&l Political Science

Bagir al-Olum University ISSN Online: 2645-5773

Literary Romanticism as the Epistemological Foundation
of Political Islamism in Sayyid Qutb's Thought

Mohammadreza Salehi Vasigh', Seyed Mahdi SadatiNejad®

1 PhD., Political Science, Faculty of Law and Political Science, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran
(Corresponding author). Mo.rezasalehi@ut.ac.ir

2 Assistant Professor, Department of Political Science, Faculty of Law and Political Science, University
of Tehran, Tehran, Iran. msadatinejad@ut.ac.ir

Abstract

This study challenges the dominant "biographical rupture” paradigm in scholarship on
Sayyid Qutb (1906-1966), which conventionally divides his intellectual trajectory into two
discontinuous phases: a secular literary period and an Islamist ideological period. Contra
this prevailing interpretation, the research advances the “epistemological continuity”
hypothesis, arguing that Qutb's political Islamism represents not a categorical break
from his literary past, but rather a profound reconfiguration of his romantic literary ethos
within an Islamic ideological framework. Drawing on Isaiah Berlin's theory of political
romanticism, the study demonstrates that three core principles of romantic ethics—the
primacy of emotion over reason, the quest for absolute perfection, and the critique of
materialist modernity—were systematically reproduced throughout Qutb's intellectual
evolution from his literary period through his jihadist ideology. The analytical framework
rests on two key theoretical constructs. First, the concept of "existential problem”
(al-masala al-wujudiyya) refers to the constellation of fundamental questions and
preoccupations concerning existence that constitute the stable core of an individual's
thought. For Qutb, this existential problem centered on the limitations of the material world
and the search for transcendent spiritual meaning through non-rational domains. Second,
"social circles” (halaqat mu'asharatiyya) denotes the social-cultural spaces—cafés, literary
journals, salons—that provide the material conditions for intellectual formation and
transformation. The study argues that while external factors such as Qutb's American
experience (1948-1950) and prison torture (1954-1966) served as catalysts, his
radicalization was fundamentally the product of an internal evolutionary process rooted in
the epistemological structure established during his romantic literary phase .The research
employs a multi-layered methodological approach combining intellectual biography,
textual analysis, and theoretical application. The primary sources comprise Qutb's complete
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corpus across all periods: early literary works including Tifl min al-Qarya (A Child from
the Village) and Kutub wa-Shakhsiyyat (Books and Personalities) from the 1930s;
transitional works such as al-Taswir al-Fanni fi al-Qur'an (Artistic Imagery in the Qur'an,
1945); mid-period texts including al-'Adala al-Ijtima'iyya fi al-Islam (Social Justice in
Islam, 1949) and Ma'rakat al-Islam wa-al-Ra'smaliyya (The Battle between Islam and
Capitalism, 1951); and his radical prison writings, particularly F1 Zilal al-Qur'an (In the
Shade of the Qur'an) and Ma'alim fi al-Tariq (Milestones, 1964) .The analytical method
involves systematic chronological examination of conceptual evolution, tracing how
specific romantic principles manifest across different intellectual phases. Particular
attention is devoted to textual markers of epistemological continuity—recurring metaphors,
persistent conceptual frameworks, and stable cognitive structures—that transcend apparent
thematic shifts. The study critically engages with existing scholarship, particularly Giedre
Sabaseviciiité's intellectual biography (2021), James Toth's work on radicalization (2013),
and William Shepard's analysis of jahiliyya doctrine (2003), while identifying their
limitations in recognizing structural continuity .Berlin's theory of political romanticism
provides the interpretive lens, specifically his identification of romanticism as a
philosophical-political ethics rather than merely a literary movement. Berlin's three core
romantic principles—privileging emotion over reason, seeking absolute perfection, and
rejecting materialist modernity—are operationalized as analytical categories for tracking
conceptual persistence across Quth's writings. This theoretical framework enables the study
to demonstrate how romantic cognitive structures can be “translated" into political-
theological idioms without fundamental alteration of their underlying logic.

- Phase One: Pure Literary Romanticism (1930-1939)

Analysis of Qutb's early literary criticism reveals the formation of a distinctly romantic
epistemology. In Tifl min al-Qarya, Qutb presents childhood in dialectical tension between
traditional and modern elements, employing nostalgia not as mere sentimentality but as
identity construction against Western cultural invasion and urban rootlessness. His literary
criticism consistently privileges imagination as an instrument of cognition superior to
rational analysis, characterizing modern rationality as "cold and soulless." This represents
Berlin's first principle: emotion's primacy over reason. Qutb's association with the Diwan
School and the Apollo Group embedded him in Egypt's romantic literary revival, where the
search for "indigenous modernity" rooted in Egyptian-Arab culture provided the immediate
intellectual context .Significantly, the study establishes that Qutb's “existential problem"
crystallized during this period around the limitations of material existence and the quest for
spiritual transcendence through non-rational domains. This core preoccupation would
remain constant even as the means of pursuing it transformed from poetry to Qur'anic
interpretation to revolutionary ideology.

- Phase Two: Islam through Literary Eye (1940-1948)

The critical finding here is that Qutb's turn to Islam represented not rupture but
continuation through new means. In al-Taswir al-Fanni fT al-Qur'an, Qutb develops a theory
of Qur'anic inimitability (i'jaz) based not on linguistic or logical criteria but on "harmony
between Quranic language and the human emotional apparatus.” This reproduces his
romantic principle of emotion's primacy, now transposed into religious exegesis. Qutb
explicitly rejected his mentors' commitment to rationality as the foundation of Egyptian
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cultural modernity, instead positing that the emotional realm provides the linkage between
humans and the divine .His concept of “artistic imagery" (taswir fanni) as the Qur'an's
defining characteristic represents the systematic application of romantic aesthetics to
scriptural interpretation. Qutb argues that Qur'an comprehension requires recovering
the original "aesthetic experience” that early Arab audiences underwent, stripping away
accumulated layers of lexical, grammatical, jurisprudential, and historical commentary
to access the text's emotional-artistic dimensions. This methodology, which privileges
"intuitive understanding” and "emotional experience” over rational analysis, directly
continues his romantic literary criticism in religious form.

- Phase Three: Civilizational Thought (1948-1954)

Qutb's American sojourn (1948-1950) intensified rather than initiated his critique of
materialist modernity. His letters to al-Risala magazine portrayed American society as
dominated by materialism, extreme individualism, and spiritual bankruptcy precisely the
critique of modern civilization already present in his 1930s romanticism, now systematized
and radicalized. The assassination of Hasan al-Banna (February 1949) during Qutb's
American stay, combined with his encounter with British orientalist Heyworth-Dunne,
crystallized his anti-colonial and anti-Western theoretical framework .Al-'Adala
al-Ijtima'iyya fi al-Islam (1949) marks Qutb's transition from civilization critic to Islamic
civilizational theorist, presenting Islam as manhaj li-al-hayat (a comprehensive life system).
Crucially, the study identifies explicit takfirT elements in this pre-imprisonment text: Qutb
declares "we see no trace of this Islamic religion™ and "Islam does not exist and requires re-
establishment,” citing Qur'an 5:44 to argue that societies ruling by non-divine law are in a
state of disbelief regardless of nominal Muslim identity. This establishes that Qutb's radical
ideas preceded external traumatic catalysts by at least five years, supporting the “internal
evolution” thesis.

- Phase Four: Prison Radicalization (1954-1966)

The twelve-year imprisonment period witnessed not transformation but culmination.
Ma'alim f1 al-Tariq systematizes earlier ideas into revolutionary praxis. The doctrine of
universal jahiliyya (al-dlam kulluhu fi jahiliyya the entire world exists in ignorance)
divides reality into absolute binaries: dar al-Islam (which does not yet exist) versus dar
al-jahiliyya (encompassing all contemporary societies). The principle al-hukm bi-ghayr
ma anzala Allah (ruling by other than God's revelation) becomes the sole criterion
distinguishing Islam from unbelief, mandating armed struggle (jihad) against all existing
governments .The study's critical insight is that Ma'alim reproduces romantic principles in
jihadist form: the quest for absolute perfection now appears as the "complete Islamic
society”; critique of materialist modernity becomes total rejection of contemporary
civilization; primacy of emotion manifests as “revolutionary faith” and "love of
martyrdom.” Qutb explicitly states that societal transformation requires "passionate
revolutionaries™ acting on deep faith rather than rational calculation a direct continuation of
romantic epistemology.

The Neglected Factor: Internal Evolution

Drawing on Hilmi al-Nimnim's Sayyid Qutb: Sirat al-Tahawwulat (2014), the study
establishes that Qutb's takfirT thought emerged not from Nasserist torture but from gradual
intellectual development beginning in the early 1940s. Textual analysis reveals the
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progression: Al-'Adala al-Ijtimd'iyya (1949) contains explicit takfir of contemporary
Muslim societies; Ma'rakat al-Islam wa-al-Ra'smaliyya (1951) employs violent rhetoric
against opponents; Al-Salam al-'Alami wa-al-Islam (1951) explicitly mandates jihad
against rulers not implementing sharTa, passages so extreme that the Muslim Brotherhood
deleted two pages from subsequent editions .This chronological progression demonstrates
that Quth's motivations were internal and self-generating, rooted in his epistemological
structure, with external factors serving merely as catalysts that intensified pre-existing
tendencies rather than creating them. His childhood exposure to Sufi texts and superstitious
practices cultivated critical disposition toward official Islam; his literary training developed
holistic social vision and powerful expressive capacity both evident in his treatment of
Quran as comprehensive political-social system rather than purely religious text.This
research fundamentally reconceptualizes Qutb's intellectual trajectory by demonstrating
that his political Islamism constitutes "politicized romanticism" rather than biographical
rupture. The three romantic principles identified by Berlin emotion's primacy, absolute
perfection-seeking, and materialist modernity's critique persisted throughout Qutb's
evolution, reproduced in successively more radical forms: from aesthetic experience to
Quranic exegesis to civilizational theory to jihadist ideology. His "existential problem"
transcending material limitations through non-rational domains remained constant while
the realization instrument transformed from poetry to Islamic society-building to armed
struggle .The study's fundamental discovery concerns the decisive role of "internal
intellectual evolution” in Qutb's radicalization. Contrary to conventional explanations
attributing his extremism to external trauma (American experience, prison torture), textual
evidence establishes that core radical concepts (jahiliyya, divine sovereignty, societal
takfir) appeared in his writings years before these experiences. This proves his radicalism
was not reactive but represented the gradual realization of a stable epistemological structure
rooted in literary romanticism. External factors functioned as catalysts accelerating
pre-existing trajectories rather than initiating new directions .This reconceptualization
carries profound implications for Islamic studies: contemporary radicalism cannot be
explained solely through political-social factors but requires excavation of philosophical-
literary foundations. Qutb's legacy must be understood not as a collection of reactions to
external circumstances but as the progressive actualization of a consistent epistemological
architecture that began in literary romanticism and culminated in jihadist ideology. The
"epistemological continuity" framework provides a novel approach for understanding the
complexities of Qutb's thought and critically reassessing Islamist movements' intellectual
history, eschewing generalization for textual specificity that reveals the deepest layers of
his intellectual transformation. This methodology demonstrates how cognitive structures
formed in one domain (aesthetic romanticism) can be systematically transposed into
radically different domains (political theology) while maintaining fundamental logical
architecture a pattern with broader applicability for understanding ideological radicalization
processes.

Keywords: epistemological continuity, existential problematic, Romantic literary
ethos, modern jahiliyya, critique of rationalism.
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