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ABSTRACT

JIHAD: LIBERATION OR TERRORISM? THE THOUGHT OF SAYYID QUTB
M. Mezzi

M.A. Thesis, Department of Arabic, University of the Western Cape.

The events of 11 September 2001 not only placed Muslims under the spotlight,
but saw politicians, reporters and scholars scrambling to explain the concept of
jihad and terrorism. Jihad, incorrectly translated as a “holy war”, was regarded
as the main motivating factor of the perpetrators of this act. The key thinker
whose ideas were blamed for providing the ideological basis of 9/11, was the
respected Muslim scholar, Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966), one of the key figures of the
Muslim Brotherhood. In fact, many analysts, critics, and journalists make a
direct connection between Al-Qaeda and Qutb’s works, particularly his writings
on jihad and the West.

In this thesis, I contrast Qutb’s approach towards jihad with that which is found
in the primary sources of Islam and as espoused by the proponents of the four
schools of thought, as well as key Islamic scholars. This study also attempts to
explore the conceptual confusion between terrorism, jihad, and legitimate
defense and resistance by comparing the legislation on jihad in Islam with that
which exists in international law and conventions. | then turn my attention to the
focal point of this study, the writings of Sayyid Qutb on jihad.

To avoid misunderstanding of his works, | firstly explore the context and milieu
which gave birth to Qutb’s views. Through textual analysis of the chapter on
jihad in his most popular and oft-cited work, Milestones and his other writings, |
present an analysis of his thinking on jihad. Qutb, in my view, was essentially a
thinker seeking freedom, justice and liberation for all humanity, and not the
father of terrorism as claimed by many. His writings represent a call to liberate
humanity from the shackles of all forms of tyranny, oppression and servitude,
towards submission to the sovereignty of God alone. Critics claim that Qutb’s
approach is one of religious coercion, when in fact it is a call for the removal of
obstacles which deprive humanity from establishing a society based on Divine
laws.

Qutb’s noble defense of the freedom to live in and establish the Divine system,
is taken up by contemporary global jihadist groups. However, his ideas have, in
my opinion been grossly distorted on some occasions when cited as the basis for
senseless acts of violence against innocents, while Sayyid Qutb has never
sanctioned the deliberate killing of innocent civilians. It is my hope that this
study will provide a deeper insight into the works of this great thinker who has
been unfairly maligned as “the philosopher of Islamic terror’.
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