&

htp://jstmt.utacir

[N

Print: 2538-5240
Online: 2783-3216

An Explication of Sayyid Qutb’s Conceptual Framework on the Nature of

Islamic Existence

Hassan Bakhshizadeh!™

1. Assistant Professor, Department of Sociology, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Mohaghegh Ardabili, Ardabil, Iran.
(Corresponding Author) Email: h.bakhshizadeh@uma.ac.ir

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Research Atrticle

Article history:

Received: 11 November 2025
Received in revised form: 15
March 2026

Accepted: 27 March 2026
Published online: 22 June 2026

Keywords:

Hakimiyyah, Islamic Existence,
Ma‘alim fT al-Tariq
(Milestones), Modern Islamic
Political Thought, Sayyid Qutb,
Shari‘ah.

This study aims to examine Sayyid Qutb’s theoretical and normative conceptions
regarding the nature of Islamic existence, with particular emphasis on his seminal
treatise Ma ‘alim fi al-Tarig (Milestones / Signposts on the Road), thereby
contributing to broader scholarly debates on modern Islamic political thought and
civilizational renewal. The study employs a structured qualitative content analysis
grounded in Mayring’s (2014) methodological framework. Inductive open coding
was conducted to identify core concepts—primarily Tawhid, Jahiliyyah, and
Shart‘ah—which were systematically categorized into thematic dimensions
through axial coding. Thematic synthesis was subsequently utilized to integrate
individual ethical reform with socio-political reconstruction, ensuring
methodological rigor, conceptual coherence, and interpretive transparency. The
findings reveal that Qutb conceptualizes Islamic existence as an integrated onto-
social system synthesizing doctrinal faith (‘agidah) with sociopolitical praxis.
Central to his framework is the cultivation of a dedicated vanguard (al-zali‘ah)
tasked with initiating societal transformation through normative adherence to the
Shari‘ah. Rather than merely reactionary militancy, Qutb constructs Islamic
existence as an all-encompassing civilizational project wherein personal morality,
social institutions, and governance are harmonized under divine sovereignty
(Hakimiyyah). Signposts on the Road functions simultaneously as a theoretical
manifesto and a praxis-oriented blueprint, articulating a systematic paradigm for
institutionalizing Islamic principles across personal and public domains. Qutb’s
discourse offers critical insights for contemporary inquiries into Islamic
governance, moral order, and civilizational revival, demonstrating how
transcendental commitments are translated into concrete structural realities.
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Introduction

Sayyid Qutb (1906-1966) remains one of the most influential yet contentious revivalist ideologues
in modern Islamic thought, profoundly impacting contemporary Islamist, Salafi, and Jihadi
movements (Calvert, 2009; Kepel, 2002; Moussalli, 1992; Toth, 2015). Qutb synthesized
theological critique with political radicalism to formulate an integrated paradigm of “Islamic
existence” (al-wujiid al-Islami). Central to this project is his seminal 1964 treatise, Ma ‘alim fi al-
Tarig (Milestones), a widely translated doctrinal and programmatic manifesto (Calvert, 2009).
Structurally, its twelve chapters bridge the onto-theological reflections developed in F7 Zilal al-
Qur’an with practical directives for institutionalizing an Islamic order and unifying theory with
praxis (al-‘ilm wa-l- ‘amal)—a stance that culminated in his execution by the Nasserist regime
(Calvert, 2009; Toth, 2015, p. 52).

Qutb’s intellectual trajectory was shaped by his education at Dar al-‘Uliim, his career as an educator
and literary critic, and pivotal socio-political encounters (IEP, 2022). Notably, his stay in the United
States (1948-1950) served as a transformative catalyst; observing Western society, he vehemently
critiqued its materialism, hyper-individualism, racism, and moral permissiveness (Harvard
Divinity School, 2023; IEP, 2022). This experience consolidated his conviction regarding the
spiritual exhaustion and civilizational bankruptcy of Western modernity, reinforcing the imperative
of an autonomous Islamic alternative.

Materials & Methodology

This study employs qualitative content analysis (QCA), grounded in the methodological
framework articulated by Mayring (2014) and refined by Schreier (2021), to systematically
examine Sayyid Qutb’s theoretical and praxis-oriented conceptions of Islamic existence (al-wujid
al-Isiami). QCA provides an established, rule-guided interpretive framework suitable for the
systematic reduction, categorization, and contextual interpretation of complex religious and
ideological texts (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2023).

Data Corpus and Unit of Analysis
The primary textual corpus consists of Qutb’s seminal treatise, Ma ‘alim fi al-Tarig (Milestones),

supplemented by relevant thematic sections from his exegetical work, Fr Zilal al-Qur’an (In the
Shade of the Qur’an). Contemporary academic scholarship (e.g., Calvert, 2009; Moussalli, 1992;
Toth, 2015) was utilized as secondary literature to contextualize and triangulate the textual
findings. The units of analysis comprise textual segments—ranging from discrete sentences to full
thematic paragraphs—that explicitly address the nature of Islamic existence, the ontological nexus
between individual and society, and the structural institutionalization of divine sovereignty
(hakimiyyah).

Analytical Coding Procedure
The qualitative analysis proceeded through a systematic three-stage category development process:

¢ Inductive Open Coding: Systematic extraction of preliminary conceptual codes directly
from the primary text, utilizing Al-assisted linguistic analysis for initial lexical pattern
recognition.
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e Axial Categorization: Structuring preliminary codes into higher-order conceptual
dimensions, mapping theological tenets (e.g., Tawhid, Jahiliyyah, Shari‘ah) onto their
socio-political and structural manifestations (e.g., vanguard organization, institutional
governance, ethical praxis).

e Thematic Synthesis: Abstracting and integrating categorical networks into overarching
structural themes that encapsulate Qutb’s systemic paradigm of Islamic existence.

Rigor, Trustworthiness, and Research Ethics
Methodological trustworthiness (credibility, dependability, and confirmability) was maintained

through iterative coding audits, independent peer debriefing, and transparent audit trails linking
raw textual excerpts to synthesized categories. As this study is grounded entirely in textual
hermeneutics, no human participants were involved. Scholarly integrity was upheld through
meticulous textual fidelity, contextual hermeneutics, and rigorous adherence to academic citation
standards.

Findings

The qualitative content analysis identifies two interrelated foundational domains structuring Qutb’s
discourse on Islamic existence (al-wujiid al-Islami): the theoretical/onto-theological domain and
the operational/praxis domain.

Theoretical Domain: Qutb establishes an epistemological critique of modern Western civilization,
reframing Jahiliyyah not as a static historical era, but as an ontological and recurrent socio-spiritual
condition marked by human usurpation of divine sovereignty (hakimiyyah) (Toth, 2015, pp. 48—
52). Within this critique, Islamic existence is articulated as a divinely ordained state of being that
seamlessly integrates spiritual transcendence, moral integrity, and social order. The focal locus of
this paradigm is the Ummah—a normative community constituted by uncompromised submission
(‘ubadiyyah) to God, wherein interior piety is intrinsically linked to collective ethical
responsibility.

Practical Domain (Praxis): Qutb posits that ontological transformation of consciousness is an
absolute prerequisite for structural socio-political change. He conceptualizes a phased transition
from Jahiliyyah to authentic Islamic existence, driven by intensive moral cultivation, spiritual
discipline, and the formation of a conscious vanguard (al-fali ‘ah). Rejecting both liberal-capitalist
and Marxist paradigms as inherently reductionist and incompatible with divine sovereignty, Qutb
designates primary institutions—maost notably the family, educational apparatuses, and community
networks—as vital instruments for socializing individuals into the normative order of the Shari ‘ah.
From the axial synthesis, four overarching meta-themes emerge:

1. Jahiliyyah as an Ontological Hegemony: Conceptualized as a systemic alienation from
divine guidance that requires active ideological and existential disengagement
(mufaraqah).

2. lIslamic Existence as a Totalizing Paradigm: A holistic onto-social framework
encompassing metaphysical, ethical, institutional, and political dimensions.
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3. The Ummah as the Arena of Praxis: The operationalization of transcendental principles
into concrete communal structures and normative behaviors.

4. The Dialectic of Two-Stage Transformation: A sequential trajectory progressing from
internal spiritual-ethical regeneration to external socio-political reconstruction.

Conclusion

Ma‘alim fi al-Tarig functions simultaneously as a theoretical manifesto and a programmatic
blueprint, synthesizing scriptural hermeneutics with structural prescription. According to Qutb,
authentic Islamic existence is not merely a theoretical construct, but an emergent reality generated
through radical monotheism (Tawhid), rigorous institutional adherence to the Shari‘ah, and the
agency of a morally disciplined community.

In conclusion, Qutb conceptualizes Islamic existence as a dynamic, totalizing civilizational project
that bridges metaphysical doctrine with sociopolitical praxis. This study demonstrates that his
framework is both conceptually systematic and praxis-oriented, harmonizing personal existential
reform with institutional transformation. By applying Mayring’s structured content analysis, this
research provides a rigorous methodological model for dissecting complex ideological and
theological corpora. It offers a nuanced understanding of Qutb’s foundational contribution to
modern Islamic thought, contemporary Islamist ideology, and the dialectic between doctrinal
formulation and political praxis (Calvert, 2009; Toth, 2015). Ultimately, Ma ‘alim fi al-Tarig
remains an indispensable text for analyzing the intersections of religious consciousness, moral
order, and institutional legitimacy in modern Islamic political theory.
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