GrerrBd-G2) Pl Y ATt S0
DOI: https:/ /doi.org/10.52541/fn.v62i3.2021

J:glu(,}‘zyﬁdg”l;’lb//)lr!)/lg)}ﬁ%f:/

The Mutual Relations of Maryam Jameelah's
Conversion to Islam and Study of Iqbal

Zohaib Ahmad®

ABSTRACT: Muhammad Igbal is entitled as the Poet of East; however, his
thoughts are far beyond geographical barriers. His works play an important role
in bridging the gaps between East and West. He influences a number of people
through his poetry. One of them is Maryam Jameelah. She is an American Jewish
lady who, after her conversion to Islam, migrates to Pakistan. While analyzing
her conversion, most of the scholars argue that her study of the Holy Quran,
works of Muhammad Asad, the concept of the hereafter, and her meetings with
American Muslims result in her conversion to Islam. It is often ignored that she
is also influenced by Igbal's works. By analyzing both published and
unpublished writings of Jameelah, the current study argues that along with other
mentioned factors, the study of Iqbal's poetry also played a pivotal role in her
conversion to Islam. She praises the poetic works of Igbal and recognizes them as
a symbol of spirituality and religiosity. However, she criticizes most of his prose

works and considers them influenced by the philosophies of modernism.
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Summary of the Article

Maryam Jameelah was an American Jewish convert to Islam who adopted
Pakistan as her second home. Born as Margaret Marcus in 1934, Maryam
Jameelah beloged to a a lineage deeply rooted in the intellectual traditions of
German Jewish philosophy. Her ancestors, migrated from Germany between 1848
and 1860 to America. They were followers of the German Jewish polymath, Moses
Mendelssohn (1729-1786). Being the harbinger of Haskalah movement,
Mendelssohn worked for the modernization of German Jewry. Growing up in a
reform family, Jameelah witnessed the practices of Reform Judaism in her home.
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Her partents prioritized Reform Temples over traditional Jewish synagogues.
Unlike her family, she was at ods with her forefathers.

She thought that Mendelssohn's ideas represent a divergence from traditional
Judaism which for her was the the authentic essence of the religion. Her
departure from her family's religious tradition resulted in the spiritual quest that
led her towards Islam. Mostly her conversion to Islam is considered as the result
of her study of the Holy Quran, encoutners with Muslims living in America, and
the outstanding works of Muhammad Asad. It is often ignored that, to a larger
extent, she also embraced the philosophical brilliance of Muhammad Igbal, the
national poet of Pakistan. It is overlooked that during her stay in New York, she
found solace in the writings of Igbal.

Her spiritual void was evident since her childhood. She often talked with her
mother about the absence of spirtuality in her home. Perhaps it was one of the
major reasons that motivated her to study the traditional cultures. Her interest in
Arab culture sparked when she found that Ibrahim (peace be upon him) was the
father of both Jews and Muslims. Moreover, the hostility towards Arabs and
Turks during World War I and II moved her attention towards studying Arab
culture and Islam with reverence.

As a passionate reader, she found peace in books on Islam and the East. She
recounted how she regularly visited bookstores in New York, where she initially
came across Igbal's poetic works. She believed that Igbal's poetic compositions,
particularly Asrar-e-Khudi and Rumiiz-e-Bekhudi, held timeless relevance,
resonating more strongly in the contemporary era than when they were written.
Jameelah considered Igbal to be unparalleled in his artistic presentation of
Islam's message, bridging religion and spirituality through poetry. She
interpreted Asrar-e-Khudi as advocating for Muslims to reclaim their freedom and
strength through self-realization and spiritual elevation, emphasizing a complete
personality through closeness to God. In Rumiiz-e-Bekhudi, she saw symbols that
encapsulated the essence of a true Islamic society, rooted in collective Islamic
belief system especially in the oneness of God.

She highlighted verses from Igbal's works that expressed love for Allah and His
Messenger (peace be upon him), affection for the Hijaz, and the “true” essence of
Islam. Jameelah particularly emphasized Igbal's explanation that the Arabs, as
descendants of Ibrahim, Ishaq, and Yaqub (peace be upon them), are the true
heirs of the prophets, contrasting with the perceived failure of Jews to fulfill their
covenant with God. Impressed from Igbal’s point of view, she writes: “here am I
still a Jew - or at least everybody consideres me as such - but I am no longer a
Jew in my heart.” It was the change of heart. Igbal’s powerfull message intrigued
her to leave Judaism and directed towards Islam. She started to believe that
Muslims are the true heirs of Hebrew prophets.

Jameelah acknowledged Igbal's exposure to European philosophies, including
Nietzsche's ideas, but rejected the notion that he merely transmitted them. She
disputed claims that Igbal's references to the vicegerent of God or the perfect
man echoed Nietzsche's Superman concept, citing Igbal's own refutation of this
in "The New Era." She was of the opinion that unlike Igbal's poetry, his prose
was influenced by modernity. According to Jameelah, Igbal used Greek
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philosophy, prevalent during the Mu'tazilite era rejected by Muslim scholars,
arguing to open the door of Ijtihad. She thinks that Western thinkers present only
one aspect of Igbal's thought and do not show the whole picture to their readers.
Additionally, she believed that Igbal also had inclinations towards Sufism. This,
she cautioned against oversimplifying Igbal's thought and urged scholars to
address apparent contradictions, particularly regarding his love/hate
relationship with Sufism.

It seems that Jameelah's deep dive into the works of Igbal unearthed profound
insights not only into the poetry itself but also into the broader cultural and
philosophical currents of the time. Through her research, she discerned that
Igbal's poetry held a unique allure, captivating both Eastern and Western
audiences alike, and serving as a gateway to the appreciation of Islam.

Jameelah recognized Iqbal as a poet who transcended cultural and linguistic
barriers, dedicating his poetic endeavors entirely to the love of Islam. She thinks
that unlike poets who merely flirted with religious themes, Igbal's verses
resonated with a spiritual fervor that spoke directly to the souls of his readers.
She observed how Igbal's life and work evolved over time, transitioning from an
emphasis on secular nationalism to a more profound understanding of the role of
religion in shaping national identities. This nuanced perspective enriched
Jameelah's interpretation of Igbal's poetry, allowing her to appreciate the depth
of his insights into the complex interplay between faith and politics.
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