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The Political Thought of Sayyid Qutb
Daniel Annenberg


KEY POINTS
· Qutb: leading Sunni islamist thinker
· Systemised and developed ideas of Al-Bana and Mawdūdī
· Antecedent to present day Islamist groups 








[bookmark: _Hlk534502860][bookmark: _Hlk534499817]Biography

Qutb was born in 1906 in upper Egypt to a middle-class family. Educated in Cairo he worked first as a teacher and then as an inspector for the Ministry of Education, concurrently growing in reputation as a writer and critic.[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  Ali Rahnema, Pioneers of Islamic Revival (London: Zed Books, 2008), 154] 
“Our foremost objective is to change the practice of our societies. To change it from its very roots – this system which is fundamentally at variance with Islam.”

Qutb, Milestones, 12.


Political Context
In 1928 Hasan al-Bana founded the Muslim brotherhood. It began as a youth oriented, grass roots organisation with an emphasis on religious teaching.[footnoteRef:2] The motivation for its establishment and its growth formed the backdrop to al-Bana and Qutb lives. A context shaped by the end of the caliphate in turkey, subservience to British rule, wide spread poverty, and opposition to Jewish immigration to Palestine.[footnoteRef:3] [footnoteRef:4] Qutb joined the Brotherhood after living in the US as a student. Expecting to find a panacea of modernity, instead he encountered racism, consumerist religion, and sexual decadence. Subsequently he renewed his commitment to Islam.[footnoteRef:5] By the end of the 1940s, under al-Banas leadership and pronounced oratory skills, the Brotherhood grew to a national organisation of 450,000 members across 3000 local groups.[footnoteRef:6]  A new political party, led by Abdul al Nasser, initially garnered the support of Qutb and his colleagues. Realising the government had been deceptive in its intentions to share power with them, in 1954 Qutb was arrested for attempting to assassinate the president.[footnoteRef:7]  With al-Bana’s death, Qutb became the groups most vocal leader and ideologue. He spent much of the rest of his life in prison. This is where is developed his ideological and political thought.[footnoteRef:8] He produced numerous books including a commentary on the Qurʿān and his seminal work Milestones.  [2:  Daniel W Brown, A New Introduction to Islam, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Wiley Blackwell, 2017), 299]  [3:  Muhammad Qasim Zaman and Roxanne Leslie Euben, Princeton Readings in Islamist Thought (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), 129. ]  [4:  Milton Viorst, In the Shadow of The Prophet (Boulder, Col.: Westview Pr., 2001), 52]  [5:  Clinton Bennett, Muslims And Modernity (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 2005), 18]  [6:  Tarek Osman, Islamism (Yale, 2017), 4]  [7:  Muhammad Qasim Zaman and Roxanne Leslie Euben, Princeton Readings in Islamist Thought (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), 130]  [8:  Ali A Allawi, The Crisis of Islamic Civilization (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2010), 74] 

[image: ]Ideological and Political Thought
Qutb borrowed much of his political and theological terminology from Mawdūdī. Often seen as a contemporary of Qutb, the ideological influence was one way. Taking his written work as a whole, his ideological and political thought may be divided into 3 core areas:[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Mark Bevir, Encyclopedia Of Political Theory (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage Publications, 2010), 710] 

[bookmark: _Hlk534508207][bookmark: _Hlk534469102]Jāhilīyah – Qutb contends that the socio-political ideologies that dominated Muslim and non-Muslim states are all  a form of Jāhilīyah; [footnoteRef:10] a negative term traditionally referring to the time of ‘ignorance’ that preceded the coming of Islam.[footnoteRef:11] Qutb developed its meaning beyond a time in the historic past, to include any contemporary social system that turned from Islam to man-made laws.[footnoteRef:12] Only Islam could provide                                                       Qutb in Prison, 1966   justice since it as built on ‘social solidarity and equality’.[footnoteRef:13] [10:  R. Hrair Dekmejian, Islam In Revolution (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1995), 91.]  [11:  Abdella Doumato, Eleanor. "Jāhilīyah." In the Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World., edited by John L. Esposito. Oxford Islamic Studies Online, http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/article/opr/t236MIW/e0406 (accessed 05-Jan-2019).]  [12:  Peter G Mandaville, Islam And Politics (London: Routledge, 2014), 101]  [13:  Ana Belén Soage, "Islamism And Modernity: The Political Thought of Sayyid Qutb", Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions 10, no. 2 (2009): 189-203, doi:10.1080/14690760903119092.] 

He favoured a direct method of reading the Qurʿān where personal revelation was intuitive. He distrusted Western rationalism when it came to scripture, distrusted metaphor, espousing literalism as his primary exegetical tool.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Peter G Mandaville, Islam And Politics (London: Routledge, 2014), 103] 

He was profoundly sceptical of advances in the sciences, which had rendered human beings arrogant. Modernity and scientific progress had meant human beings had subdued the Earth but had similarly reduced us to mere animals, or worse, matter.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Ana Belén Soage, "Islamism And Modernity: The Political Thought of Sayyid Qutb", Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions 10, no. 2 (2009): 189-203, doi:10.1080/14690760903119092.] 

He regarded Marxism as one of the great challenges, alongside capitalism. His disdain for the former emanating from its rejection of the spiritual. It rightly rejected power being held by the rich, but replaced it instead with state dominance, rather than submission to God. Capitalism did not fare much better in his estimation. Based on a system of usury and the pursuit of wealth, it inevitably exploited the poor, and turned the wealthy into consumers of sin.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Ibid.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk534468882][bookmark: _Hlk534468809]Da῾wah and Jihād – Each faithful believer has a responsibility to transform their communities away from the state of Jāhilīyah. Such change is cultivated through a faithful return to da῾wah and violent jihād. A task led by a “vanguard” of faithful Muslims.[footnoteRef:17] God has given such men ‘viceregency’ to create a caliphate in his absence.[footnoteRef:18] Borrowing from al-Bana, Qutb rejected any form of intellectualism or theological discourse that did not render itself in practical works. Activism was the natural consequence of faith and any actions not motivated by faith were pointless. Jihād was the highest form of activism and inevitable since human beings lived in a state of natural rebellion to God and resisting his rule.[footnoteRef:19]  [17:  R. Hrair Dekmejian, Islam In Revolution (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1995), 91.]  [18:  Ana Belén Soage, "Islamism And Modernity: The Political Thought of Sayyid Qutb", Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions 10, no. 2 (2009): 189-203, doi:10.1080/14690760903119092.]  [19:  Peter G Mandaville, Islam And Politics (London: Routledge, 2014), 102] 

[bookmark: _Hlk504264976]al-Ḥākimīyah – a decisively political term Qutb used to outline his belief that God’s sovereignty should once again be established on Earth. Obedience to the task of al-Ḥākimīyah would result in and end to sinful human lives, political repression and unnecessary suffering.[footnoteRef:20] All human systems were idols since God has already provided a legislative order. Human systems could only therefore lead to tyranny. He understood Islam as a complete system that governed every aspect of life in order to return sovereignty to God. To that end the sharīʿa was not limited to creating laws but to organise all earthy affairs, including politics.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  R. Hrair Dekmejian, Islam In Revolution (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1995), 91.]  [21:  Peter G Mandaville, Islam And Politics (London: Routledge, 2014), 102] 


Legacy
In 1966 Qutb received the death penalty. Rather than muting his ideas the Egyptian authorities instead created a martyr and bolstered his legacy and ideological reach.[footnoteRef:22] His quest for a pure Islam, freed from the shackles of human innovation and ideological influence, proved impossible to achieve; in part because of his idealised view of Islam’s golden age. The fact that he thought is was possible merited rightful criticism of his utopian tendencies.[footnoteRef:23] Though the Brotherhood moved to distance themselves from his teachings, his writing inspired more modern groups to pursue militant ends by providing them with an ideological framework to vent their anger, particularly against Western powers. Groups who took up his ideological approach include Al-Qaeda, Islamic Jihad and Gemaa Islamiyah, helping to engender the idea of him as the primary antecedent and inspiration behind modern day Islamic terrorism. A balanced view of his legacy, must though, acknowledge that the dualism he promoted at the heart of his political philosophy (Jāhilīyah or Islam) shaped many subsequent movements with no a priori commitment to violent extremism. Furnishing them rather with a useful understanding of how to organise societies.[footnoteRef:24]  [22:  Ana Belén Soage, "Islamism And Modernity: The Political Thought of Sayyid Qutb", Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions 10, no. 2 (2009): 189-203, doi:10.1080/14690760903119092]  [23:  Ibid.]  [24:  Peter G Mandaville, Islam And Politics (London: Routledge, 2014), 104] 
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