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The absence of this spiritual element, says Qutb, explains 
both the lowering standard of political life and the moral 
decay of individuals and groups in society. What is needed, 
Qutb adds, is a leadership that creates great personalities, as 
was created by AI-Afghani, and which orients individuals 
and groups from temporal to higher needs.15 

Closely related to Qutb's view of the spiritual leadership of 
AI-Afghani was his vision of Muslim history. The greatest 
moment of Muslim history, according to Qutb, was the pe­
riod of pristine Islam, namely that of the Prophet and the 
rightly-guided Caliphs, which Qutb refers to as "the first 
towering flow" (AI-Madd AI-'Ali AI-Aunval) which has never 
been equaled in human history. Strengthened by the great 
spiritual stock derived from the high ideals of Islam, the 
Muslims of that time overran the aging Persian and Byzatine 
empires, reaching China to the east and the Atlantic to the 
west, not for imperialistic purposes but for the spread of the 
"High Idea" and to liberate people from despotism, exploita­
tion, and errors, restoring their human dignity and giving 
them equality.16 

The first setback of the true spirit of Islam, according to 
Qutb, was at the hands of Mu'awiyah Ibn Abi Sufyan, 'Amr 
Ibn AI-'As and his brothers (the Umayyads), who restored 
tribalism and used means to justify ends.17 Since their time 
there has been an ebb and flow of Islamic spirit, but it would 
never again achieve the intensity of the "first towering flow". 

The most recent resurgence of the spirit of Islam, Qutb says, 
came at the hands of Jamal AI-Din AI-Afghani at a time 
when the Muslim world had reached spiritual and moral 
decline, weakness and bankruptcy.18 Qutb's view of Muslim 
history at this point in his life (January 1947) was similar to 
views expressed by Muslim reformers including the Muslim 
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Brothers19 Two years later these same views of Qutb were 
reiterated in an expanded version in his work on social jus­
tice in Islam. 

4. <h!th's Attit\.f~e Towaf1) the Islamic GrOl-ll'S 

C ommenting on groups that were involved in the call to 
Islam (Jama'at Tad'u Da'awat Islamiyah), Qutb says that 

they were spiritually weak, depleted, quiescent and not 
stron~ enough to revive the sunken and decayed genera­
tion. Does Qutb include the Muslim Brothers in his whole­
sale condemnation of Islamic groups? He certainly does not 
single them out as an exception to criticism. At this time 
Qutb was an independent thinker not associated with any 
political or religious groups, with the exception of his brief 
association October 1947 to April 1948 with Muhammad 
Hilmi AI-Miniyawi, a founding member of the Society of 
Muslim Brothers and owner of Dar Al-Kitab AI-'Arabi press 
in Cairo, who helped Qutb and other Egyptian intellectuals 
publish and print the weekly journal AI-Fikr AI-Jadid 
(Modem Thought), which will be discussed shortly?' 

According to Heyworth-Dunne, Qutb and his colleagues at 
AI-Fikr AI-Jadid "were approached several times by represen­
tatives of the Ikhwan, on the instructions of Hassan AI­
Banna with a view to being won over on the grounds that 
their work was exactly what the Ikhwan wanted", but Qutb 
refused their solicitations?2 At this stage Qutb did not be­
lieve that any Islamic group, fulfilled his own vision of the 
spiritual leadership and energy necessary to rekindle life in 
E t · . t 23 gyp Ian sOCle y. 

19 . . 
Mitchell, op.CIt .• pp. 209-211. 

20Ib'd 
21 I. 

1. Heyworth-Dunne, Religious and Political Trends in Modern Egypt, p. 97 n. 63; AI­
I}~alidi, op.ci~ pp. 118, 135; AI-'Azm, op.cit, pp. 227. 
23Ibid" p. 57 

Qutb's association with the Muslim Brothers began to emerge following his return from 
the United States in 1950. 
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5. Q!!tb's Commim1eHtto lslam 
attb Social Justi,c 

AI-Fikr Al-Jadid, January - March 1948 

1t appears that by the beginning of Fall 1947 Qutb's interest 
in Islam was becoming deeper than the mere articulation 

of Islamic slogans. In October 1947 Sayyid Qutb and seven 
other Egyptian intellectuals (Sadiq Ibrahim 'Arjun, Muham­
mad AI-Ghazali, Fayid AI-'Amrusi, 'lmad AI-Din 'Abd AI­
Hamid, Muhammad Qutb, Najib Mahfuz, 'Abd Al-Mun'im 
Shumays, and 'Abd AI-Hamid Juda AI-Sahhar) began to set 
up journal entitled AI-Fikr AI-Jadid24 The journal was offi­
cially registered in the name of Muhammad Hilmi AI-Mi­
niyawi because Qutb and his colleagues, as public employ­
ees, were forbidden by law to be publishers. Qutb, however, 
was the chief editor who directed the journal's policies. In 
doing so he claimed he was independent of any Egyptian 
party or group.2S 

Only twelve issues of this illustrated, 36-page weekly ap­
peared (between January and March 1948). Publication came 
to a halt partly as a result of the restrictions imposed by the 
martial law which accompanied Egypt's entry into the 1948 
Palestine War.26 In addition, Qutb claimed that the journal 
had met with a great deal of opposition from capitalists, 
government authorities, ultraconservative religious figures 
and communists27 Heyworth-Dunne says also that when 
Qutb and his colleag1,!es refused to join the Ikhwan, AI-Fikr 
AI-Jadid was boycotted,28 

24 
.Heyworth-Dunne, op.cit, p. 97 n. 63 ; and Majallat Al-Fikr Al-Jadid, a 3-page hand­

written memo, believed by this researcher, as a result of hand writing analysis, to have 
been written by Sayyid Qutb. This memo was found with clippings dealing with events 
leading to the dissolution of the Muslim Brothers which are part of the University of 
~lchigan's J. Heyworth-Dunne acquisition (Henceforth referred to as Qutb's Memo). 

Qutb's Memo, pp. 2. 3. 
~~Ibid .• p. 3; and J. Heyworth-Dunne, p. 57. 
2SQutb's Memo, p. 3. 

J. Heyworth-Dunne. p. 57. 
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The major factor, that led to the appearance of AI-Fikr Al­
Jadid was, according to Qutb, the deteriorating social condi­
tion of the country which was causing the spread of com­
munist ideas among the educated and the workers. Al-Fikr 
Al-Jadid was an attempt by educated Egyptians to present 
alternative solutions to the problems of society. Qutb and his 
colleagues felt they saw a need for social justice to be based 
on the comprehensive Islamic way of life. They believed that 
Islam was the only system which could stand against the 
communist current, the reason being that Islam offered so­
cial justice which was spiritually superior to that offered by 

. 29 communIsm. 

The group also believed that Islam must be understood cor­
rectly and its principles applied in a modem spirit (ruh 'asri­
yah). If, instead, Islam was understood with a rigid mental­
ity, it would not realize its goals in society. This new inter­
pretation of Islam, however, must also agree with Islam as it 
was understood by the Prophet Muhammad, Abu Bakr and 
'Umar, if it were to solve societal problems in a practical and 
realistic manner, and in true accord both with the spirit of 
Islam and the contemporary human situation.3D 

Al-Fikr AI-Jadid, therefore, came into being as a result of this 
group's determination to spread their ideas and offer practi­
cal Islamic solutions to the problems of the modem age. ac­
cording to Heyworth-Dunn, the journal 

"promised to be one of the most interesting experiments of 
modern times, as it offered some real contributions by sug­
gesting methods which could be employed for the solution 
of soWe of the acute social problems facing the Egyptians to­
day". 

Problems addressed by the journal included individual 
ownership and the distribution of wealth in Egypt, relations 

29 Qutb's Memo, p. 1. 
30lbid. 
31 

1. Heyworth-Dunne, p. 57. 
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between land-owners and tenants and peasants, and rela­
tions between employers and employees.3 

Uppermost in the minds of Qutb and his colleagues in their 
agitation for social justice was a desire to articulate the views 
of the inchoate ranks of the underprivileged masses who 
lived amidst inequities in a society dominated by the big 
landowning ruling classes.33 Qutb's role in AI-Fikr AI-Jadid is 
described by Heyworth-Dunne as follows: 

He and his agents collected a number of detailed reports on 
the living conditions of their compatriots and published these 
with photographs. He has exammed the extreme poverty of 
four or five million fellahin and has described their way of 
life to the Egyptians. His courageous approach in this journal 
puts him in- the forefront of tnose who are advocating a 
s)lstem whereby large estates should be reasonably dimin­
ished in size, and the land distributed amongst the com­
pletely landless, in order to eliminate destitution. He also 
advocates legislation regulating the relations between capital 
and labor, so that workers can get a fairer deal. H~believes 
in encouraging the system of co-operative societies. 

Qutb's 1948 agitation for social justice in the pages of Al-Fikr 
Al-Jadid caused much uproar among vested interest groups 
in the country, including the royal palace. Probably more 
than any other single factor, the displeasure of the palace 
quickened the pace of the demise of the weekly upon the 
institution of martial law on 13 May 1948. According to par­
tisan sources the palace had become very impatient with 
Qutb and had ordered the Prime Minister, Mahmud Fahrni 
AI-Nuqrashi, to arrest him. But AI-Nuqrashi, an associate of 
Qutb in the Wafd and Sa'dist parties, managed to salvage 
the situation by ordering Qutb's superior at the Ministry of 
Education to send him abroad on an educational mission. 
And so in the Fall of 1948, Qutb left Egypt for the United 

32Qutb's Memo, p. 2. 

llSee, for example, Safran, op .cit., pp. 194-199. 
34 

J. Heyworth-Dunne, p. 97 n. 63 . 
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States to study English and the American educational cur­
ricula.35 

". Social justice 111 lslam 

'" utb's agitation for social justice did not end with the 
~emise of AI-Fikr AI-Jadid. On the contrary, he began 
writing his first major Islamic work dealing with social jus­
tice AI-'Adalah AI-Ijlima'iyah fi AI-Islam (Social Justice in Is­
lam)36 completing it before his departure for the United 
States. He entrusted the final draft of the work to his brother 
Muhammad and left the country around September 1948. In 
April 1949 the book was published, but it was immediately 
confiscated due to the controversial content of its dedication 
page.37 

It is said that the government censors had believed Qutb to 
be dedicating his book to the Muslim Brothers, then an out­
lawed organization. Qutb writes in his dedication: 

"To the youngsters whom I see in my fantasy coming to re­
store this religion anew like when it first began ... fighting for 
the cause of Allah by killing and by getting killed, belieVing 
in the bottom of therr hearts that the glory belongs to Allan, 
to his Prophet and to the believers ... To those youngsters 
whom I do not doubt for a moment will be !38vlved Dy the 
strong spirit of Islam ... in the very near future." 

The book was allowed to go on sale only after the dedication 
was deleted. It should, however, be emphasized that Qutb 
did not in fact dedicate his book to the Muslim Brothers. At 
this stage Qutb was still independent.39 The wording of the 
dedication to the 1951 and subsequent editions of the book 
was changed, however, to reflect Qutb's later close associa-

35See, AI-Kha1idi, op.cit. , pp. J 18,125-126; and AI -'Azm, op.cit., pp. 206-207. 
3~Cairoi : Lajnat Al-Nashr liI-Jami'iyin, 1949. 
3 AI-Khalidi, op.cit., p. 237. 
38Quoted from AI·' Azm. op.cit., p. 154; and see AI-Khalidi. op.cit., p. 135. 
3'S aI'd" 3 ee, AI-Kb I I, Op.CIt., p. 2 7. 
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tion with the Muslim Brothers. Thus his words in the first 
edition - "To the youngsters whom I see in my fantasy com­
ing to restore this religion anew ... "- were changed in later 
editions to read "to the youngsters whom I used to see in mJ' 
fantasy coming but have found them in real life existing .. . '" 

Those using Qutb's AI- 'Adalah, should, therefore, keep in 
mind the many editions in which the book was published 
and the changes that were made in its editions. This is im­
portant because the first edition and its English translation 
represents Qutb's pre-Muslim Brother thought, which is not, 
of course, always the same as his later thought. For example, 
a new chapter was added to the 1964 Cairo edition to reflect 
Qutb's Islamic thought in the aftermath of his ten-year im­
prisonment (1954-1964).41 

The appearance of Qutb's work on Islamic social justice in 
1949 was hailed as landmark by the various Islamic groups 
in Egypt and the Arab world. It was also judged significant 
by the Western world. Shortly after its publication the Com­
mittee on Near Eastern Studies of the American Council of 
Learned Societies entrusted the Arabist John B. Hardie with 
the task of translating the 1949 edition. His translation 
appeared in 1953 under the title Social Justice in Islam . 

It should be pointed out that the deep interest in the Qur'an 
which manifests itself in Qutb's articles and books between 
1939 and 1947 is very much apparent in AI- 'Adalah. He uses 
at least 284 verses from the Qur'an to support his ideas thus 
making the Qur'an his major source. Unlike his earlier 
works, however, where Qur'anic verses were utilized to il­
lustrate artistic and literary beauty in the Qur'an, Qur'anic 
verses were now used to articulate various aspects of Islamic 
social justice and his unhappiness with the existing condi­
tions in Egypt. 

"Quoted from AI· 'Azm, op.eit., pp. 154-1 55. 
41 AI-Khalidi. op.cit., p. 237. 
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The articulation of Qur'anic ideology in his thought at this 
early stage of his Islamic career is significant. Henceforth and 
without exception all Qutb's Islamic writings are grounded 
in and justified by quotations from the Qur'an. In his call for 
the establishment of an Islamic way of life, the Qur'an is used 
as an unequivocal guide which is ordained by Allah. This 
guidance is all-encompassing and not limited to human or 
spiritual activities. In Qutb's writings in the late 1950s and 
1960s, especially in the revised portions of his Qur'anic com­
mentary and his controversial work Ma'alim, Which, inter 
alia, led to his execution, quotations from the Qur'an, in ad­
dition, assume crucial role because they validate and justify as 
well Islamic revolution against the Jahili way of life on earth.'2 

Further, Qutb's emergence in 1948 as a champion of the Is­
lamic way and his total alienation from the status quo should 
be seen within the context of the general public outrage at 
Egyptian and Arab performance in the disastrous Palestine 
War. The Egyptian government decision to intervene in May 
1948 gave it "some short-term relief from the ceaseless round 
of strikes and riots, and for a time a rigid censorship was 
able to conceal the disastrous course of the war".43 Censor­
ship, however, could not hide the utter defeat of the Arab 
forces. There were also scandals over inferior army equip­
ments and "king and government were blamed for treacher­
ously letting down the army in which there developed an 
intense feeling of shame ... and the ground was immensely 
fertile for the growth of a resistance movement".44 

Qutb's Controversial Thought 

It should be pointed out that one finds in Al-'Adalah the 
seeds of Qutb's controversial thought of the 1960s .. For ex­
ample when discussing the Islamic political system Qutb 
asserts that obedience on the part of the ruled is "derived 

42 
See, for example, Qutb, Ma 'alimji AI-Tariq, Beirut, n.d., pp. 9-19. For a recent study of 

Qutb's revolutionary thought, see Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad. "The Qur'anic Justification of 
an Islamic revolution: the View ofSayyid Qutb," The Middle East Journal, vol. 37, no. I 
(~inter 1983), pp. 14-29. 
44Richmond, op.cit., p. 214. 

Derek Hopwood. Egypt: Politics and Society /945-/981, London. 1982, pp. 28-29. 
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from obedience to Allah and the Messenger". The ruler, on 
the other hand, "is to be obeyed only by virtue of holding his 
position through the law of Allah and His Messenger ... If he 
departs from the law, he is no longer entitled to obedience, 
and his orders need no longer be obeyed.,,45 Qutb's argu­
ments as well as his other controversial thought would lead 
the Nasser regime in 1965-1966, to accuse Qutb of being a 
Kharijite, in reference to early Islamic dissident groups who 
disavowed 'Ali's army at the Battle of Siffin demanding, inter 
alia, that obedience to the ruler was conditioned by the lat­
ter's observance of the laws of Allah 46 

In his Ma 'alim (1964) Qutb writes that Islam knows only two 
types of society, the Islamic and the Jahili. In the first society 
Islam is applied fully while in the second it is not.47 Al­
though in his work on social justice he does not use the term 
AI-Jahili, Qutb does charge Egyptian society with being un­
Islamic. He says: 

" 

Islamic society today is not Islamic in any true sense (Laysa 
Islamiyan bi-Halin min AI-AhwaD. We have already quoted 
a verse from the Qur'an which cannot in any way be hon­
estly applied today: "Whoever does not judge by what Allah 
has revealed is an unbeliever." In our' modern society we do 
not judge by what Allah has revealed; the basis of our 
economic life is usury; our laws permit rather that punish 
oppression; the poor tax is not obligatory, and is not spent in 
tlie requisite ways. We permit the extravagance and the lux­
ury wliich Islam prohibits; we allow the starvation and the 
destitution of whlch the Messenger once said: "Whatever 
people anywhere allow a man to go hungry, they arJa outside 
the protection of Allah, the Blessea and the Exalted. 

46Qutb, Social Justice in Islam, tr. John B. Hardie, New York, 1980, pp. 15-16. 
See Ahmad 'Abbas SaJih, "Al~Ta'assub wa-AI-Khiyanah Nash'at AI-Khawarij," AI­

Katib, Cairo, Sana 6. no. 62 (May 1966), pp. 29-37. Indeed, it is not an uncommon practice 
in the Arab world to accuse dissident groups of being Khawarij . Thus in 1948 and 1954 
crackdown on the Muslim Brothers the Egyptian government accused them of being 
"i~awari.f. Sec Mitchell, op.cil., p. 320, n. 63. 
48Qutb, Ma 'alimji AI-Tariq, op.cit., pp. 105-106. 

Qutb, SOcial Juslice in bJam, op.cit., pp. 227-228. 
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Qutb's Negative Reaction to American Society 

1 n Fall 1948 Qutb left Egypt to study English and educa­
tional curricula in the United States. He studied for the 

next two years at Wilson's Teacher College (Washington, 
DC), Greeley College (Colorado) and Standford University 
(California), and visited a number of large American cities. 
His writings from the United States, which appeared in the 
Cairene reviews AI-Risalah and AI-Kitab in 1949 and 1950, 
expressed a negative reaction to Western civilization and 
shed further light on his attitude toward life. 

Thus, in a letter to Tawfiq AI-Hakim, written from Washing­
ton in May 1949, he describes America as a huge, ridiculous 
"workshop" which they call "the New World". Americans 
lack one thin&, he says which is of no value to them: the 
spirit (AI-Ruh). 9 

From Denver Qutb writes that during his first year in the 
"workshop" of "the New World" (when he moved from New 
York to Washington to Denver) he did not see, except in rare 
moments, a human face or a look which radiated the mean­
ing of humanity. Instead, Qutb says, he found harried 
crowds (jumu' rakidah! resemblin~n excited herd (qati'ha'ij! 
which knew only lust and money. 

He describes love (AI-Hubb! in America as merely a body 
that lusts after another body or hungry animal that craves 
another animal, with no time for spiritual longings, high 
aspirations or even the flirtation (AI-Ghaza/), which normally 
precedes "the final step". He adds that nature had bestowed 
on America many blessings, including natural and human 

49 
soQutb, ~lIa AI-Ustadh Tawfiq AI·Hak im: Al-Risolah. no. 827 (9 May 1949), p. 823 . 

Qutb, ~Hama'im New York!!! ," AI-Kilab, Sana 4, no . 10 (December 1949), p. 666. 
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beauty. But no one understood or felt this beauty except as 
animals and beasts.51 

These and other of Qutb's negative impressions of the 
United States and the American way of life during his stay 
appeared in a series of articles entitled "Amrika AI-Lati 
Rn'ayt: fi Mizan AI-Qiyyam AI-Insaniyah", (America that I 
have seen: In the Scale of Human Values) published in the 
review AI-Risalah upon his return to Egypt. They appeared 
also in a work published in 1962 during his imprisonment, 
namely, AI-Islam wa-Mushkilat AI-Hadarah (Islam and the 
Problem of Civilization) S2 

Qutb's criticism of American foreign policy, including the 
Marshall Plan and American involvement in the Korean War 
- both of which coincided with his stay in the United States -
are also very prominent in his book AI-Salam AI- 'Alami wa­
AI-Islam (Islam and Universal Peace), especially in the last 
chapter entitled "Wa-AI-An" (And Now). This chapter, ac­
cording to Al-'Azm, was deleted by government censors 
from editions appearing after 1954.53 

Quth's Changing Attitude Toward Literature and Writing 

Qutb's stay in the United States, therefore, basically rein­
forced his earlier belief that the Islamic way of life was man's 
only valid salvation from the abyss of Godless capitalism. 
During his stay in America, in addition, Qutb began giving 
more serious thought to the abandonment of his literary ca­
reer and to concentrate, instead, on one that would be 
movement oriented. Thus in a letter dated 6 March 1950 he 
writes his friend, the literary critic Anwar AI-Ma'adawi: 

You are looking forward to seeing me return in order that I 
take my place in literary criticism! I am afraid to tell you that 
this will not happen. It would be better if a new literary critic 
were to emerge; for I am planning to devote the rest of my 

"Ibid. , p. 667. 
:2 Cairo. 1962. 
) Al-'Azm. op.cit., p. 210. 
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life to a comprehensive social program (barnamij ii!jma 'i ka­
mil) that will involve the lives and efforts of many ... · 

Qutb's stay in America, furthermore, appears to have 
strengthened his conviction that writing is not worthy un­
less it has practical application. The articulation of an idea is 
not enough by itself; it must have deep conviction behind it, 
and be expressed in action. Thus, in explaining why he 
rarely wrote during his stay in the United States, Qutb says 
that he desired to achieve something more worthy than 
mere writing. He adds that "we in Egypt and the East have 
talked more than we should, and it is time to do something 
else beside talking .. .',55 The "more worthy" goal of his life, 
Qutb explains, was the realization of dreams, ideals and 
principles. For the dichotomy between the dreams which are 
portrayed in literature and~oetry, and the harsh realities of 
society has become so great. 

Qutb writes from Colorado Springs that an idea (AI-Fikrah! 
does not live in the soul of individuals and generations un­
less it becomes a system of belief ('Aqidah! . 1t is only then 
that the idea becomes believable and the person who be­
lieves in it comes to embody this conviction. The warmth of 
faith belongs to the one who gives life to ideas and opens the 
windows of souls and hearts to them. This is why Qutb says, 
the words of the prophets and saints live, and the words of 
philosophers and thinkers have died.57 

According to partisan sources, it was also in America that 
Qutb's attitude toward the Islamic movement in Egypt be­
gan to change following the assassination of Hassan Al­
Banna (February 1949). It is said in these accounts that when 
Qutb was in America he noticed great jubilation among 
Americans at the news of Al-Banna's death. It was only then 
that Qutb realized the threat Al-Banna had posed to the 

::ThiS Jetter is cited in full in Al· 'Azm, op.cit., pp. 153·154, 

, Qutb, "Fi AI-Adab wa-AI-Hayah," AI-Kitab. Sana 6,00. 4 (Apritl 1951), p. 3. , . 
571b1d. 

Qutb, "Adwa' min Ba'id," AI-Kitab. Sana S .• no. 2 (February 1950), p. 145 . 
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Wes~ and he regretted not getting in closer contact with 
him. 8 

It is also reported that, upon his return to Egypt in August 
1950, a delegation comprising some of the younger members 
of the Muslim Brothers was waiting to welcome Qutb at the 
Port of Alexandria. This unexpectedly warm reception left a 
deep impression on him and henceforth cordial relations 
were to develop between Qutb and these young men.59 

s. QMtb's Return to Eg\1l't at1~ Resu»1l'tiOt1 
of AgitatiOt1 (t<);O-l<);l) 

S ayyid Qutb's stay in the United States, 1948-1950, basi­
cally reinforced his negative view of the United States 

and Western civilization, and strengthened further deep 
conviction that the Islamic way of life was mankind's only 
salvation. After his return to Egypt and for most of 1950-51, 
Qutb struck an independent path in his work calling people 
to Islam and agitation against the conditions existing in the 
country. This period in Egypt's history is characterized by 
Richmond as follows: 

It was a period of intense frustration for the Egyptian feo­
pie, and was marked by cynical corruption on the part 0 the 
King and the ruling class. Financial and sexual scandal 
tOUChing the king became the staple of Cairo gossip. Stories 
of faulty weal'ons supplied to tile army in Palestine under 
contracts which had been profitable to the king and his crea­
tures were widely circulated. So were stories of the rigging 
of the Alexandria cotton market for the profit of Wafdist 
Ministers. Against a background of rising cost of living and a 
shortage of basic foodstuffs

60 
these stories brought steadily 

nearer the end of the regime. 

S8See, for example; Isma'i! AI·Shatti, "Ma' AI -Shahid Sayyid Qutb," Al-Mujlama' 
(Kuwayt), no. 215 (27 August 1974), p. 17; AI-Khalidi, op.cit., pp. 135-136; and AI-'Azm, 
0jYcit., p. 207. 

Al-Shatti, op.cit., p. 17. 
6ORichmond, op.cit., p. 215. 
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Qutb wrote books and articles which appeared in Cairo's 
leading publications, including AI-RisaIah, and in publica­
tions connected with the Muslim Brothers, especially the AI­
Da 'wah of Salih AI-'Ashmawi, a prominent member of the 
Brothers' Executive Council (Maktab AI-Irshad!. Qutb 's agita­
tion and outspoken criticism of the Egyptian established or­
der and attacks on the West in the 19405 and early 19505, ac­
cording to AI-'Azm, led some Egyptian writers to dub him 
the "Mirabeau of the Egyptian revolution of 1952",61 in refer­
ence to Comte de Mirabeau (1747-1791), the great orator of 
the French Revolution who was instrumental in arousing the 
masses against feudalism and tyranny. 

61, . 
AI- Azm. Op.CIt., pp. 158, J 59. 
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1 t was pointed out earlier that a simplistic, unsubstantiated 
explanation like that offered by Muhammad Tawfiq Bara­

kat who suggests that Qutb's change of attitude resulted 
from listening to one of Hassan al-Banna's speeches which 
had a "magic" effect on him does not warrant any considera­
tion. It fails to take into account the various forces which 
have worked to shape Qutb's personality and outlook, for 
example, the state of Egyptian life and society in the first 
half of this century, Qutb's upbringing and religious training 
and his personal disappointments in life. 

With these and other possible influences in mind this study 
set out to examine Qutb's milieu, namely the state of Egyp­
tian political and intellectual life and society in the fifty 
years preceding the 23 July military revolution. The findings 
indkate clearly that Qutb was a product of a society which 
had been going through major political and cultural disloca­
tion at a time when Egypt's transition from a traditional so­
ciety to a modem one was taking place. 

By the mid 1930s, however, there was a widespread reaction 
in Egypt against rampant Westernization and the failure of 
the liberal national establishment to achieve the independence 
of the Nile valley and a solution to society's pressing prob­
lems. This reaction ranged from the proliferation of Muslim 
clubs and societies, the articulation of anti-Western views, 
the promotion of pan-Eastern ideas and an increased interest 
in Islamics among liberal literati. Qutb's writings reflected the 
"East vs. West" theme. In addition, in 1939, Qutb began to take 
a serious interest in the Qur'an, albeit for literary purposes. 

World War II and the economic, political and social disloca­
tions it caused further alienated one-time adherents of lib­
eral nationalist ideals like Qutb. The war's impact on Qutb 
cannot be over emphasized. Its adverse effects are very 
much reflected in Qutb's writing, as it was this period, 1939-
1945, that many drastic changes began to take place in 
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Qutb's outlook. Likewise, during the seven-year period pre­
ceding the July 1952 military revolt the country was domi­
nated by a sense of anger, grief and despair at the estab­
lished order which was only exacerbated by the Egyptian 
defeat in the 1948 Palestine war. This state of mind is reflected 
in the intellectual activity of the time, including that of Qutb. 
During this period Qutb became totally alienated from the 
establishment and, as a result, he chose to forsake literature 
permanently for the Islamic da 'wah. 

Another factor of great significance in Qutb's change of 
outlook was his upbringing. His early life in Musha was 
crucial, since it was at this stage that Qutb mastered the 
traditional culture, that is, Arabic and the memorization of 
the Qur'an. Moreover, traditional Islamic values were firmly 
implanted in his total conception. This early experience 
according to Qutb, came back later to haunt him, eventually 
leading him back to Islam form his uncertain secular-oriented 
world. The impact of traditional life on the mind of Qutb the 
adib is reflected in the large space he devotes in his child­
hood biography to his Islamic upbringing, the customs and 
manners of the villagers, and popular religious practices. 

When Qutb moved to Cairo in his teens, he came to 
experience life in a modem and urban social structure very 
different from the rural setting in which he grew up. As a 
result, he became a product of two conflicting worlds, 
traditional and modem, with two outlooks. It is thus very 
important to realize that when one deals with the question 
of Qutb's transformation from secularist adib to an Islamic 
da'iyah, one must not assume that Qutb possessed at one 
time a vigorous rationalist spirit which he later abandoned. 
Qutb's earliest literary works, especially his poetry, clearly 
indicate subjective and spiritual orientation. He attributes 
much of this spiritualism to his early upbringing. 

When Qutb became interested in the Qur'an and its artistic 
aspects beginning in 1939, the more "traditional" component 
of his outlook began to reassert itself gradually, even though 
his "modem" outlook continued to exert itself prominently 
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as seen in his work on social justice in Islam, where he calls 
for the outright adoption of Western technology irregardless 
of the consequences. It can also be seen (in the same work) in 
his call for Muslims not to be afraid of using any man-made 
social legislation and systems, as long as they do not conflict 
with the principles of Islam. 

Qutb's interest in the Qur'an was not merely an "intellectual 
and psychological luxury" as he termed the literary analysis 
of the sacred Book, but was apparently a psychological and 
spiritual necessity, The Qur'an was a comforting refuge from 
the pain of the environment in which he lived. His unhappi­
ness in Cairo was very much evident in his poetry and prose 
works in the 1930s and 1940s. Furthermore, the death of 
Qutb's mother, his shattered love affair and his poor health 
in the 1940s together with his alienation from the status quo, 
prompted him to turn increasingly toward his religion for 
his personal needs and for answers to his nation's ills. 

Qutb's emergence as a student of the Qur'an and his articula­
tion of Qur'anic ideology beginning in 1946 is significant. 
henceforth all Qutb's Islamic writings were to be grounded 
in and justified by quotations from the Qur'an. These quota­
tions assume a crucial role in the 1960s when Qutb, in the 
revised portions of his Qur'anic commentary and in his con­
troversial Ma'alim, validates and justifies Islamic revolution 
against the Jahili way of life on Qur'anic grounds. 

In conclusion, it should be pointed out that this study 
represents only an outline of the milestones of Qutb's intel­
lectual career 1939-1950. It remains for this author and others 
to examine in more detail each of the stages of Qutb's career. 
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