by which he meets his religious 
belief with ‘love’, and encounters God in his action. However, here a question 
regarding the universality of religious experience, namely the distinction 
between Islamic and non-Islamic forms of religious experience should be distin-
guished. Whereas for a Muslim individual the ultimate point of his religious 
experience is his encounter with the God of Islam, it can differ for a non-
Muslim. It depends on the understanding of the ‘truth’ in each religious tradi-
tion. Climacus’ comparison between the person who objectively seeks the true 
God and prays in untruth, and the person who prays to an idol but prays with 
passion should be recalled here. His comparison between the two types of rela-
tion to truth shows that truth may differ in different religions, and the way the 
individual relates himself to his own truth is no less important than the truth 
itself. Every religious tradition may have its own understanding of truth, and 
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religious experience is the way in which the human being relates himself to this 
truth. While in Iqbal’s religion it is the unique God of Islam, for Kierkegaard it 
is the God of Christianity. So, the main character of religious experience is that, 
like Religiousness A, it is a one-way relation to the truth. What this means is that 
religious experience only determines the character of the human being’s relation 
to the truth, not the truth’s or God’s relation to the human being.
	 So far, besides being a way of yielding knowledge, the general character of 
religious experience can be summarized as follows:

1	 Religious experience is a general type of religiousness; however, it is not 
available to every religious individual.

2	 This is because religious experience is a dialectical relation to truth, which 
means it is a self-sustaining act involving ‘love’, and requires an extra effort 
through which the individual to existentially appropriate his religious belief 
and make it his own.

3	 Religious experience is the way in which the individual discovers his self/
ego as a single individual and a unique reality before Truth, for Islam God, 
namely the Ultimate Ego.

For Climacus or Kierkegaard, Religiousness A is not genuine Christianity. 
Genuine Christianity also requires and includes Religiousness A in itself, 
however, in order for Religiousness A to become Religiousness B, the dialect-
ical in second place, or genuine Christianity, it must be conditioned by ‘a some-
thing’.53 This ‘something’ changes the nature of the individual’s relation to what 
Climacus calls ‘eternal happiness’.54 Evans nicely summarizes the distinction 
between Climacus’ Religiousness A and Religiousness B:

The main difference between Religiousness A and Christianity, which Cli-
macus calls ‘Religiousness B’ in Postscript, is that Religiousness A is a reli-
gion of ‘immanence’, presupposing only the natural concepts and emotions 
that are possible for human beings on the basis of their own reason and 
experiences. Christianity, on the other hand, is supposed to be a religion of 
‘transcendence’, meaning that it claims to be rooted in a revelation from 
God that humans could not have discovered or invented using their own 
powers.55

Kierkegaard calls the ‘something’ by which Religiousness A is conditioned 
‘paradox’, the idea of incarnated God. Islam also claims itself to possess a tran-
scendental nature and to be rooted in a divine revelation in the way Evans 
describes. However, the condition of genuine religiousness and faith for Kierke-
gaard is not only the way the individual relates himself to God, but also the way 
God communicates with the human being by incarnating. Whereas this is pos-
sible for Kierkegaard through God’s incarnating to a human being, for Iqbal or 
Islam, God chooses a messenger among the human beings to send his message 
to humanity. However, this is not a paradoxical relationship. A paradoxical 
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relationship in the way Kierkegaard defines is actually not possible for Iqbal and 
Islamic faith. Consequently, it is not possible to apply Kierkegaard’s idea of 
Religiousness B to Iqbal’s understanding of becoming a genuine self. However, 
Iqbal introduces a new concept without which it is not possible to become a 
genuine Muslim self before God, namely ‘prayer’. Although prayer falls into 
Kierkegaard’s category of Religiousness A, it differs from ordinary religious 
experience by being not the condition of faith but of becoming a genuine 
Muslim self.

Prayer
Iqbal raises the notion of prayer in his poems, but he places a particular empha-
sis on the philosophical aspect of the term in the third lecture of his The Recon-
struction of Religious Thought under the heading of ‘The Conception of God and 
The Meaning of Prayer’.56 The English word ‘prayer’ could refer to two con-
cepts in Islam. The first one is dua ( ) in Qur’anic terminology, which means 
‘to call’ or ‘to invite’ in Arabic, and refers to the human being’s attempt to call 
God and communicate with God or request help or guidance from him, and is 
common in almost all religious traditions.57 The second notion of prayer in the 
Qur’an is al-salat or salat ( ) a religious ritual and command, which is one 
of the five pillars of the Islamic faith.58 The main Islamic languages such as 
Arabic, Persian, Urdu and Turkish, follow the Qur’anic practise of distinguish-
ing between these two forms of prayer. Although in his works in Urdu and 
Persian, Iqbal uses several different words for each of the meanings such as 
Persian namaz ( )59 and Arabic dua,60 in his English-language writings, such 
as The Reconstruction, he employs only the word ‘prayer’ and does not provide 
a clear explanation of which meaning he intends by the term. To elucidate the 
issue two examples from The Reconstruction can be quoted. Iqbal writes: ‘His 
constant prayer was: “God! Grant me knowledge of the ultimate nature of 
things!” ’61 

 Here, Iqbal refers to the Prophet’s personal request from God. In another 
paragraph Iqbal writes: ‘and find its fulfillment in an attitude of mind which reli-
gion describes as prayer – one of the last words on the lips of the Prophet of 
Islam.’62 According to the literature, the last words of the Prophet to which Iqbal 
refers are ‘al-salatu al-salatu wa mamalakat aimanukum’ which means ‘be 
mindful of your prayers and be kind to persons subject to your authority’.63 
Hence, in this paragraph his concept of prayer refers to al-salat, the type of 
prayer that is one of the pillars of Islam. Both of the terms namaz and dua were 
also translated into English by the term ‘prayer’ by the two well-known oriental-
ist scholars R. A. Nicholson and A. J. Arberry. The use of ‘prayer’ to cover both 
dua and salat is not only due to the choice of Iqbal’s translators, but he himself 
is also responsible for this choice of terms. For the sake of clarity these two 
forms of prayer will be described as private and ritual prayer respectively. 
Although Iqbal does not make a clear distinction between ritual prayer and 
private prayer, it appears that in his The Reconstruction he pays particular 
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attention to ritual prayer (namaz, salat) rather than private prayer (dua). This can 
be clearly seen in his highlighting the role of the timing of prayer,64 Islam’s 
appreciation of congregational prayer,65 and the importance of the one particular 
direction of prayer,66 which are peculiar to ritual prayer in Islam. For Iqbal 
private prayer is also a significant part of the individual’s religiousness, but in 
this section, emphasis will be on Iqbal’s understanding of ritual prayer in Islam 
as the condition of becoming a genuine Muslim self.
	 Before moving on further the two types of ritual prayer should be distin-
guished in order not to create confusion and contradiction. It was seen that in the 
first sphere of Iqbal’s categories of religiousness the individual is expected to 
follow the Islamic command including ritual prayer without any examination in 
order to move towards higher stages. However, despite his obedience to Islamic 
law being constant, it only consists of a kind of imitation of other Muslims. 
Thus, his ritual prayer may not have any particular effect on his own personal 
existence. Ritual prayer as a religious experience and a higher expression of the 
individual’s religious existence is different from the type of ritual prayer of the 
individual who exists in the first period of religiousness. Although it is called 
‘ritual prayer’ it must be much more than simply being ‘ritual’. The individual 
who exists in the sphere of discovery, the highest stage of religiousness, expect-
edly attributes a different meaning to his religious actions including ritual prayer. 
It is this type of ritual prayer that is to be dealt with throughout this section.
	 It was seen that religious experience is a way in which the individual con-
nects with reality. It is also possible to develop an indirect contact to reality 
which is an exterior and objective relation to reality. However, such a relation-
ship with reality is not a genuine contact with it. Religious experience enables 
the individual to establish a more genuine and intimate relation to reality in its 
wholeness. The agency through which the individual achieves such an intimate 
relation to reality is prayer in Islam. Iqbal writes: ‘Religion seeks a closer contact 
with Reality … In order to achieve this intimacy thought must rise higher than 
itself, and find its fulfilment in an attitude of mind which religion describes as 
prayer.’67 Iqbal describes ‘prayer’ as an attitude of mind in which ‘thought’ 
becomes a higher form. On this basis it can be said that religion is a higher form 
of thought. However, this is not enough to characterize ‘prayer’ as a thought 
form. The nature of prayer as a thought form becomes clearer in Iqbal’s dealing 
with the concept as a way of yielding knowledge, and his comparison of ‘prayer’ 
and ‘reflection’. The act of prayer, like religious experience, aims at reaching the 
knowledge of reality, and develops a consciousness of the self/ego in the indi-
vidual. The general character of all kinds of ‘prayer’ is that they are in search of 
knowledge. Iqbal regards any kind of activity aiming at achieving knowledge as 
‘prayer’. He writes:

The truth is that all search for knowledge is essentially a form of prayer. 
The scientific observer of Nature is a kind of mystic seeker in the act of 
prayer. Although at present he follows only the footprints of the musk-deer, 
and thus modestly limits the method of his quest, his thirst for knowledge is 



Cultivating existential appropriation    131

eventually sure to lead him to the point where the scent of the musk-gland is 
a better guide than the footprints of the deer. This alone will add to his 
power over Nature and give him that vision of the total-infinite which philo-
sophy seeks but cannot find.68

Any search for knowledge, including scientific observations, is a kind of prayer 
for Iqbal, because he believes that it will, sooner or later, lead the individual to 
the fact that nature is only a symbol for a greater reality, as can be seen in his 
metaphor of the musk-deer. To see the deer itself is definitely a more genuine 
source regarding the nature of it than to see its footprints which can give only a 
very broad and obscure knowledge regarding the nature of the animal. Prayer is 
also a kind of religious experience, so it is not surprising that Iqbal regards 
prayer as a way of yielding knowledge. Religious experience enables the indi-
vidual to establish a subjective relationship with reality, and gather the know-
ledge regarding reality, which is not available to sense perception and human 
reason. In this respect, Iqbal claims that prayer is actually a kind of ‘reflection’. 
He writes:

The act of prayer as aiming at knowledge resembles reflection. Yet prayer at 
its highest is much more than abstract reflection. Like reflection it too is a 
process of assimilation, but the assimilative process in the case of prayer 
draws itself closely together and thereby acquires a power unknown to pure 
thought.69

What Iqbal appears to argue in the passage above is that although prayer is a 
similar process to ‘reflection’, it differs from what he calls ‘abstract reflection’, 
and in prayer the human mind is transformed into a higher form of reflection. 
His statements in this paragraph are crucial to understanding the nature of 
‘prayer’ for Iqbal. However, there is lack of clarity in his concepts of reflection, 
abstract reflection, ordinary reflection, pure thought, power, attitude of mind, 
assimilation and drawing together. This lack of clarity has consequences for his 
conception of prayer. Here, Chapter 4, in which a distinction was made between 
Iqbal’s key concepts with the help of Kierkegaard who is, like Iqbal, concerned 
to articulate the nature of reflection, including its relationship to prayer, can help. 
Chapter 4 showed that Iqbal talks about two main types of thought forms: first, 
abstract and pure thought and reflection, and, second, religious experience or 
intuition as a higher form of thought. Iqbal means by abstract thought or reflec-
tion something that does not involve actuality and which transforms thought into 
a concrete action. In other words, abstract thought or reflection is concerned with 
ideas rather than events, so it is, in Kierkegaardian terms, only possibility. 
Therefore, abstract thought is unable to help the individual with ‘the concrete 
situations of life’.70 Pure thought, in this sense, is identical with abstract reflec-
tion for Iqbal. Iqbal applies the Kantian concept of ‘pure’ to the concept of 
‘thought’ while dealing with the issue from a Kantian point of view, however, in 
function, for him, both abstract thought and pure thought are identical. They both 
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are unable to provide the individual with the knowledge of reality in its entirety, 
but are concerned with and limited to the observable aspect of reality. On the other 
hand, as was seen in Chapter 4 and in the previous section, religious experience 
and religion provide the human being with the opportunity of achieving concrete-
ness, which pure thought and reflection cannot do. Religious experience, for Iqbal, 
involves actuality, and therefore, is concrete. What this means is that religious 
experience or intuition is concerned with concrete events rather than abstract ideas, 
and requires the subjective involvement of the individual in his thought with his 
action and love. This enables the individual to achieve knowledge of reality in its 
entirety. With respect to their aims, then, religious experience and thinking or 
reflecting is identical, since they both aim at gathering knowledge, and indeed, 
thought and intuition come from the same source for Iqbal.71 Iqbal’s claim that 
prayer resembles reflection in the quotation above arises from his conviction that 
prayer is a kind of religious experience. However, prayer, like religious experi-
ence, ‘is much more than abstract reflection’, and this case of being much more 
shows itself in the process of what Iqbal calls ‘assimilation’.72 To explain this in 
Kierkegaardian terms, Iqbal’s process of assimilation can be interpreted as the 
individual’s subjective appropriation of religious teachings. This means that the 
individual applies religious teachings which can be achieved through pure and 
abstract thought to his own being, and lets them transform his existence, and Iqbal 
regards this period as the process of assimilation. As a result of this process a 
‘power’, which is not available to pure thought, emerges.

In fact, prayer must be regarded as a necessary complement to the intellec-
tual activity of the observer of Nature. The scientific observation of Nature 
keeps us in close contact with the behaviour of Reality, and thus sharpens 
our inner perception for a deeper vision of it.73

The main characteristic of prayer is that it is not the purpose of the human being 
but is a tool by means of which the individual achieves knowledge of reality and 
encounters God. Iqbal calls this ‘spiritual illumination’.74 Spiritual illumination 
is the ultimate outcome and end of prayer. He writes: ‘The agency through 
which this association is achieved is the act of worship or prayer ending in spir-
itual illumination.’75 Iqbal does not talk much about the nature of ‘spiritual illu-
mination’ or define this concept, however, his statements show that it is a state 
in which mind ‘gives up its career as a seeker of slow-footed universality and 
rises higher than thought to capture Reality itself with a view to become a con-
scious participator in its life’.76 In other words, it can be said that the spiritual 
illumination of the human being is the state in which the individual leaps into the 
stage of discovery that is not interested in a rational understanding of religion 
anymore from the stage of faith. It is where the self discovers ‘its situation in a 
larger whole of life’.77 Prayer, then, can be defined as the means of spiritual illu-
mination in which the individual discovers his self as a self before reality and 
God. It can be concluded that it is not possible to become a genuine Muslim self 
without prayer as a ritual type of worshipping in Islam. This is because prayer is 



Cultivating existential appropriation    133

the means by which the individual leaps into the stage of discovery, namely the 
highest step in becoming a genuine Muslim.

Conclusion
This chapter has applied one of the two concerns of the Kierkegaardian dialec-
tics or qualitative dialectics to Iqbal’s understanding of the existential character 
of Islam. The issue has been examined under four headings dealing with four 
main issues. After a brief introduction, this chapter started with Iqbal’s use of his 
poetry as a means of indirect communication. Subsequently, it has been argued 
that Iqbal regards Islam as an ‘existence-communication’, which means Islam is 
not a group of teachings and rules, but an existential phenomenon. Then, the 
existential character of Islam has been discussed in more detail in the following 
two sections on the roles of religious experience and prayer as the cores of the 
human being’s religious life. Throughout the discussion Kierkegaard’s stages of 
human existence, namely the aesthetic, the ethical and the religious, have been 
employed. In the meantime, the Iqbalian concepts, which were clarified in the 
light of the Kierkegaardian principle of qualitative disjunction, the other concern 
of his qualitative dialectics, have been employed where required.
	 Iqbal’s approach to Islam as an existential phenomenon has helped understand 
his views on becoming a self. However, his lack of concern for distinguishing 
between different concepts, and his not providing his reader with sufficient help 
to cultivate existential appropriation creates problems in the examination of his 
idea of becoming a genuine Muslim. At this juncture applying Kierkegaard’s 
concern to cultivate existential appropriation on the part of the reader to Iqbal’s 
thought has enabled the formulation of the existential aspect of his philosophy as 
well its literary character. Kierkegaard’s method of indirect communication and 
his maieutic method have helped to show that Iqbal’s contradictory approach 
towards Islamic mysticism, particularly in terms of mystical poetry, is actually a 
distinctive character of his own literary method of communication. The Kierke-
gaardian notion of existence-communication has helped to show that in order for 
the human being to become a self he must appropriate, or in Iqbalian terms 
‘assimilate’, the teaching of Islam. This process of assimilation involves the indi-
vidual’s religious experience. However, it is not possible for the individual to 
become a Muslim self before God without ritual prayer, since it is the way the 
individual reaches the third stage of religiousness and achieves ‘spiritual illumi-
nation’ in which he realizes his self as a self before God. A genuine prayer 
involving the individual’s subjective appropriation and action with love distin-
guishes Islam from different modes of existence, existence-communications, and 
subjective relations to different truths. The point Iqbal attempts to highlight 
throughout his authorship is that becoming a genuine Muslim self or perfect self 
is only possible through an existential appropriation of Islam as an ‘existence-
communication’ which is possible through the individual’s constant prayer, an 
action in which he meets God, and discovers his own self. The method Iqbal uses 
in order for his reader to realize this is mystical poetry.
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6	 Conclusion

This book is based on the claim that Iqbal’s discussion of becoming a genuine 
Muslim is problematized by a terminology that is not perfectly fit for the 
purpose, and that the parallels between the approaches of Kierkegaard and Iqbal 
provide a powerful hermeneutic both for interpreting and clarifying Iqbal’s 
thought, and showing that some seeming ambiguities can disappear when con-
sidered from a Kierkegaardian perspective. It can be concluded that the incon-
sistencies and contradictions in Iqbal’s thought as parts of his intellectual 
development should be distinguished from other terminological issues. The 
inconsistencies and contradictions that can be regarded as parts of an intellectual 
development can be seen in almost every thinker. The most distinct contradic-
tion of this kind can be best observed in Iqbal’s wholly contradictory attitude 
towards Islamic mysticism. A close reading of his works shows that there is a 
significant difference between Iqbal’s attitudes towards Islamic mysticism before 
and after his time in Europe. His most aggressive attitude towards Islamic mysti-
cism is to be found in his The Secrets of the Self. After this work, which he 
started writing after his return from Europe and finished in 1915, his views on 
Islamic mysticism followed a constant direction until his death in 1938. Yet 
Iqbal had himself always resorted to traditional mystical notions, concepts, 
expressions, metaphors, tropes and other literary forms throughout his poetical 
writings. Therefore, his contradictory behaviour towards Islamic mysticism 
should be considered as part of his intellectual development, and his use of the 
literary language and style of Islamic mysticism should be considered as a part 
of his own distinctive literary method that he employed particularly in the works 
he produced after his time in Europe.
	 As a result of a Kierkegaardian reading of Iqbal’s view of becoming a 
genuine Muslim, it appears that becoming a genuine Muslim entails the 
following:

1	 Assimilating Islam as an ‘existence-communication’. It was the application 
of Kierkegaard’s notion of ‘existence-communication’ to Iqbal’s statements 
on human existence and Islamic teaching that helped to uncover Iqbal’s 
understanding of the existential character of Islam, which is a vital part of 
the individual’s becoming a Muslim self. It was argued that, for Iqbal, Islam 
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is not a collection of teachings that are concerned with merely organizing 
human life. It is, all in all, an existence-communication, which requires that 
the individual assimilate its teachings and allow them to transform his whole 
being in accordance with its teachings. Islam is a world-view not merely to be 
known but to be lived, and in order to become a genuine Muslim, the human 
being must realize that Islam is an existence-communication, a world-view; at 
the same time, Islam must be allowed to transform the whole being. Assimi-
lating Islam as a world-view begins with the individual’s following the 
Islamic command perfectly by subordinating reason to religion. This is fol-
lowed by the establishment of an Islamic view of reality and metaphysics. The 
Islamic world-view or Islam as an existence-communication suggests the indi-
vidual not only turn towards his self, but also be in contact with his environ-
ment, the universe and God, and understand his position as fundamentally 
different from other creatures by virtue of his superiority, free will and immor-
tality. Although this may include a number of objective processes such as sci-
entific research or philosophy, the relation that helps the individual become a 
genuine Muslim self is through what Kierkegaard regards as subjective reflec-
tion which enables the human being to have what Iqbal regards as a relation to 
the inner nature of reality. Such a relationship is provided by religion and reli-
gious experience. Islam as an existence-communication also entails the human 
being’s submission to Islamic law and an attempt to understand it rationally.

2	 Confirming the Islamic world-view with ego-sustaining or self-sustaining 
acts. The individual’s appropriation of Islam as a world-view is not suffi-
cient on its own for the process of becoming a self for Iqbal. The individual 
must verify his assimilation of Islam as an existence-communication with 
his acts or actions. Iqbal divided human actions into two categories, namely 
self-sustaining actions and self-dissolving actions. However, he did not 
identify the distinction between these two types of actions clearly. With the 
help of Kierkegaard’s notions of ‘action’ and ‘actuality’ it was concluded 
that there are three main characteristics of human actions: (1) actions which 
include actuality, (2) actions which require the individual’s subjective 
involvement in his act, and (3) actions which have an influence on the outer 
world. The type of action that Iqbal wants to develop, and that helps the 
individual become a genuine Muslim self, is ‘self-sustaining’ action, and it 
must be distinguished from any ‘self-dissolving’ action that leads the human 
self to destruction. Kierkegaard’s notion of ‘existential pathos’ was helpful 
in clarifying the distinction between Iqbal’s view of self-sustaining actions 
and self-dissolving actions. The distinction between the two types of action 
is the Iqbalian notion of ‘love’. Love is the feature that helps the human 
being relate himself to his absolute goal or eternal happiness existentially. 
Such an action has a constructive influence on the outer world as well as on 
the personality of the human being, and is crucial for becoming a genuine 
Muslim self. Consequently, the human being who appropriates Islam as an 
existence-communication must transform his actions into self-sustaining 
actions through relating himself to eternal happiness with love.
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3	 Prayer. Ritual prayer is the essential part of becoming an ideal Muslim. 
However, prayer of this type must possess some qualifications. First of all, 
it must include the individual’s religious experience. This means that prayer 
must enable the human being to contact the inner aspect of reality that 
cannot be achieved through sense perception or rational methods. Second, 
as was previously seen, for Iqbal, the individual must follow the Islamic law 
with a ‘perfect submission’ from the first stage of religiousness, and Islamic 
command expects the individual to practise ritual prayer five times a day. 
This means that the individual’s ritual prayer must be continuous, and 
follow the Islamic law. Another character of prayer that is crucial in becom-
ing a Muslim self is that it provides the human being with an encounter with 
God. Only when the human being experiences this type of ritual prayer can 
he become a genuine Muslim self.

It was discussed in Chapter 2 that one of the reasons for Kierkegaard’s use of 
pseudonyms was that for him existence-possibilities should not be forced on 
human beings. So Kierkegaard used different pseudonymous characters with 
various personalities and, therefore, enabled his readers to choose from different 
existence-possibilities, and this is a very significant aspect of Kierkegaard’s 
whole intellectual character. Iqbal also follows a similar way to Kierkegaard’s 
employment of indirect communication. He appreciates the literary tendencies of 
his reader, and appeals to the aesthetic inclination of his society, and therefore 
uses traditional mystical poetical forms and symbols. However, as a result, a 
question may arise in the mind of any Kierkegaard and Iqbal reader, namely the 
question whether they genuinely respect the free will and choice of the human 
being. In other words, both thinkers define the character of a genuine Christian 
and Muslim respectively, and believe that every Christian and Muslim has to 
become that particular type of person in order to achieve an eternal happiness. 
The problem does not lie in their understanding of the nature of faith or a 
genuine relationship with faith. Rather, it is with their not providing their readers 
with different ways to achieve each of the principles of becoming genuine reli-
gious personalities. They both define different types and ways of not being a 
genuine Christian and Muslim as can be seen in Kierkegaard’s use of different 
pseudonymous characters, and in Iqbal’s emphasis of different characteristics of 
modern Muslims which he bitterly criticizes. However, it seems that, in order to 
become a genuine Christian or Muslim, and to achieve eternal happiness prom-
ised by Christianity and Islam, the human being must become an ideal Christian 
or Muslim, but only the ideal Christian and Muslim as particularly conceived in 
the mind of Kierkegaard and Iqbal respectively. In the end, it can arguably be 
said that Kierkegaard and Iqbal are caught in a sort of blinkered, almost solip-
sistic vision of ‘becoming a genuine religious self ’ namely and exclusively 
their own.
	 Throughout this book it has been emphasized that Iqbal talks about what to 
do in order to solve the problems of the modern Muslim world but he rarely, if 
ever, discusses how to do it. It may be suggested that his lack of philosophical 
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precision at some points resulted from his preoccupation with political activities 
and his lack of focus on the development of his philosophical thought. This lack 
of precision may even have been something deliberate and the result of a con-
scious act – i.e. his terminological vagueness and philosophical inexactitude may 
have been his way of protecting his ideas from close scrutiny. Indeed he has 
become a thinker who has exerted great influence on modern Muslim intellectu-
als. It could even be claimed that his appeal was increased by his lack of specifi-
city and practical detail of application: in other words, his not showing to his 
readers the details of how to reconstruct the Islamic world and become genuine 
selves enhanced rather than diminished his popularity, particularly among tradi-
tional and conservative Muslim intellectuals who constitute the majority of the 
Muslim intellectual world. He was skilful in arguing that modern Western 
thought is only a different form of Islamic thought, thus enabling him to imply 
that there is nothing wrong in assimilating what is not in conflict with Islam. 
Another example of his diffident avoidance of the possibility of conflict by 
holding back from clearly definitive statements can be seen in non-affirmation of 
the physical resurrection of the dead, as was seen in Chapter 5. Iqbal does not 
categorically reject this idea, which was assumed by traditional Muslim scholars, 
but he only goes so far as to say that there is no single Qur’anic verse that deter-
mines that the resurrection of the human being is a physical event. A further 
example where Iqbal seems to choose to ‘play it safe’, so to speak, is in his 
deleting the very hostile verses he wrote about Hafiz in his The Secrets of the 
Self in order not to provoke reaction from his own society, since Hafiz was a 
much loved mystical poet held in high regard in traditional Muslim society. As 
Moosa nicely summarizes,

It was a radical project in reconstruction and reform of religious thought that 
would challenge many tenets of Muslim orthodoxy. Miraculously, Iqbal, 
unlike many other scholars, has been saved from imprecations of heresy by 
Muslim orthodoxy.1

This, actually, does not have to be regarded as a ‘miracle’. It is possible to 
surmise that if Iqbal had presented his ideas more articulately and visibly as a 
reformer or modernist, he would not have achieved the iconic status which has 
held him above serious criticism, and he may well not have become as influen-
tial as he did. This is a matter of conjecture, of course, but it may also be the key 
to Iqbal’s own motivation and sensitivity. Had he been more explicit in the 
articulation and pragmatics of his thought, he may have found himself isolated 
and out of favour with much of his audience in the Muslim world, as was the 
case with many modernist Muslim thinkers such as Sayyid Ahmad Khan of India 
and Rashid Rida of Egypt. However, what distinguishes Iqbal from the others is 
that he put the character of his audience at the centre of his philosophical agenda 
which can be summarized in his own words: ‘Education, like other things, ought 
to be determined by the needs of the learner.’2 In other words, steeped as he was 
in the traditional literature, and so skilful in the medium of Persian and Urdu 
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poetry, what distinguishes Iqbal from most of the other modern Muslim thinkers 
was that he knew very well the aesthetic and religious character of not only his own 
Indian Muslim society, but was also able to appeal to Muslims in the wider Islamic 
world using a voice they found resonant and relevant. The questions he raised at the 
beginning of the twentieth century and the issues he dealt with still open new per-
spectives among Muslim intellectuals today, and this is perhaps why Wilfred C. 
Smith is right in his claim that ‘Any modern Muslim who would talk about religion 
must begin where Iqbal left off; otherwise he is not worth listening to.’3 And as a 
last word on his presentation of his philosophy, it should also be admitted that, even 
if he did not provide his readers with a clear way to follow, he offered them new 
ways of thinking which can be found in this Kierkegaardian reading of him.
	 This book has been deliberately confined to the application of Kierkegaard’s 
approach to Iqbal’s theory of becoming a Muslim self. Thus, it did not include 
any Kierkegaardian analysis of further aspects of Iqbal’s philosophy, such as his 
social or political views. Further to this study, particularly interesting would be 
the approaches of the two thinkers to the relation between the state and religion, 
secularity and the ideal religious society and the correspondences and, so to 
speak, conversations between them. Moreover, Khan’s suggestion of bringing 
the various works of each author to the table is worth noting:

the best strategy for continuing an Iqbal-Kierkegaard conversation may be 
to adopt the same strategy Kierkegaard uses with all his pseudonyms, that is 
to make all of the pseudonyms sit at the same table and serve on a panel, 
along with Iqbal and Kierkegaard themselves. Of course, to keep Iqbal from 
being drowned out among so many Kierkegaardian voices, the authorial 
voices of the two early Persian poems, Asrar-i-Khudi [The Secrets of the 
Self] and Rumuz-i-bekhudi [Mysteries of the Selflessness], will need to sit at 
the table too. For that matter, it might be well to reserve a place for Iqbal’s 
1934 lectures The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, since so 
creative a thinker must surely have changed his views significantly during 
his most productive years.4

The idea is a good one, for there are only really contradictions in Iqbal’s ideas if he 
is seen as someone who could not change his mind. In this study Kierkegaard has 
been recognized as someone who wrote under a number of pseudonyms. Iqbal 
always wrote under his own name, unlike Kierkegaard, so it is more difficult to see 
him as actually having a succession of evolving personas over the years, where his 
thought develops, switches emphasis, becomes distracted, takes on different posi-
tions. This would allow seeing multiple personalities in both writers, and we 
should resist the temptation to try to find an essential Iqbal or an essential Kierke-
gaard. Such studies along these lines of an interreligious approach, in Mall’s 
words, ‘contribute to a common, global discourse and conversation of human kind 
that extends beyond the narrow limits of the East-West dichotomy’.5 Such a dia-
logue would not only contribute to Iqbal and Kierkegaard studies but also make a 
contribution to Christian-Muslim philosophical exchange.
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