
        
 
 
BETWEEN POETRY AND PHILOSOPHY:
A STUDY OF MUHAMMAD IQBAL’S SELF-    
PORTRAITURES 

SALIHA SHAH 

      

DEPARTMENT OF HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES  

INDIAN INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY DELHI 

OCTOBER 2022 



© Indian Institute of Technology Delhi (IITD), New Delhi, 

2022 

	



BETWEEN POETRY AND PHILOSOPHY: A STUDY OF 
MUHAMMAD IQBAL’S SELF-PORTRAITURES  

by 

   SALIHA SHAH 

DEPARTMENT OF HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 

Submitted 

in fulfilment of the requirement of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

to the  

 

INDIAN INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY DELHI 

OCTOBER 2022 

	



                                    CERTIFICATE          

This is to certify that the thesis entitled “Between Poetry and Philosophy: A Study 

of Muhammad Iqbal’s Self-Portraitures” submitted by Saliha Shah to Indian In-

stitute of Technology, Delhi, for the award of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy, is 

a record of the bona fide research work done by her. She has worked under my guid-

ance and supervision and has fulfilled the requirements, which to my knowledge, 

have reached the requisite standard for the submission of this thesis. The contents of 

this thesis have not been submitted in part or full to any other Institute or University 

for the award of any degree or diploma.  

  

Dr. Sanil V 

Professor 

Department of Humanities and Social Sciences  

Indian Institute of Technology, Delhi 

 Hauz Khas, New Delhi-110016  

October 20, 2022  

                                               

	 i



Acknowledgements  

This dissertation has been a long time in the making, struggling, among several other things, with a 

sense of its own impossibility. For it to have come this far, I owe Professor Sanil, my dissertation 

adviser, my deepest gratitude.  

Professor Sanil read with great care each one of the several drafts of each chapter, asked many im-

portant questions, pointed out infelicities and incautious articulations, demanded changes and en-

sured they were made. While he granted me complete freedom to pursue my questions, and permit-

ted my multiple shifts in different directions, Professor Sanil’s occasional interventions taught me 

how to stay with a problem, dwell on its complexities, avoid leaps and jumps. Most importantly, he 

helped me learn how not to balk at the thought of rereading, rethinking, rewriting almost every-

thing, and savour this slow and difficult process. His insistence on the importance of finding, and 

speaking in, one’s own voice gave me the confidence to overcome the intimidation that scholarly 

reputation does occasion. Since this dissertation wasn!t graced with flow and it happened in trickles 

and drops over the years, Professor Sanil!s mentorship throughout this rather protracted postgradu-

ate career of a kind scarcely now tolerated, his trust in and patience with this project have indebted 

me to him in more ways than one.  

I am grateful to the Chair and members of my Research Committee. To Professor Simona Sawhney 

for not only persuading me to continue with this project at a moment when I was almost ready to 

give it up in dread and despair, but also for teaching me how to keep pushing against the received 

assumptions and inherited categories on the one hand and the inadequacies of one’s own compre-

hension on the other. To Professor Babu Thaliath for his many useful questions, comments, and 

suggestions. To Professor Bharati Puri for her thoughtful interventions. 

My sincere thanks to Javed Majeed for his insightful and encouraging comments on the initial 

skeletal draft of Chapter 1. To Naveeda Khan for her fresh perspective on the key questions of 

Chapter 1& 2. To S B Diagne for his elaborate and useful feedback on Chapter 2. To G S Sahota for 

his encouraging response to Chapter 3. To Shamsur Rahman Faruqi for showing me directions to 

take that I would not have seen otherwise. To Prajit Basu for watching over me.  

Conversations with Utsav Banerjee, Pranitha Hemanth, Deepak Sethy, Liza Hazarika, Drishadwati 

Bargi, Gurmeet Kaur, Aswathy Rajan, Aatina Malik, Muzaffar Ali, Junaid Hamdhani, Mehjabeen 

	 ii



Wali, Ambreen Anjum, Jinju, Fazal, Saima Khan and Namoos have been critical to propelling this 

work forward. Tariq Ashfaq helped me access some of the rare books and papers I needed for this 

work. Nazia Amin carried my chapter drafts from Kashmir to IIT Delhi for Professor Sanil to read 

when internet, telephone and postal services were suspended in Kashmir for months. My most spe-

cial thanks go to Rituparna Sengupta whose friendship, vitality, and resourcefulness have sustained, 

educated and inspired me in more ways than one. For all the deadlines that I have not missed, I have 

Rituparna to thank for her timely reminders. For so many of the movies and memes, poems and 

puns, books and journals I have enjoyed all this while, I owe a debt of gratitude to her curatorial 

skills, wide-ranging interests, and exceptional generosity. Though our academic projects do not 

have much in common, the rigour and seriousness of Rituparna’s work constituted an unusual but 

invaluable source of illumination for my own.  

I acknowledge with gratitude the Junior and Senior Research Fellowships from UGC that made this 

work possible, and the travel grant from University of Bern, Switzerland, Humboldt University of 

Berlin, Germany, and IIT Delhi that enabled me to participate in conferences that this work benefit-

ted from. The efficient cooperation of the staff of HSS, IIT Delhi throughout this journey is grate-

fully acknowledged. My participation in the conference “Forms and Functions of Islamic Philoso-

phy” organised by Bard College, New York and the incubator “Philosophy in the Islamic World” 

hosted by Princeton University was greatly helpful in sharpening some of the key questions of this 

dissertation. Many thanks to Nora, Elizabeth, Shatha and Kamal R. Ahmed.  

Thanks are owed to Maroof Shah for his consistent encouragement. To Abida Shah for her com-

mitment to my well-being and to the life of this project. To Shakeela Shah for all her wishes and 

prayers. To Manzoor Shah for his many kinds of inspiration. To Peerzada Muzamil for allowing me 

to bank on him in all non-academic matters. To Sham su Nisa for her incredible kindness and gen-

erosity. To Hazika for her technical assistance and much more. To Aalima for providing a sounding 

board whenever I needed one. To Muqeem, Aamir, Azfar for their  delightful, uplifting company 

that kept billowing my flagging spirits from time to time. Most immeasurably to the enduring sup-

port and love of my parents - Abdul Rashid Shah and Zareefa Shah. I hope I am able to do for them 

at least a fraction of what they have been doing for me. 

My very special thanks to the examiners of this dissertation who read it with incredible care and 

attention, asked many important questions, offered greatly stimulating comments, and pointed to 

many new, useful connections and directions.  

	 iii



For all the inadequacies, crudities, and gaps that remain in what I wanted to say and how I ended up 

saying it, I alone am responsible.  

                                                                                                                          Saliha Shah 

	 iv



Abstract  

This dissertation is a study of Muhammad Iqbal!s self-portraitures. Though a function of poetic technique, 

self-portraitures constitute in Iqbal’s work a site where a novel kind of philosophical activity takes place. 

Foregrounding how they bring together the poetic and the philosophical in ways that blur, and render unde-

cidable, even inconsequential, the disciplinary boundaries, this dissertation shows how self-portraitures func-

tion as an important, hitherto underexplored, point of departure into Iqbal!s complex body of work. It 

demonstrates how self-portraitures function as the principal means of access not only to the ways in which 

Iqbal poses and pursues his key philosophical, metapoetic, ethical, and political questions, but, more impor-

tantly, to the philosophically significant ambivalences, ambiguities, and hesitations that mark Iqbal!s en-

gagement with them. 

The dissertation takes up five key aspects of Iqbal!s self-portraitures - ambivalence about being, and being 

perceived as, a philosopher, divided persona as a poet, avowal of strangerhood, disavowal of gender identity, 

insistence on being a perpetual traveller - and demonstrates how they constitute exemplification of the five 

key concepts posited in Iqbal!s corpus respectively- reason, desire, selfhood, gender, travel. The dissertation 

allows us to see how in Iqbal’s body of work it is not only the concept of reason finding exemplification in 

the figure of the philosopher, but Iqbal playing the philosopher struggling to inhabit and abandon the station 

of philosophy in equal measure. Similarly, the concept of desire has its embodiment in the figure of the poet 

Iqbal models himself after; the concept of intractable, asocial, uncontainable selfhood is instantiated in the 

figure of the stranger enacted by Iqbal himself; the concept of acculturated, gendered subjectivity is exempli-

fied in the figure of the cultural diagnostician that Iqbal identifies himself with; the concept of selfhood as an 

onward movement towards, and past, various stations is embodied in the figure of the perpetual traveller 

played again by Iqbal himself. The dissertation draws our attention not only to the extensive employment of 

figures in Iqbal’s writings, and how they exemplify concepts and ideals, but also to the ways in which Iqbal 

casts himself as a figurative embodiment of the key elements of his own conceptual repertoire. 

Keywords: self-portraiture, exemplification, selfhood, reason, individuation, desire, travel, onwardness, 
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सार 
यह शोध मुहम्मद इक़बाल के आत्म-िचत्रण का अध्ययन ह।ै इक़बाल की रचनाओ ंमें आत्म-
िचत्रण काव्यात्मक तक्नीक होन ेके अलावा, एक िविचत्र ही दाशर्िनक गितिविध का प्रतीक ह।ै 

यह शोध कें िद्रत करता ह ैिक िकस प्रकार आत्म-िचत्रण काव्य और फलसफे के बीच के 
अंतर को धुंधला कर उन्हें केवल अस्पष्ट ही नहीं, बिल्क महत्वहीन कर देता ह ैऔर 
दशार्ता ह ैिक कैसे आत्म-िचत्रण इक़बाल की जिटल रचनाओ ंको समझन ेका एक 
िविशष्ट ज़िरया ह,ै जो अब तक अनन्वेिषत रहा ह।ै  ये प्रदिशर् त करता ह ैिक आत्म-िचत्रण न 
ही केवल इक़बाल के िलए एक मुख्य स्रोत ह ैअपने कें द्रीय दाशर्िनक, मेटापोएिटक, नैितक और 
राजनीितक प्रश्नों के प्रस्तुित और अनुकरण के िलए, बिल्क उसस ेभी अिधक, दाशर्िनक तौर पे 
ख़ास उन उभयवृित्तता, अस्पष्टता, और िहचिकचाहट के िलए भी, जो इक़बाल के लेखों में 
िचिन्हत हैं।

यह शोध इक़बाल के आत्म-िचत्रण के पांच मुख्य पहलुओ ंपर कें िद्रत ह ै-- दाशर्िनक होने 
की उभयवृित्तता, काव्यात्मक व्यिक्तत्व का िवभाजन, िविचत्रता का स्वीकरण, लैंिगक 
पहचान का खंडन, एक सतत यात्री होने पर िवशेष आग्रह--और यह प्रदिशर् त करता ह ैिक 
कैसे ये उन पांच मुख्य पहलुओ ंका दृष्टान्त ह ैजो इक़बाल संग्रह में प्रस्तुत ह ै : चैतन्य, 
अिभलाषा, व्यिक्तत्व, िलंग, और भ्रमण। यह शोध न केवल इक़बाल के लेखन में पैकर के 
उपयोग की ओर हमारा ध्यान आकिषर् त करता ह,ै और कैसे वे अवधारणों और आदशोर् का 
दृष्टान्त देत ेह,ै बिल्क इस ओर भी िक िकस प्रकार इकबाल खुद को अपने वैचािरक कोष में 
प्रतीकात्मक अवतार की भूिमका देते हैं ।

 मूल शब्द: आत्म-िचत्रण, व्यिक्तत्व, चैतन्य, अिभलाषा, भ्रमण
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