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Abstract
The paper argues that Sūfı̄ discourse, with its long established literary

tradition, offers insights that could address the disciplinary challenges facing
literature in general, and comparative literature in particular, in the present
cultural scenarios of unpredictability and uncertainty.  The argument pro-
ceeds first by an inquiry into the nature and the possible causes of the “crisis”
in which the discipline finds itself and then employs the Sūfı̄ discourse of
Rūmı̄ to suggest an accommodative strategy for the academic practice of lit-
erature at the present time.

The disciplinary identity of literature, this paper argues, was from its
liberal humanist inception doomed to crisis.  This was because the “Arnoldian
consensus” under which the discipline first established itself, saw literature
somewhat as a surrogate religion, but at the same time the critical practice that
regulated the disciplinary dynamics remained highly analytical, rational, in
ways that were “philosophical” (despite the untenable denials of the likes of
Leavis).  The present crisis in comparative literature could be seen as a con-
tinuation of the crisis that beset the earlier disciplinary identity of literature.
Comparative literature did play its part in the fall of the liberal humanist
paradigm, but one could say that it did not significantly detach itself from the
Euro-centricity that governed the earlier institutional practice.

Rūmı̄ provides us with an opportunity, an opportunity that is made
available by the nature of the discipline itself, to see criticism not simply as
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works of Rūmı̄.  He was also associated with the Department of Comparative Literature, University of
Washington in Seattle as a Fulbright researcher in 2000-01.  E-mail: iftikharshafi@hotmail.com
*“Let safety go, and dwell in the place of fear”: Jalal al-Din Rūmı̄, The Mathnawı̄, II/ 2331, trans. R.A.
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a “philosophical” activity that seeks to comprehend and neutralize the un-
boundedness of the creative.  Rūmı̄ rejects any feeling of security, closure and
completeness that is afforded by a criticism that hasn’t been able to go beyond
mimesis.  Such a critical acumen Rūmı̄ wants us to let go of and “clutch at
madness”: “I have tried far-thinking intellect; henceforth I will make myself
mad.” The critical activity in Rūmı̄ is rather governed by the epistemology
of ı̄mân (faith) which prioritizes a certain “hermeneutics of faith” over a “herme-
neutics of suspicion” (Deconstruction or Lacanian psychoanalysis, for in-
stance). In a cultural context where one needs to possess a certain Keatsian
Negative Capability, of being “in doubts, uncertainties and mysteries with-
out any irritable reaching after fact or reason,” Rūmı̄’s “hermeneutics of faith”
may become one way in which we can approach literature.

Keywords: comparative literature, academic crisis, Sūfı̄ poetics, Rūmı̄
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I

Ân kunam bâ tu keh bârân bâ chaman
(I will do to you that which rain does to the meadow.)

—Rūmı̄

In addressing the present disciplinary crisis in comparative literary studies
by proposing a comparativizing of the Sūfı̄ literary tradition, it is obvious that I
am taking upon my self a prescriptive task, to which, needless to say, a correct
diagnosis is integral.  To a critical mind it may be merely incidental (although
there is a history of taking omens from the poetry of the likes of Hâfiz) that the
very first story in the famous Mathnawı̄ of Jalâl al-Dı̄n Rūmı̄ (1207-1273) seems
to chart in rather allegorical ways some aspects of a crisis scenario, its prognostica-
tion and remedy, such as will be discussed in the following few pages of this paper.
The lament of the reed, the preamble to the first story in the Mathnawı̄, is a
lament of separation: “Everyone who is left far from his source wishes back the
time when he was united with it” (I / 4).  Compare Paul de Man’s comment on
the crisis in literary studies: “We can speak of a crisis when a ‘separation’ takes
place . . . between what, in literature, is in conformity with the original intent and
what has irrevocably fallen away from this source” (8).  The story of a king’s falling
in love with a handmaiden, a tale Rūmı̄ calls “the very marrow of our inward
state” (I / 35), tells us that the handmaiden falls ill immediately after being bought
by the king.  The story then narrates the futile attempts of the physicians “from
left and right” to cure the illness: “The more cures and remedies they applied, the
more did the illness increase” (I / 51).  Compare the following discussion on the
complicity of the camps contributing to the “language of crisis,” all “caught in the
same circle,” to use Derrida’s words, “the destroyers and the destroyed”.  Finally,
a hakı̄m (“skilled physician”) in whose remedy one could “behold absolute
magic,” like “a sun among the shadow” appears as a “gift from God” and diag-
noses the problem as “heart-sickness.”  The hakı̄m, then, through a detailed
“psychoanalysis” (if psyche here should strictly be taken as spirit, and the process as
a spiritual investigation rather than merely the treatment of mental disorders)
discerns the source of the girl’s grief, that is, her being parted from a certain gold-
smith of Samarcand.  Diagnosis done, the prescription comes quick: “bring the
man here for the sake of (curing) this malady” (I / 183) so that the handmaiden
may be happy in union with him.  Compare the subsequent reference in the
paper to deconstruction’s pathetic attempt at concentricizing poetry and criticism.
But the Sūfı̄ poetics, this paper would argue, differs from even such an attempt
in disagreeing with de Man and the like on their opinion that it is actually litera-
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ture which is the true source of criticism, a source from which “the demystifying
critics . . . (have cut) themselves off.” In the Sūfı̄ poetics, both literature and
criticism receive their insights from the revealed source, the tradition of dı̄n
(religion).  This tradition is regulated by the ideal of ihsân (the consciousness that
Allah is watching me, and as if I am watching Him all the time).

The hakı̄m’s treatment in Rūmı̄’s story does not stop at the union of the girl
with the goldsmith.  What follows is a dwindling away of the goldsmith before
her, caused by a potion given to him by the hakı̄m.  The girl is finally disillusioned
of the man and is restored to the king. Love for Rūmı̄ is “the physicians of all our
ills” (I / 24), but “love of the dead is not enduring.”  He asks us to choose the
love of that Living One who is everlasting” (I / 218-19).

Apart from the thematic parallels, this paper also seeks to find out a sort of
organizational affinity with Rūmı̄’s tale.  The narrative that deals with the diag-
nostic part in the Rūmı̄ story is much longer than the prescriptive part.  The
reason for this, in Rūmı̄ words, lies in the difficulty of the diagnostic process itself,
the identification of the nature and causes of the problem: “When a thorn darts
into anyone’s foot, he sets his foot upon his knee / And keeps searching for its
head with the point of a needle, and if he does not find it, he keeps moistening it
(the place) with his lip / A thorn in the foot is so hard to find: how (then) is it with
a thorn in the heart? . . .” (I / 150-152).  I am offering this organizational affinity
primarily as an apology to those who may find a certain asymmetry between the
diagnostic and the prescriptive parts of my paper.  In Rūmı̄’s story, the hakı̄m,
despite having known the secret the moment he first saw the pain, started with
observing “the colour of the face, (feeling) her pulse, and (inspecting) her urine;
he heard both the symptoms and the (secondary) causes of her malady” (I / 103).
The third section may rightly be considered as the “heart” of my paper, but,
using T. S. Eliot’s words slightly out of context, “look[ing] into our hearts and
write[ing] . . . is not looking deep enough.”  One must look into “a good deal
more than the heart . . . into the cerebral cortex, the nervous system, and the
digestive tracts” (Selected Prose 120).

Hoping for such an apology based more upon associations rather than any
analytical grounds to be accepted, I might expect the reader to bear with me for
a little while as I take my time to dwell on the nature, causes and symptoms of the
crisis before reaching the “heart” of my paper.



Addressing Disciplinary Crisis in Comparative Literature the Sūf ı̄ Way 155

II

Ah, love, let us be true
To one another! for the world, which seems
To lie before us like a land of dreams,
So various, so beautiful, so new,
Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light,
Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain;
And we are here as on a darkling plain

Matthew Arnold

Chunân qaht Sali shud ander Damishque
Keh yârân farâmūsh kardend ishque

(Such a draught there came to Damascus
That lovers forgot to love)

Sâdı̄ Shı̄râzı̄

It seems rather ironic that I speak of a crisis in a discipline that has not yet
even been institutionalized in my own country, Pakistan.  But the possibility that
I can still justify my speaking on the crisis in this manner actually makes the irony
instructive.  Let us first have my justification, which might be a bit too obvious
for my readers, and then some instructive implications which might not be as
self-explanatory.

Although I am not still directly exposed to any crisis that could beset an
institutionalized, systematized and departmentally rationalized practice of com-
parative literature, the crisis I will talk about here seems to have been always
already with literary studies in general, and English in particular with which I
also happen to be academically associated.  If for the moment I suspend the ques-
tion of various criteria of comparison whose extension to Sūfı̄ aesthetics I will
explore in this paper, and restrict myself to those on which comparative literature
was initially institutionalized (although one could argue that those initial stan-
dards by and large still seem to regulate its present practice), that are national,
linguistic and so-called cultural, then my own education in English was always
“comparative.”  Going by the initial standards of comparison I have mentioned
above, my reading of Sophocles before being exposed to the Elizabethan drama,
or studying Plato and Aristotle before reading Sidney or Dryden in criticism
was, albeit possibly less systematized and acknowledged as such, an act of com-
parativism.

Had the case of such an uninstitutionalized comparativism been restricted
only to English studies in my country, I could still have taken it in con-
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formity with the broader Arnoldian programme of critical practice that was sup-
posed to treat Europe, intellectually and spiritually, as “one great confederation”
(603), or have agreed with Husserl who in “The Crisis of European Humanity
and Philosophy” chose to restrict the crisis to European territories.  Husserl’s philo-
sophical sobriety, as Paul de Man points out, falls short of addressing openly the
question as to “[W]hy this geographical expansion should have chosen to stop,
once and forever, at the Atlantic ocean and at the Caucasus” (15).  But Arnold’s
literary playfulness does betray that along with a knowledge of Greek and Roman,
and of “one another,” the European practitioners of criticism have also to consider
“Eastern antiquity” as part of their intellectual dominion (Arnold 603).  Despite
Arnold’s resolute stance on criticism’s steady refusal “to lend itself to any . . .
ulterior, political, practical consideration of ideas,” Arnold’s literary and critical
programme seems to be implicitly following the lines of Western imperialism’s
political and geographical expansion.  Hence in a gesture that could well amount
to be no less than an act of a sustained colonial attempt at epistemicide, we
see that not only in English, but even in Urdu departments, courses in criticism
set out with Aristotle’s Poetics, and often come down to a variety of abstruse post-
modernisms, and various histories of Arabic and Persian literary criticism, pro-
duced either in the West or in the East, maintain a solemn consensus that any
serious and systematic criticism in these languages is only subsequent to the trans-
lations of Aristotle’s Poetics.  To use Levinas’s words, “the empire of the same”
extends by default.  If there is any crisis in the disciplinary practice of comparative
literature, which we all seem to believe there is, it is thus a crisis of literary studies
in general, since it is the same notion of criticism that seems to be governing
all literary study ubiquitously.

Having said all what I have said about the apparent ubiquitousness of the
crisis, I am aware that in proposing such a “doctorly” treatment of the subject
I am suggesting a certain distance from it, being in and out of it at the same
time. “It can always be shown on all levels of experience,” I could argue after de
Man, “that what other people experience as a crisis is perhaps not even a change;
such observations depend to a very large extent on the standpoint of the
observer . . .  It remains relevant that these people are constantly using the
language of crisis in referring to what is taking place.  We must take this into
account when reflecting on the predicament of others as a preliminary before
returning to ourselves” (6).

This “language of crisis” attempts at speaking of the crisis both in terms of
symptoms and causes, that is, in diagnostic terms, and also in terms of prescriptions.
I must point out at the outset, though it should go even without saying that this
disciplinary crisis affecting literary studies in general I talk about here is not
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so much a crisis of literature in general, if for the moment one overlooks the
historical significance of the term “literature” itself, and for the sake of argument’s
convenience one takes it in the sense of a non-institutionalized production
and reception of literary writing.  This is why Marjorie Perloff, when asking
herself,  “is the crisis (in humanities) perhaps more apparent than real?”, comes
up with an ambiguous reply: “Yes and no. Within the academy, and especially in
literature departments it is real enough, as the shrinking enrollments and the
depressed job market indicate” (678).  But on the other hand, Perloff argues,
“there are actually thousands of people ‘out there’ who want to learn more . . .
and share their interpretations of and enthusiasm for (major literary writers)”
(678).  In support of her claims Perloff mentions various web-sites which con-
tain the texts and comprehensive secondary sources, an “astonishing set of
documents” on major literary figures and themes.  These sites, Perloff points
out, are accessed not only by students or their professors.  So Perloff restricts
the crisis to the academy.  For her, “shrinking enrollments and the depressed
job market” are only symptoms of “a bad fit between an outmoded curriculum
and the actual interests of potential students” (679).  One could possibly take
her diagnosis as a “supply and demand” crisis resulting from a faulty “need
analysis” of what students really want.  In her diagnosis she includes theory (what
she has in mind is what goes in the name of “cultural” theory such as Marxist,
Feminist, Afro-American criticism, etc, not theory in the de Manian or Derridian
sense of a rhetorical view of language as “invading the universal problematic”)
that has opened ways for such curriculum changes as would highlight minority
and underrepresented writers “without clear-cut notions of why it is worth-
while to read literary texts, whether by established or marginalized writers”
(679).  As a result of this unsettling of the established canon, “the study of ‘litera-
ture’ becomes no more than a chore, a way of satisfying distribution require-
ments” of the various ethnic, racial and ideological groups claiming their place
in the curriculum.  Such theoretical movement that supports an indiscreet
shaking of the canon is again symptomatic of what Perloff calls “the neo-Puritan
notion” where “literature and other arts must somehow be ‘useful,’ and only use-
ful” (681), being instructive at the expense of delight which is the main function
of literature.  Literature, in other words, has been rendered as merely a marginal
adjunct of the social sciences.

As a prescription for the problem, Perloff suggests a reversal back to the
Aristotelian “pleasure principle” of foregrounding the “pleasures of the fictive, the
what might happen” (681).  The subordination of this what might happen to
what has happened—the historical/cultural, in Perloff ’s opinion, “has trivialized
the status of literary study in the contemporary academy and shrunk the corre-
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sponding departments” (681).  The strategy she suggests for getting back to the
Aristotelian “pleasure principle” is quite “deconstructive” in the sense that it fore-
grounds the rhetorical, to “see how language works in a given poem or play or
novel . . . For language, which is, after all, the material of literature, as well as the
means to its fictiveness, will be the central object of study . . . Such study, I believe,
will come back into favor for the simple reason that, try as one may, one cannot
eliminate the sheer jouissance or pleasure of the text” (680).

Perloff seems to be confident that once this Aristotelian “pleasure principle”
is evoked, the crisis will be averted.  Couching her prescription in the Aristotelian
cathartic pleasure, she seems to sit comfortably ensconced in a liberal humanist,
Arnoldian optimism: “. . . one cannot kill the basic human instinct to make po-
etry and enjoy the poetry making of the others . . . Some things, it seems, never
quite vanish” (682).

What Perloff ’s treatment of the crisis reveals is a problematic complicity
between what she would consider to be the cause of the crisis, that is, the intru-
sion of the cultural theory into the literary domain to the extent of downplaying
the uniqueness of the art work and renouncing the element of delight, and what
she considers to be the remedy, a rhetorical strategy to derive the cathartic, “a
particular kind of poetic pleasure of the fictive” (681).  Despite one’s agreement
with Perloff ’s diagnosis, what casts doubts over her prescription’s potential for
deflecting the thrust of the crisis is the fact that both the poison and the remedy
can legitimately trace their lineage from the same Aristotelian premise.  The
same old ambiguity of the pharmakon resonates especially when one understands
Aristotelian catharsis basically as a cognitive and an intellectual function as given
in the Poetics: whatever has happened in literary studies is looked at by way of a
crisis that has had always to happen.  The academy from its beginning was doomed
to crisis.

Can one deny that cultural theory, which has been accused here of denting
the spirit of literature, has grown as necessarily, naturally, and inevitably from its
so-called “non-theoretical” past?  Or can one deny that a “theoretical” approach to
literature was also intended to relate literature more to life, and that it is in turn
its own exponents who have been blaming the practitioners of the rhetorical
approaches of divorcing literary studies from the immediate concerns of life, and
thus taking away the pleasure of literature through their “lemon-squeezing”
criticism?  What goes in the name of “theory” (cultural or otherwise) has devel-
oped out of an intellectual necessity from its humanist background is evinced
when Rene Welleck, who in 1937 criticized F. R. Leavis for being unmindful of
the theoretical bases of his “boastful empiricism,” is seen looking with helpless
horror at the fruition of his own sown seed:
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I sometimes feel guilty of having helped to propagate the theory of literature.  Since
my book, theory has triumphed in this country and has, possibly, triumphed with a
vengeance.  Still, I approve the basic impulse behind theory of literature, the need for
clarification of principles and methods, for an articulated rationale of literary study.
But some of the recent developments in their extreme skepticism and even nihilism
would destroy this ideal, “deconstruct,” as they say, all literary study, interrupt tradition,
dismantle an edifice built by the efforts of generations of scholars and students.
Fortunately, one may hope, that this new “absurdist” wave, as Hayden White has called
it, has already crashed on the shore, even though its propounders still believe that they
ride the crest.  (50)

The dilemma facing critics like Welleck is that if they do go for theory, it
necessarily leads to a form that for them becomes “an attempt to destroy literary
studies from the inside” (Welleck 42), and if they don’t, they are left with an
impressionistic and boastful Leavisite empiricism.  They, by the very virtue
and necessity of being academics of literature, initially support an intellectual
approach to literature, but when such intellectualization approaches its logical
limits, it shrinks from the “absurdist” conclusions such extension must lead to,
thus trying to cling again to an untenable, one could say, even an uncritical position.
Hence the thrust of the crisis remains undeflected.  One could hardly miss the
“theological” provenance of their answers to the hard-core theorists without any
theology working behind them, and also that many of their responses are ad
hominum (commenting upon Derrida’s view of writing, for instance, Welleck calls
the view a preposterous theory “whose claims every child would refute”).  This
impasse has been aptly recorded by Gerald Graff who, calling theorists
“outsiders” in relation to the humanists, observes: “[W]hat has proved to dis-
abling is not the failure of humanists to agree on objectives (of literary studies),
but their failure to disagree on them in ways that might become recognizable
and intelligible to outsiders” (263).  The fact is that the camps contributing to this
“language of crisis,” broadly and always inexactly speaking, the humanists, the
cultural theorists and the hard-core deconstructionists, all can be said to be “caught
in the (same intellectual) circle,” to use Derrida with my own parenthetical
insertion: “[T]hey are all more or less naïve, more or less empirical, more or less
systematic, more or less close to the formulation—that is to the formalization—of
this circle.”  These destroyers, who reciprocally destroy each other, are all working
“within the same inherited concepts” of an intellectualized, philosophized Poetics.
How far is Aristotle’s Poetics poetic?  Isn’t it the heterogeneity of theory and prac-
tice of literature that is causing the real crisis?

So whatever is going on in the name of cultural theory is as much with a
purpose to enhance the intellectual pleasure of studying literature as the Arnoldian
humanists or the deconstructionist rhetoricists would want to seek from it—even
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the distinction “literature for life” or “literature for literature” does not stand as
the differentiating factor between the accomplices.  J. Hillis Miller makes some
comments to similar effect in describing the “massive shift of focus in literary
study since 1979 away from the ‘intrinsic,’ rhetorical study of literature toward
study of the ‘extrinsic’ relations of literature, its placement within psychological,
historical, or sociological contexts”:

All honor to the motivations that underlie this shift, the noble desire for social justice,
for the improvement of the situation of women and minorities, for the clear under-
standing of the ideological presuppositions which invisibly manipulate us . . . and all
honor to the impatience with the actual hard work of reading, the nagging sense that
reading may be cut off from the real obligations of life, the desire to make the study
of literature somehow count, have effects of power in society and in history.  It is hard
to imagine wholeheartedly admiring the man or woman who does not have some
kind of passion for social justice and is willing to work for it.

The question is what this has to do with the study of literature.  It is defining this
liaison that the difficulties and disagreements begin. (104)

Let us rephrase Miller’s diagnosis of the crisis, with a little moulding for our
own purpose here: nobody seems to be disagreeing with the obvious fact that
literature is meant for life, but when the question arises as to what is life meant
for, or in other words, what is the meaning of life itself, there seems to be no
binding rationale as all “the destroyers and the destroyed” would come up with
their own versions of the answer.  Miller’s own remedial prescription, the “new
rationale” for the study of the humanities” as he calls it, is of “teaching reading all
signs: paintings, movies, television, the newspaper, historical data, the
data of material culture” itself is governed “partly from radical changes in . . .
society itself . . . and partly from accompanying internal changes in the disciplines
themselves” (111).  The interesting thing to note in the prescription is that it
obviously seems to be coming from the quarters of the cultural theorist (the anti-
deconstructionists) themselves, but perhaps what is less obvious is that this “new
rationale” that claims to be coming after the “break down of the old Arnoldian
consensus” is still Arnoldian in spirit.  The logic seems to be: since the meaning
of life always keeps changing, there is the necessity for a new rationale for literary
studies as well.  Perhaps nobody can deny the necessity of adjusting method
according to the changing cultural and social situation, but to talk of adjusting
a whole methodology reveals the real enormity of the crisis.  The problem seems
to be here that “method” has, by default, usurped the status of “methodology.”

Gerald Graff ’s identification of the cause of the crisis is similar to that of
Miller, although his prescription is different, but both Miller and Graff remain
in spirit essentially with Arnold who in turn remains essentially Aristotelian by
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keeping theory strictly within the philosophical quarter.  For Graff, the crisis can
be seen as a result of “the failure of departments of literature to form a visible,
identifiable community” and this failure itself is a result of “the lack of a common
theoretical rationale”:

(Consensus) philosophy says that educators need to get agreement on first principles
before they can be expected to work together, that in order to have educational coherence,
there must be theoretical consensus.  One sees this philosophy at work in most of the
educational commission reports, white papers and symposia on the state of the
humanities, where the standard procedure is to convene a panel of distinguished hu-
manists who are asked to abstract from the great monuments of the humanities some
conceptual core which can be put forth as “the knowledge most worth having.”  This
core knowledge will then supposedly represent the values behind which, now that they
have been spelled out, humanists can come together in order to propagate their
interests more effectively.

Invariably it is discovered that no consensus on the core values exists. (262)

Graff ’s prescription is Arnoldian to the core.  One might recall here Arnold’s
lament in Dover Beach at the recession of “the sea of faith” that was “once too at
the full” and can now only be heard as a “melancholy, long, withdrawing roar/
Retreating, to the breath/ Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear and
naked shingles of the world.” Arnold’s call for love accompanying his apocalyptic
description of the draught is audibly doomed: “Ah, love, let us be true to one
another!”  Arnold was, to be sure, a decadent romantic, who could still maintain
dissociated identities as a critic and as a poet.  On the one hand, as a critic, he
still pinned his hopes to criticism to revitalize creativity, and on the other, agonis-
tically cashed upon the contradiction inherent in his sober, staid critical moments
to write some decadent romantic verse with frank and honest admissions of
a hope in the revival lost forever.  Putting it all rather crudely: if the sea of faith
is gone, let it go, nothing can be done about it anymore.  Let’s write some poetry
of yearning, of love of a lost ideal of love.

Graff has something similar in mind: “Once consensus has broken down
and the question of political interests has been posed, educators have little choice
but to confront such questions and try to make the debate over them part of what
education is about”:

If we are to gain a measure of control over the problems of the academic humanities, it
seems to me we are more likely to do so not by waiting for a consensus to emerge on
how best to address those problems themselves into the subject matter of education,
where they can be worked through openly—whether to a consensus or not.

An institutional identity-crisis does not have to be cured in order to be made educa-
tionally productive.  It does, however, have to be staged, and theory is the language for
staging the one we are going through at the moment. (267)
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Instead of romantically lamenting the impossibility of a consensus, a somber
postmodern celebration of the crisis may indeed be one way of looking at
the situation.  Actually the extent of conferences, seminars, symposia and written
debates over the issue in the past few years indicates that the academia seems to
have welcomed Graff ’s suggestion.  But one could feel that the celebration is
still somber, pinching the unconscious like an “anxiety provoking threat” of
the Freudian death, a realization that this is the last resort, like a patient on a
ventilator—how long can it go on?  How long can criticism on criticism, poetry
on poetry be written?  This is where criticism could ultimately have led to.  At
the final stages of the crisis, criticism seems to have come to its own.

It is at this point that the very notion of criticism itself can be seen as the
actual cause of the crisis, the crisis itself.  When Aristotelian “intellectual pleasure”
is taken to its logical limits where it becomes difficult for the reader to decide
whether it is more painful or pleasing, deconstruction looks to strike the last few
nails in the coffin.  It is the deconstructionists who raise the issue, and invite
others to the embarrassing acknowledgment that “literary criticism,” given the
history of criticism in the West, is more of an oxymoron; whatever has ever been
going on in this name has been a totalitarian and violent yoking together of hete-
rogeneous discourses, a violent reduction of the spirit of poetry to the spirit of
philosophy.  It was after all Aristotle who called poetry a “philosophical thing
(Poetics IX, 55).  For the deconstructionists, criticism has been taking place in
a state of denial of its own real nature, of its own authenticity; it always has
been “structuralist” in the words of Derrida:

Form fascinates when one no longer has the force to understand force from within
itself.  That is, to create.  This is why literary criticism is structuralist in every age, in its
essence and destiny.  Criticism has not always known this, but understands it now,
and thus is in the process of thinking itself in its own concept, system and method.
Criticism henceforth knows itself separated from force, occasionally avenging itself on
force by gravely and profoundly proving that separation is the condition of the work,
and not only of the discourse of the work. (Writing and Difference 3)

Obviously, such a stoic acknowledgment and celebration of the crisis as a
necessary condition of literary academics to take place has been a hard pill to
swallow for the cultural theorists.  This unfolding of the crisis was only a matter
of time, was “long overdue,” as Paul de Man puts it.  But more than the crisis
itself, what seems to be more alarming, more “crisis-like,” to de Man, is the fear of
the crisis, the anxiety, “the sense of urgency, the impatient competitiveness with
which the various disciplines vie for leadership,” to evoke Arnold’s image, like
ignorant armies clashing by night.

The anxiety de Man is pointing out is, one could say, quite natural, and still
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remains to the present day as is evinced by the allowance I have been granted
here to speak on this topic.  For it would be rather unfortunate to consider the
deconstructionist assignation of the same function to poetry and criticism, that
is of “naming the void . . . the persistent naming that we call literature” as a “way
out” rather than an exposing of the crisis. Criticism was from its philosophical
inception bound to reach this impasse.  “[T]he notion of crisis and that of criticism,
” writes de Man, “are very closely linked, so much so that one could state that all
true criticism occurs in the mode of crisis” (8).  The real crisis in contemporary
criticism then for de Man is caused by criticism’s “scrutinizing itself to the point
of reflecting on its own origin . . . ,” by its “asking whether it is necessary for the
act of criticism to take place” (8).  But criticism must take place, even if it takes
place in the questioning of its taking place, as theory, as “authentic criticism,”
because such self-reflective scrutiny “defines the act of criticism itself ” (9).  Re-
gardless of the fact whether such “authentic criticism” is going to benefit or harm
literature, it would be critically dishonest to ignore that it is only such a notion
of criticism that should regulate the academic practice of literature:

Whether authentic criticism is a liability or an asset to literary studies as a whole re-
mains an open question.  One thing, however, is certain: namely, that literary studies
cannot possibly refuse to take cognizance of its existence.  It would be as if historians
refused to acknowledge the existence of wars because they threaten to interfere with
the serenity that is indispensable to an orderly pursuit of their discipline. (8)

Long gone and dead indeed seem to be the days when Philip Sydney could
still have called “the perfection of our degenerate souls made worse by their clayey
lodgings” and lifting up “the mind from the dungeon of the body to the enjoying
of his own divine essence” (147) as the final end of poetry.  Such a view comes
obviously much before literature was academized under any Aristotelian/ Arnoldian/
structuralist/ post-structuralist (etc., call philosophical) auspices, and hence can
be ridiculed but still be pardoned off as being naïve to the pressures and demands
of corporate visibility on literature these days. But what about individuals like
T. S. Eliot, who in the twentieth century could still insist that “literary criticism
should be completed by criticism from a definite ethical and theological stand-
point” (Religion and Literature 617)?  Perhaps such individuals should be first
ridiculed and then crucified. For the reasons of such a treatment meted out
to these individuals, let us hear de Man on a critical convention to which he
himself religiously adheres: “. . . we know that the individual who chose to ignore
this fundamental convention (that unmediated expression is a philosophical
impossibility) would be slated either for crucifixion, if he were aware, or, if he
were naive, destined to the total ridicule accorded . . . fools in fiction or in life”
(9).  The problem with the claims of Sidney or Eliot does not lie in their ignoring
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this convention.  No religious tradition, including that of Islam, would deny the
mediated nature of expression.  But the problem arises when the nature of such
mediation in a religious context is violently accommodated within the “philo-
sophical” possibilities of mediation.  The punishment of crucifixion could be
extended even to Sidney as he also tries to incarnate the Divine within the human,
that is, the revelational or religious within the philosophical, as is evident from his
deep respect for Aristotle and Plato in the Apology.  In Eliot, on the other hand,
the insistence upon Christian theology as providing the standard for scrutinizing
the acts of reading comes against the evidence of Christian theology’s heavy
reliance upon the Greek ontology for its formulations.

We probably need to comparativize literary traditions the structure proper
of which “must escape all classical categories” (Writing and Difference 15), to use
Derrida’s words, and hence whose formulations and practices might look rather
“absurd” from a Western critical perspective.  These are traditions in which liter-
ary mediation is not governed only by philosophical possibilities, in which
the creative and the critical do not come from epistemologically heterogeneous
quarters.  The stress upon “intellectual pleasure” in the Western criticism has
resulted in a thorough intellectualization of literary studies; we now have “doctors
of philosophy” in literature, oxymorons, who regulate the practices of the academy.
Such academics should be asked in the words of Rūmı̄: “Since you have come
from the fountain, how are you dry (thirsty)?  And if you are (fragrant like) the
gland of the musk-deer, where is the fragrance of musk?  How is there no trace in
you of that which you say and describe, O exalted one?” (Mathnawı̄ V / 2438-39)

III

And We send down from the sky Rain charged with blessing . . .
Al-Qur’ân (50:9)

Know, then, that the blessed Water from Heaven is the inspiration of (men’s) hearts
and the true explanation.
Until when will you read the wisdom of the Greeks?
Read also the wisdom of the faithful.

Rūmı̄

The viability of the discipline of comparative literature lies in comparativizing
the very notion of criticism against similar notions in traditions other than that of
Western philosophy, in letting the criteria of comparison extend to those theoreti-
cal traditions in which claims to literary mediation transcending philosophical
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possibilities are found to be supported by corresponding practices.  To name
Sanâı̄, Attâr, Rūmı̄, Sâdı̄, Hâfiz, Khusraw, Shâh Latı̄f, Bulleh Shâh, Mı̄r, Ghâlib
and Iqbâl, all in a single breath is to invoke a repertoire of images and metaphors,
attitudes and perceptions, but more importantly a metaphysics where writers
belonging to this tradition shared at some level for centuries despite differences
of language, class, race, territorial affinity and age.  Comparative literature should
allow us to explore and theorize a critical framework putting these diverse writers
into a perspective that could be called the perspective of tradition.

First a few observations about the Sūfı̄ tradition in general, and then the
significance of these observation for its literary achievement.  Tasawwuf, com-
monly known to the English reader as Sūfı̄sm, has suffered much misrepresenta-
tion especially in the contemporary period.  The general impression about the
Sūfı̄s seems to be as though they are the ones who practice some kind of an “un-
churched” spirituality, do not bother much about the Islamic law, that is shariâh,
and are concerned more with a deep spiritual experience for which adherence
to the Islamic principles is not that much necessary.  The media representations
also contribute in terms of presenting the images of dance, music and intoxication
as characteristic Sūfı̄  practices, suggesting a contrast to the orthodox shariâh
practices.  On the other hand, the scholarly efforts, especially those of the orien-
talists, historically seem to be directed at reducing tasawwuf to an intellectual and
philosophical system descending from Platonism and Neo-Platonism, probably
because of the apparent similarity of a few terms occurring here and there be-
tween the Sūfı̄ and the philosophical discourse in the West.

The Sūfı̄s themselves present a rather different view of their own practice.
From the earliest period of Hasan Basari to the contemporary age, no individual
among the established tradition has ever suggested that the Sūfı̄ practice is in
any way antithetical to that of the general Islamic law.  Shâh Wallı̄ullâh, the
seventeenth century Sūfı̄ whose centrality to the tradition in the subcontinent
is established through consensus, considers tasawwuf as one of the three as-
pects of what the prophets of Allah have basically taught: firstly correction of
belief and convictions, secondly the teaching of rituals, social behaviour and
human conduct and the instruction of the lawful and unlawful practices, and
thirdly ikhlâs and ihsân, which mean to act only for the sake of Allah and with
this consciousness that Allah is watching me and my act.  The responsibility
of these three complementary aspects of the prophetic teaching has been taken
up by the ulemâ (the scholars of religion), the fuqahâ (the legalists), and the
Sūfı̄ respectively.

The third of these aspects, that is developing the consciousness of doing
every thing for Allah and being watched by Him all the time, Shâh Wallı̄ullâh
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considers as “the finest and the most profound” (12) of all the purposes of religion
(dı̄n) and law (shariâh), and in the whole religious system its position is that of the
spirit in body, or that of meaning in comparison to words.  So tasawwuf is the
spirit and the essence of religion and law, and nothing antithetical to these (12).

Just as the Sūfı̄s insist upon keeping their practice within the domain of
religion and law, they are equally insistent upon distancing themselves from
philosophy.  There may literally be found hundreds of instances in Rūmı̄’s
Mathnawı̄ and Dı̄vân where he utterly denounces philosophy in general and Plato
in particular, considering “the cleverness of the intellect” always “outside the
palace” (Kulliyat-e-Shams 1; 218).  Similarly other great figures in the tradition
like Sânâı̄, Attâr and Ghazâlı̄ have also shown aversion to philosophy.  Hence
the Sūfı̄s claim that all their practice remains strictly within what the Prophet
Muhammad brought, that is, the Qur’ân and the sunnah (the Prophet’s mode
and manner of living and acting) as the famous Sūfı̄  Junaid Baghdâdı̄ says:
“this knowledge of ours (tasawwuf) is confined within the Book and the sunnah.
So whoever separates from these two must not be followed.  This is the pure
knowledge which is derived from the light of the Prophet . . .” (translation mine;
94).

Any aspect of the Sūfı̄  practice that can, for the sake of communicative
convenience, be designated here as Sūfı̄ aesthetics must be identified within the
identity of tasawwuf as ihsân.  This particular aspect of the concentricity of
the Sūfı̄ practice in general as ihsân and its particular aesthetic aspect collapses
the problematic and often mutually destructive antithetical claims of ethos and
poesis, the ethical and the poetical, “whose fortunes,” in the words of Richard
Kearney, “and of their mutual interrelationship have shifted from one time to
another in the West” (366).  The terminological meaning of ihsân, that is, the
awareness of being watched by Allah all the time, is drawn by the the Sūfı̄s from
the tradition from the Prophet known as hadı̄th-e-Jibrı̄l (the tradition of Gabriel)
in which the angel Gabriel is reported to have asked the Prophet the meaning
of ihsân, and the Prophet replies: “that you worship Allah as if you are watching
Him.”  Literally, the word ihsân in Arabic comes from the root husn that signifies
beauty and goodness.  In all the aspects of one’s life, the Sūfı̄ ideal is to emulate
the Prophet, for the Qur’an asks the Prophet to let the believers know that to
follow the Prophet is the condition for loving God and being loved by Him:
“Say: ‘If ye do love God, follow me: God will love you . . .’” (3:31).  The Qur’ân
calls the Prophet’s conduct as uswatun hasanah (a beautiful pattern) for the
believers.

The Sūfı̄ literary tradition, in both its creative and critical aspects, is also
regulated by this ideal of ihsân, which is actually to follow the Prophet’s way in all
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the manifestations of one’s being.  In the case of literary creativity, the Sūfı̄ acts are
inspired by the mode and manner of wahı̄, the Revelation to the Prophet that is
preserved as the Qur’ân which calls itself ahsan al-hadı̄th, “the most beautiful
Message in the form of a Book” (39:23).  A case I particularly wish to discuss
here is that of Jalâl al-Dı̄n Rūmı̄ (1207-1273), the Persian Sūfı̄ poet and un-
doubtedly a central figure in the Sūfı̄ tradition, whose Mathnawı̄ has been meta-
phorically related by other Sūfı̄s to the Qur’an (Jâmı̄’s line: “it is the Qur’ân in the
Persian tongue”).  The way Rūmı̄ talks about his own creative process and the
kalâm-e-auliâ (the speech of the friends of Allah) is analogous in terminology to
the process of the Prophetic Revelation (wahı̄).  The Qur’ân invites us to observe
the “Rain charged with blessing” that gives “(new) life to land that is dead” (50:
9-11).  This revitalizing the Qur’ân on another occasion associates with Allah
and His Prophet’s call: “O ye who believe!  Give your response to God and His
Apostle, when He calleth you to that which will give you life” (8:24).  Rūmı̄ wants
us to “know . . . that the blessed Water from Heaven is the inspiration of hearts
(wahye dilhâ) and the true discourse (sidq-e-bayân) (Mathnawı̄ III / 4317).  Poetry
in Rūmı̄’s case is an involuntary act: “Be silent!  But what can I do?  Rain has
come, and I am but a drainpipe” (Divan 29280).  In a manner analogously related
to the way the Qur’ân describes the words of the Revelation [“Nor does he (the
Prophet) say (aught) of (his own) Desire (53:3)], Sultân Walad (Rūmı̄’s son and
khalifah after Hasam al-Dı̄n Chelebı̄) describes the poetry of the Sūfı̄s as flowing
from an excess of passionate intoxication as against the poetry of “professional
poets,” which is an effort of all their intellect and being (55).  Another instance of
the Sūfı̄ literary practice, modeling itself according to the ideals of the Qur’ân and
the sunnah (the Prophet’s way) and thus being governed by ihsân, is that when the
Revelation initially came to the Prophet, he tried to memorize it
by repeating the words after the angel Jibril, being somewhat impatient lest he
would forget the words once the angel departs after reciting the Qur’ân to him.
The Qur’ân tells the Prophet: “Move not thy tongue concerning (the Qur’ân) to
make haste therewith.  It is for us to collect it and to promulgate it.  But when we
have promulgated it, follow thou its recital (as promulgated) (75: 16-18).  Poetry
in Rūmı̄’s case, as he himself suggests, is accompanied not with a contemplation
of the technicalities of verse, the form or the rhyme, but only with ihsân, the
vision of the Beloved:

I am thinking of rhymes, and my Sweetheart says to me,
Do not think of ought except vision of Me.
Sit at thy ease.  My rhyme meditating (friend):
In My Presence thou art rhymed with felicity.  (Mathnawı̄ I / 1727-28)
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It is the same notion of ihsân that regulates the Sūfı̄ literary criticism as well.
“Our munâzirah,” Rūmı̄ tells us, “is mixed with husn (beauty)” (Fihi ma Fih 154).
Munâzirah in Arabic literally signifies investigating the relation between two things
in order to evince the truth.  Terminologically it refers to a polemical disputation
between two parties usually on a theological or a legalistic matter, a practice
Sūfı̄s has normally avoided.  In the context of this statement Rūmı̄ clarifies that
his munazirah “is not the science of disputation,” rather it is ilm-e-nazar, “the
science of seeing, looking at, or vision.”  From a comparative perspective, the
notion of munâzirah looks somewhat closer to the etymological sense of theory
that Wlad Godzich discusses in the foreword to de Man’s The Resistance to Theory.
Godzich points out that the term theory “comes from the Greek verb theorin,
to look at, to contemplate, to survey.  And in Greek, it does not enter into an
opposition with praxis—an opposition constructed in idealist philosophy and
eventually used to combat the latter—but rather with aesthesis (the mere animal
consciousness of the pleasantness)” (xiv).  Godzich further observes that the Greeks
“had solved the problem (of overcoming the opposition between theory and praxis)
until the philosophers came along and attempted to ground every thing in sense
perception, in aesthesis, with a theorizing of their own, appropriated from the
polis in ways as yet little understood, as the sole mediation” (xv).

The Sūfı̄ aversion to Greek philosophy perhaps can be understood in the
context that Godzich maps as well.  “Until when will you keep reading the
wisdom of the Greeks?”  Rūmı̄ calls out, “read the wisdom of the faithful as
well.”  It is in his consideration of ı̄mân (faith) as a necessary critical resource that
informs the act of nazar, the condition of ihsân, that Rūmı̄ introduces the term of
naqd (literally “immediate,” “cash,” “true coin”), a term generally co-occurring
with nazar in the form of naqd-o-nazar to designate the act of criticism (also
called tanqid, a derivative of naqd) in Arabic, Persian and Urdu.  Rūmı̄ uses the
term naqd in opposition to the notion of naql, literally meaning “a copy” or
“imitation,” to designate two types of discourses:

Our words are true coin (naqd); the words of others are artificial (naql).  The artificial
(naql) is secondary to the true (naqd).  True coin is like a man’s leg, whereas the artifi-
cial is like a wooden form in the shape of a human leg.  Now the wooden leg has been
“stolen” from the original leg: its measure has been taken from the real one.  If there
were no such thing as a leg in the world, how would anyone know what the artificial
one was?  Therefore, some words are true coin and some are artificial; but, since they
resemble each other, one must be discerning in order to tell the true from the false.
Discernment is faith, and lack thereof is infidelity.  (Signs of the Unseen 152)

Īmân (faith), then is the critical insight that offers discrimination between
the genuine and the non-genuine discourses.  In the tradition of the Prophet from
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which the Sūfı̄s derive the term which they use to designate their own practice,
ihsân, the Sūfı̄ theory in the sense of seeing, looking at, is preceded and con-
ditioned by ı̄mân, which the Prophet defines as “to believe in Allah, His angels,
His books, His messengers, and the Last Day, and to believe in divine destiny,
both the good and evil thereof.”  Īmân in turn is preceded and conditioned by
Islam, the first term the angel Jibril asks the Prophet to define, and the Prophet
replies: “Islâm is to testify that there is no God but Allah and Muhammad is
the Messenger of Allah, to perform the prayers, to pay the zakat (a tax levied on a
man’s wealth and distributed among the poor), to fast in Ramadan, and to make
the pilgrimage to the House (the Kâ’bâ and the Holy Mosque in Mecca) if you
are able to do so.”

The point to note in Rūmı̄’s description of the difference between the two
discourses of naqd and naql is that naqd, the “immediate,” genuine discourse
designates both the discourse that is to be discriminated from naql, and also the
discourse that performs this act of discrimination, in other words, the creative
and the critical both originate from the same epistemological quarter of ı̄mân
and ihsân.  It is at this point that the tradition of Western criticism, given its
domination by philosophical categories of mimesis, seems adjustable to Rūmı̄’s
notion of naql (imitation).  The Western critical tradition, in its three broad para-
digms Richard Kearney calls mimetic (classical), productive (romantic) and
parodic (postmodern), can be said to remain operating throughout within the
idea of philosophical mimesis, and by philosophical mimesis I mean all the possi-
bilities of literary mediation that are available only to reason, grounding all
literary mediation, to recall Godzich’s comment, in aesthesis, affords and requires
only an intellectual pleasure from the literary activity.  Naql, imitation or mimesis,
for Rūmı̄, is like “a wooden mould in the shape of a human foot.”  On another
occasion in the Mathnawı̄, Rūmı̄ uses the same image for the activity of philo-
sophical reasoning: “the leg of the syllogizers is of wood: a wooden leg is very
infirm” (I / 2128).  Rūmı̄ further thinks that “his (the philosopher’s) hands and
feet are inanimate” (I / 2152).

This opposition between naqd and naql, between an inspirational and a
philosophical mediation, and if one could allow the extension, between the Sūfı̄
and the Western critical discourses, corresponds to the distinction Rūmı̄ makes
between two epistemologies: ilm al-adyân (the knowledge of religions) and ilm
al-abdân (the knowledge of bodies):

Any knowledge that comes about through instruction and acquisition in this world
is knowledge of “bodies.”  The knowledge that comes about after death (“die before
you die”) is knowledge of “religions.”  Knowing what “I-am-God” is is the knowledge
of bodies; becoming “I-am-God” is the knowledge of religions.  To see the flame and
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the light of a lamp is the knowledge of bodies; to burn in the flame or light of the lamp
is the knowledge of religions.  Every thing that is “seeing” is the knowledge of religions,
every thing that is “knowing” is the knowledge of bodies.  (Signs of the Unseen 238)

Ilm al-adyân, the epistemology of the Sūfı̄ poetics, thematizes the tradition
mūtū qabl an tamūtū (die before you die) as a necessary condition for any critical
knowledge.  Auliâ, the friends of Allah, Rūmı̄ says are the people who “have died
before death . . . without an iota of being left in them” (Signs of the Unseen 76).
It is while explaining the meaning of a “death before death” that Rūmı̄ gives us a
formula for criticism that defies all philosophical categories, probably reminding
the reader of a Keatsian Negative Capability, of a poetic nothingness of the sub-
ject that always “keeps filling other bodies.”  The mystery of death before death,
Rūmı̄ tells us, “is understood (only) by dying, not by using (one’s) reason”
(Mathnawı̄ VI / 745).  It is “not such a death that you will go into a grave/ (but)
a death consisting of (spiritual) transformation, so that you will go in a light”
(Mathnawı̄ VI / 739).  Hence “the necessary condition of  seeing anything” is
becoming that thing itself: “Do thou, then become resurrection and see the res-
urrection” (Mathnawı̄ VI / 756).

Such a notion of naqd-o-nazar as theory, as the art of seeing, that seeks an
identity between the subject and the object, can be said to escape from the notion
of crisis, if crisis is understood in a de Manian sense of a “separation . . . by self-
reflection, between what, in literature, is in conformity with the original intent
and what has irrevocably fallen away from this source” (8).  In the Sūfı̄ poetics,
such an identity of theory and practice goes back to uswatun hasanah, “the beau-
tiful pattern” offered to the Sūfı̄s by the life of the Prophet.  The Prophet’s wife,
Ayeshah, was once asked about the practice and conduct of the Prophet.  She
replied: “haven’t you read the Qur’ân?”  This identity between theory and practice
has been attested by the tradition of Sūfı̄ poetry all the way down to the con-
temporary period.  Iqbal, the twentieth century Urdu poet who drew his poetic
inspiration from Rūmı̄, identifies actually the reader with the read, provided the
act of reading is governed by the epistemology of ı̄mân and ihsân: “Nobody knows
this secret that a believer/ looks like a reader (of the Qur’ân) but is actually the
Qur’ân (itself ).”

IV

Matthew Arnold’s definition of criticism, under which literature was ini-
tially academized in the West, that is, “the endeavour . . . to see the object as in
itself it really is,” at first might seem to the reader a rewording of the Prophet’s
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prayer: “O our Lord, show us things as they really are” from which the Sūfı̄ poetics,
given its epistemology of ihsân, draws its idea of criticism.  But Arnold treats
theology merely as a “branch of knowledge” (592) among history, philosophy,
science, etc.  Failing to maintain any such distinction that Rūmı̄ would make
between the “knowledge of religions” and the “knowledge of bodies,” the reve-
lational and the rational, Arnold later on supplants both religion and philosophy
by poetry.

Arnold seems to be caught in a vicious circle.  For poetry for Arnold can
not take place without the support of good criticism.  So where then is criticism
going to come from in the aftermath of religion and philosophy?  It is not difficult
to see that Arnold’s somewhat justified inability to differentiate epistemologically
between religion and philosophy forces him to throw his notion of critical en-
deavour back into the philosophical quarter.  The critical power “tends . . . to
make an intellectual situation of which the creative power can profitably avail
itself ” (593; my italics).  What else was going on than philosophy in Germany’s
“complete culture and unfettered thinking” which Arnold considered to be the
strength working behind Goethe?

Such intellectual and philosophical notion of criticism has governed the
academic practice of literature from its inception in the West.  Such criticism,
since it is essentially philosophical, can occur only in the form of a crisis for
the fact de Man mentions “that philosophical knowledge can only come into
being when it is turned back upon itself ” (16), that is, by becoming self-
reflective.  Literature is closer in spirit to religious truths in the sense that it
resists any methodical subjugation by analytical reason, the effort of “demysti-
fying critics . . . [who cut] . . . themselves off from the source from which they
receive their insight” (de Man 17).  Deconstruction can no doubt be credited with
a pathetic attempt at concentricizing poetry and criticism, trying to make them
poetics, but such an attempt at concentricizing is ironically based upon the idea of
centrelessness, a dislocation of both poetry and criticism.  But even this failed
attempt does succeed in at least acknowledging and exposing the limits of
philosophy, of “any criticism,” to put it in Derrida’s words, “that might think it
had mastered the game . . . in wanting to look at the text without touching it . . .
without risking . . . by getting a few fingers caught . . .” (Dissemination 69).

Such risk in the tradition of Sūfı̄ poetics, the poetics of ihsân, is not re-
stricted only to “a few fingers being caught,” but by being consumed, by being
“eaten up,” as Ilahi Baksh Kandhalvi, the Indian Sūfı̄ poet who is said to have
completed the last unfinished story in Rūmı̄’s Mathnawı̄, describes his “addition
of some new thread” to Rūmı̄’s text, to use Derrida’s words again, “adding,” which
Derrida says, “is nothing other than giving to read” (Dissemination 69).  The fear
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involved in giving up to an inspiration that is beyond the access of reason, deeply
Platonic in its suspicion of the literary activity, is basically the cause of crisis that
according to de Man is most outwardly symptomized by the mushrooming
of approaches that are vying for leadership in theoretical arena these days.  It
is a symptom of the repression of this fear that Perloff points out while talking
about job candidates “vying for the precious few tenure-track positions available”
who “actually apologize for discussing a novel or poem and hurrying through
these same discussions so as to get on to some important theoretical point . . .”
(677).

The tradition of tasawwuf or ihsan has much to offer by way of realigning
our institutional and pedagogical practices in literature.  Tasawwuf itself has
been an institutionalized practice with certain “pedagogical” strategies.  One
important point that the present crisis-hit literary practice can learn from it is
not to let its institutional values be drawn and determined by the market-place.
The Prophet tells us that the best places on this earth in the eyes of Allah are
the places of worship (masâjid), and the worst are the markets.  The over-
intellectualization of the discipline has to a large extent been a symptom of the
literary academic’s giving in to the pressures of competition between various
social sciences, to carve out a specialized jargon for the discipline in order to
maintain its “corporate visibility.”  If literary academics agree that literature
is after all something that escapes all attempts to finally define it and hence to
confine it within a certain methodology, then even from a market point of
view, our sustainability does not depend upon competing with the social sciences,
but by somewhat different sense of addressing “force,” to use Derrida’ term, “from
within the force” itself.  If “force” is prior to “form,” then the truth of the claim
should be visible in the exponents of the claim itself.  In the “pedagogy” of tasawwuf,
the knowledge at times is communicated not only through verbal means, but by
what the Sūfı̄s call the suhbah (the company of the master).  The very “seeing” of
such a master, the sheikh, Rūmı̄ says, “is the answer to all questions/ The problem
is solved without a single word uttered.”

“In our anxiety to make the study of literature count,” J. Hillis Miller writes
while talking about the crisis, “we are always in danger of misplacing that role, of
claiming too much for literature.”  Unlike the Arnoldians for whom the strongest
part of their religion is its “unconscious poetry,” the Sūfı̄s have never located
poetry’s role in the “wrong place,” an error Miller blames the Western academia
of committing.  As I set out last year on a project of collecting passages from the
Sūfı̄ writings that would formulate a body of Sūfı̄ literary theory, I found out
that despite their surprisingly immense creative output, the Sūfı̄ offer precious
little by way of “theorizing” in the sense of a “philosophical” or an analytical treat-
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ment of their literary phenomenon.  What I have found out so far is that any
“theorizing” on poetry, that is, any such statements which might be considered
as “theoretical” occur within the Sūfı̄ “practice” of poetry itself.  Even if there is
an exclusive theoretical treatment of poetry outside poetry itself, as in texts like
Kashf al-Mahjūb, Ihyâ al-Ulūm al-Dı̄n, Awârif al-Ma’ârif, and in the malfūzât
(collected sayings) of various Sūfı̄s, it is, firstly, almost invariably in relation to
samâ’, the Sūfı̄ practice of listening to poetry sung within the shariâh permitted
limits, and secondly, not of such length and detail that, by the present Western
standard of criticism, could be called a “systematic” or “methodical” treatment
of poetry.  To put it otherwise, the Sūfı̄ poetics falls within the larger system of
Sūfı̄ thought and practice.  Poetry no doubt has been considered in this tradition
as performing a religious function but has never made any claims of supplanting
religion itself; it derives its inspiration from the Prophetic revelation but knows
well that the Prophetic revelation is not “unconscious poetry.”  In the hierarchy
of values in the life of a Sūfı̄ , poetry has its own place, which is undoubtedly
subservient to that of religion.  This is the reason why despite producing poetry
of immense aesthetic value, poets like Rūmı̄ never take undue pride in being
a poet: “What is poetry to me so that I brag about it/ I have another art, other
than the art of the poets.”  This other art, of ı̄mân and ihsân, is what informs the
Sūfı̄ aesthetics.

In the final instance I must point out that the present “crisis” in literary
studies is not a crisis in isolation.  It is one among many crises surrounding us at
the present time, the most significant of which seems to me to be the domination
of a certain mode of seeing things, a critical mode that is intellectual in the sense
of being informed by the “knowledge of bodies,” physics (if you like) dominating
metaphysics.  This critical mode is, in the words of Richard Kearney, “a drive for
possession, of the claim to calculus of means and ends” (368).  Sūfı̄ poetics could
be considered as “a creative letting go” of such a critical mode that gives us an
illusory sense of complacency and security: aymanı̄ bugzâr-o-jâye khawf bâsh, Rūmı̄
says: “Let safety go and dwell in the place of fear” (Mathnawı̄ II/ 2331).  Com-
parative literature gives us space to allow the epistemology of ilm al-adyân (the
knowledge of religions) to regulate our approach to literature.  The notion of
criticism in such an epistemology is modeled on an inspirational, rather than an
intellectual or philosophical mode.  The mediatory agent in the case of Prophetic
revelation (wahı̄), the angel Jibrı̄l who brought the word of Allah to the Prophet,
is also called amı̄n, the trustee, the safe and secure means of delivering the Message.
But this safety, security, and trust can only be achieved at the cost of taking the
“risk” of giving one self up to the “spell,” of leaving the attempt of mastering and
controlling.



174 Tamkang Review 40.2 (June 2010)

Works Cited

Aristotle.  “Poetics.”  Critical Theory Since Plato. Ed. Hazard Adams.  New York:
Harcourtbrace, 1992. 49-66. Print.

Arnold, Matthew.  “The Function of Criticism at the Present Time.”  Critical Theory Since
Plato. Ed. Hazard Adams.  New York: Harcourtbrace, 1992. 585-607. Print.

Baghdadi, Junaid.  “Madarij al-Nabuwwah”.  Tasawwuf Kya Hay. Ed. Muhammad Manzoor
Nomani.  Lahore: Idarah Islamiyyat, 1981. 94. Print.

de Man, Paul.  Blindness and Insight.  1971. Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1983. Print.
Derrida, Jacque.  Dissemination.  1972. Trans. Barbara Johnson.  NewYork: Continuum,

2004. Print.
_____.  Writing and Difference.  1967. Trans. Alan Bass.  New York: Routledge, 2007. Print.
Eliot, Thomas Stearn.  “The Metaphysical Poets.”  Selected Prose. Ed. John Hayward.  London:

Penguin, 1953. 111-120. Print.
_____.  “Religion and Literature.”  Literary Opinion in America.  Ed. Morton Dauwen Zabel.

New York: Harper, 1951. 617-638. Print.
Fihi ma Fih. Ed.  Badiuzzaman Faruzanfar. Tehran: Chapkhanaye Majlis, 1330 H. Print.
_____.  Kulliyat-e-Shams.  Ed. Badiuzzaman Faruzanfar.  Tehran: U of Tehran P, 1344 H.

Print.
_____.  The Mathnawı̄.  Trans. Reynold A. Nicholson.  Karachi: Darul Ishaat, 2003. Print.
_____.  Signs of the Unseen, The Discourses of Jalaluddin Rūmı̄. Trans. W. M. Thackston,
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