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ABSTRACT

The Syrian Revolution of 2011, influenced by the wave of ‘Arab Spring,” created a
deep schism among Sunni Muslim ‘ulama who played a prominent role in
encouraging /discouraging protests and, later on, the rebellion. This research seeks to
explore the perspective of Muhammad Sa‘id Ramadan al-Bati (1929-2013) on the
Revolution. Al-Bati, a highly esteemed religious scholar, who contributed
substantially to the contemporary Muslim scholarship, refused to be one of those who
recognized and gave a hand to protestors. Rather, he viewed the Revolution as
religiously illegitimate and politically oriented thereby creating an ongoing debate not
only in Syria but also in the Arab as well as the Muslim world. A great number of
scholars, Syrian and non-Syrian, have interpreted al-Buti’s stance as a full support of
the regime. They cite his earlier similar position against the Muslim Brotherhood
Movement in Syria in the 1980s. Others, however, argue that al-Buti’s opinion, from a
purely religious point of view, does not necessarily espouse the government’s
appalling crimes. The research employs textual and contextual analysis. Both methods
of study work hand in hand to create a better understanding of al-Bati’s case.
Therefore, the research, after providing a detailed account of al-Bati’s discourse on
the Revolution, critically examines i ‘at al-hakim (the ruler’s obedience), along with
the concept of fitna, (both lying at the heart of al-Bati’s discussion) re-situating
‘obedience’ in its rightful context in the contemporary Islamic political thought within
the rights/duties of both the ruler and the ruled. On the other hand, the research
evaluates al-Bati’s critical view on contemporary Islamists who, according to him,
have misapplied the Islamic law and sacrificed da‘wah in favour of political gains.
The central aim is to discover whether al-Biti’s hardline against those Islamists is a
product of pro-regime stance or of religiously justified reasons. The research
discovered there are seven issues disapproved by al-Biti which appear to be shared by
all extreme Islamist groups of today. To judge or evaluate an Islamist movement/
party as moderate or extreme, these issues are the best yardstick. The research
concludes that al-Batt is more of an independent scholar than a sycophant or an ally of
autocratic and secularist regime. There are particular points of view, nevertheless, in
al-Buti’s discourse, which have been found lacking in balanced treatment and
convincing argumentation. Further, the research concludes that, instead of armed
rebellion which has been much worse for the community than tyranny could ever be,
modern peaceful means and mechanisms need to be followed.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 BACKGROUND OF THE RESEARCH

Muslim countries, during the colonial period, underwent major changes in many
areas: social, political, educational, cultural, ethical, and more critically, religious. In
the 1940s and 1950s, Syria was subjected to an enormous political and economic
change as it achieved its independence from France in 1946. The post-colonial Syria
witnessed many military coups, and the Ba‘th Party has been in power in the country
since 1963. Syria was governed by Hafez al-Assad, who ruled from 1970 until his
death in the year 2000. Ever since, it has been under the rule of his son, Bashar.

With the adoption of the post-colonial nation-state in Syria, Islam ceased to be
the general framework for the state, even though enjoying some authority for the
society. Sunni ‘ulama who previously were an integral part of decision-making
process became now tractable officials who wait for orders from on high.* Some of
them, appropriately called ‘state jurists’,” were expected to issue fatwas fitting to the
demands of the state or the ruler and on the basis of the pragmatic nature of politics.

Other ‘ulama, nevertheless, refused to be a tool in the hand of politicians and
tried to distance themselves from formal religious ceremonies organized by the

Ministry of Awqaf, the bureaucratic apparatus of the state.’

! Thomas Pierret, Religion and State in Syria. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013); Thomas
Pierret, “The Syrian Baath Party and Sunni Islam: Conflicts and Connivance,” Middle East Brief, no.
77 (2014).

2 On the nation state and its jurists see Mu‘taz al-Khatib, “Al-fagih wa al-dawlah fi al-thawrat al-
‘arabiyyah,” Tabayyun Magazine. NO. 3/9, (Summer 2014): 72-73.

® Pierret, Religion...; Pierret, “The Syrian Baath...



In the twentieth century, Syrian ‘ulama faced different challenges of secularist

system which are meant to undermine their religious authority and power bases. These
challenges included ‘the secularization of law, the expansion of state control over
religious institutions, and the modernization-democratization of education.’*
In spite of the state constraining procedures, ‘ulama remained a major player in the
social-religious scene. The conflation (or conflict) of religion and state in Syria
appears vividly in the 2011 Syrian Revolution. While many religious scholars rose up
against the regime of Bashar al-Assad, others chose to discredit demonstrations, and
later on, the rebellion.

The purpose of this research is to explore the perspective of Muhammad Sa‘id
Ramadan al-Batt on the Syrian Revolution of 2011, and to discover whether the
position he takes reflects regime alliance or independent opinion. Al-Buti (1929-
2013)° is a highly esteemed religious scholar, who contributed substantially to the
Muslim scholarship. His books, essays, and treatises, ranging from theology and
philosophy to jurisprudence and mysticism, and from Qur’anic and Hadith studies, to
literary themes, as well as a host of contemporary religious, social, and intellectual
issues, have gained currency both at home and abroad.

For two decades, al- Buti had a weekly Qur’an and Sunna commentary on the
Syrian TV channel. Hundreds of people, many of them are schools teachers and

university professors, would attend his Friday sermons in al-Rifa‘i Mosque, and later

* Pierret, Religion..., 4.

® Muhammad Sa‘id Ramadan Biiti was born in Turkey. He immigrated with his family to Syria in 1933,
where he lived primarily ever since. He studied Islamic theology at al-Azhar University and held
academic positions in many different Arab and Muslim countries. He was a Professor of Islamic
Studies at the University of Damascus and considered the most prominent Muslim thinker in
contemporary Syria. Al-Butt was horrifically assassinated in a bomb attack while delivering a regular
religious lecture in al-Iman Mosque (Damascus), with reportedly more than 42 causalities, in March
21, 2013.



on, in the Omayyad Mosque, as well as his lectures held twice in al-Iman Mosque.®
Even those who did not actively practice Islam have heard about al-Batt and his
various activities. As a university professor, a preacher, a mufti, a lecturer, and a
writer, al-Bitt continued to attract hundreds of thousands of young Muslims all over

the Islamic World.

1.2 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM
The purpose of this research is to explore and analyse Muhammad Sa‘id Ramadan al-
Buti’s perspective on the Syrian revolution of 2011 with reference to his criterion for
the 'legitimate’ revolution and on what grounds he based his opinion of the Syrian
revolution as both religiously illegitimate and politically oriented. A great number of
scholars, authors, and essayists,” Syrian and non-Syrian, have interpreted al-Bati’s
stance as a full support of the regime referring to his earlier similar position against
the Muslim Brotherhood Movement in Syria in the 1980s. Others, however, argue that
al-Buti’s opinion, from a purely religious point of view, does not necessarily espouse
the government’s appalling crimes. Arguments of these two opposing camps will be
weighed.

Further, the research goes on exploring al-Bati’s criticism of revolutionary
tactics and the instrumentalization of religion by Islamists who usually seek the
ascendancy of Islam via political means and, when necessary, resort to violent

methods to create their version of the 'Islamic state.'

® This is based on my personal information, as | used to watch his TV program and attend his lectures
in the above-mentioned mosques.

" For example, Mu‘taz al-Khatib, “Al-fugih wa al-dawlah fi al-thawrdt al-‘arabiyyah,” Tabayyun
Magazine. NO. 3/9 (Summer 2014): 63-84; Ghazi al-Tawbah, “Sifat al-‘alim: al-Buff namzadhajan
ma ‘kasan.” (2012). Retrieved September 27, 2014.
<http://www.aljazeera.net/knowledgegate/opinions>. Further examples are found in chapter six.
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In addition, the research shows how religion as a driving force has played a
prominent role in shaping the life of the Muslim Syrian society. Thus, it provides a
brief account of the large religious groups and institutions in post-independence Syria
(Muslim Brotherhood Movement, Sufi orders, Salafiyyah, religious institutions) with

particular reference to their response to the regime.

1.3 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE RESEARCH

A conflagration can develop rapidly from a spark falling on a dry brush. The
catastrophic Syrian Revolution broke out in mid-March 2011 when residents of the
small southern town of Dar‘a marched to protest the arrest and torture of some
teenagers who, influenced by the wave of ‘Arab Spring,’” painted anti-government
slogans on a school wall. The Revolution created a deep schism among Sunni Muslim
‘ulama who played a prominent role in encouraging /discouraging protests.

Al-Buti refused to be one of those who recognized and gave a hand to
protestors. Rather, he viewed the Revolution as both religiously illegitimate and
politically oriented thereby creating an ongoing debate not only in Syria but also in the
Arab as well as the Muslim world. To al-Buti, this wave of popular uprising would
surely create chaos and sedition opening the door to massive collateral damage and
bloodshed among innocent Muslims and non-Muslims.

The other opinion holds al-Buti, and like-minded sheikhs, responsible for the
crimes and atrocities due to his position that bans demonstrations and supports the
government’s crackdowns. ® For two years till his assassination in 2013, al-Biti had
been under the spotlight of TV and radio shows, online articles that depicted him as

purely a pro-regime scholar who branded demonstrators as traitors and disbelievers.

® See 6.4 Arguments Challenging al-Batt’s Perspective.



Nevertheless, according to some authors and analysts, al-Bati is an
independent scholar who was purely following his ijtihad, be it for the benefit of the
regime or against it.” It is noted that most of the writings about al-Biiti, from both
sides, lack a clear and full picture of his discourse on the Revolution due to either
misinterpretations or widespread rumors. And this resulted in partial or inaccurate
judgment. Therefore, the research offers the first sustained treatment of this ongoing
religio-political issue by exploring its multiple dimensions and various ramifications.
This complex intersection of religion and politics can be seen in the following
discussed topics: the prominent role Islam plays in public Syrian life and how Ba‘th
Party leaders attempted to cloak themselves in the mantle of Islam to ensure
legitimacy and widen the ground for their rule; al-Buti’s critical view on
contemporary Islamists who, according to him, have misapplied the Islamic law and
sacrificed da ‘wah in favour of political gains; the varied responses of Syrian religious
scholars towards initial protests that ushered in a full-scale revolution; evaluation of
al-Buti-regime relationship, exploring the motivating factors behind al-Bati’s opinion

about the Revolution.

1.4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This research consists of several questions:
1. What impact did religion have in public and political life of Syria?
2. Why did al-But1 oppose and criticize a number of contemporary Islamist
movements? Is there evidence that lends credence to al-Buti’s anti-Islamist
discourse?

3. How and why did al-Butt create a relationship with the regime?

% See 6.5 Arguments Clarifying al-Bati’s Perspective.



4. Did al-Batt confer religious legitimacy upon the Assad dynasty for
decades? In other words, was he a ‘state jurist’ or an independent scholar?

5. Did the regime exploit al-Bati’s discourse on the Revolution?

6. What is the rationale behind al-Buti’s attitude towards the Syrian
Revolution?

7. Is al-Butr’s adopted position towards the revolution legally sanctioned?

8. Does the obedience-verse (4: 59) apply to contemporary Arab rulers?

9. Is there a viable alternative to 'armed rebellion'?

1.5 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
The research aims to achieve the following objectives:

1- To critically examine the determining factors (religious, social and political)
in addition to the historical context driving al-Buti to adopt his position
towards the Revolution.

2- To offer a sustained treatment of the ruler’s obedience in order to re-situate
it in its rightful context in the contemporary Islamic political thought within
the rights/duties of both the ruler and the ruled.

3- To develop a methodology of how to weigh and assess similar matters.

1.6 LITERATURE REVIEW

Being a distinguished professor, a prolific writer, an accomplished orator, a popular
figure, combined with a literary excellence, al-Buti for more than four decades had a
considerable influence at home and abroad. His several dozen books seemed to be
well-received having a powerful grip on the life and thought of an untold number of

readers. His books with polemical orientations (al-jihad and Salafiyyah) have



generated much discussion and comment. Further, al-Bati’s ‘unexpected’ opinion on
the 2011 Syrian uprising has created an ongoing debate not only in Syria but also in
the Arab as well as the Muslim world.

A variety of writings on al-Bt1 are divided into five categories:

1.6.1 Salafiyyah

Salafiyyah is a reform movement founded by Muhammad Abd al-Wahhab (d. 1792) at
the heart of Arabian Peninsula. The name has its roots in the Arabic word salaf,
meaning ‘ancestors’ (comprising the first three generations of Muslims), whom
Muslims consider to have practiced the early Islam. Reformers who call themselves
salaf promote a return to a society based on the Muslim values of the early
community.*

Expressing a critical appraisal of Salafiyyah, al-Buti wrote a seminal work
named al-Salafiyyah: marfalah zamaniyyah mubdrakah 1a madhhab Islami**
(Salafiyyah is a Blessed Historical Phase rather than an Islamic Legal School). He
carefully evaluates Salafiyyah through its general trends and adopted doctrines.

Khouloud Al-Nounou, a Syrian researcher, wrote an MA thesis, “Salafism: Its

»12 3 critical

Meaning, Mainly in the thought of Muhammad Said Ramadan al-Buti,
analysis of al-Buti’s view on Salafiyyah via his book mentioned above.
Al-Butr’s major point of view about Salafism, Al-Nounou argues, concentrates

on Salafism that must not be shaped as a madhhab separate from the whole Islamic

entity. If the people of Salafism encourage others to have such a madhhab that marks

1% Emad Aldin Shahin, “Salafiyah.” In The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World, Editor in
Chief. John Esposito. (vols. 1-4) (New York: Oxford University Press, 1955), 3:463-469.

" M.S.R al-Biti, al-Salafiyyah: marfalah zamaniyyah mubarakah la madhhab Islami, (Damascus:
Dar al-Fikr, 1988).

12 Khouloud al-Nounou, “Salafism: Its Meaning, Mainly in the thought of Muhammad Said Ramadan
al-Buti, ” (Unpublished MA thesis. Hartford Seminary, Connecticut, 2008).



them off from other Muslims, al-Buti declares that this action is considered a major
bid’a, and neither the Quran nor Sunnah has supported this situation.™

Saleh al-Fawzan, a Salafi Saudi scholar, published a critique of al-Buti’s book,
entitled Ta‘gibar ‘ala kitab al-Salafiyyah® (Comments on al-Salafiyyah ). The
author made forty comments showing the basic historical as well as legal

misconceptions held by al-Buti as to his perception of Salafi movement.

1.6.2 La Madhhabiyyah
La Madhhabiyyah is a doctrine which is represented by modern Wahhabis /Salafis,
who, while rejecting the notion of fidelity to specific legal schools, insist on the right
to return to the primary texts of Islam (The Qur’an and Sunnah), re-interpret the
traditions without being bound by the interpretations of classical jurists and mix
between the various schools in order to reach the most prudent and useful results.
Muhammad Naser al-Din al-Albani ( d. 1420/ 1999) and Zuhayr al-Shawish (d. 1434/
2013) are considered the most known scholars, who strongly championed La
Madhhabiyyah as well as other Salafi doctrines in the later part of the twentieth-
century Syria.

On the other camp stands al-Bati who wrote a book entitled al-La
madhhabiyyah akhtar bid ‘ah tuhaddid al-shari‘a al-1slamiyyah. ** (La Madhhabiyyah
is the most Dangerous Innovation Threatening the Islamic Shari‘a). Al-Buti argues

that it is extremely serious to claim that following one particular madhhab is

3 1bid., 70.

 The critique is available at this link. Retrieved October 24, 2014.
http://www.sahab.net/forums/?showtopic=34975>.

5 Al-Bit, al-la madhhabiyyah akhtar bid‘ah tuhaddid al-shari‘a al-Islamiyyah, (Damascus: Dar al-

Farabi, 1969).
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something forbidden, *® and thus it is innovation that ought to be rejected. Then, he
goes on saying that since those who are unqualified to exercise ijtihad and derive rules
directly from the Qur’an and Sunnah are logically and legally invited to follow, as to
legal matters, one of the qualified known mujtahids.

Muhammad ‘Id ‘Aabbsi, one of al-Albani’s supporters, wrote a refutation of
al-Biiti’s work, called al-Madhhabiyyah al-muta ‘assibah hiya al-bid‘ah,*’ (The
Fanatic Madhhabiyyah is the Innovation). In the book, the author tries to show al-

Buti’s inconsistent approach thus marking his work as of mediocre sort.

1.6.3 Jihad and "Political Islam’
In his 1993 book al-Jihad fr al-Islam: kayfa nafhamuhu wa-kayfa numarisuh, '
(Jihad in Islam: How to Understand it and Practise it) al-Buti examines a host of
critical issues that fall into the category of jihad: types of jihad; the driving force
behind waging ‘armed jihad’ against non-Muslims; da ‘wah vs. Islamist movements;
the abode of war vs. the abode of Islam; the political dimension of dhimmabh in Islam;
the revolt against the ruler: is it considered as rebellion, aggression or jihad? preparing
the appropriate climate for jihad; the fate of democracy under Islamic rule; and the
legal ruling for committing apostasy.

Given its vital importance, the book has been the subject of considerable

debate.'® For example, Muhammad Ghiath Addin Hafez wrote “Mafhim al-jihad

' Ibid., 16.

' Muhammad ‘Id ‘Aabbs, al-Madhhabiyyah al-muta ‘assibah hiya al-bid ‘ah, (Amman: Al-Maktabah
al-Islamiyyah, 1970).

B Al-Biti, al-Jihad i al-Islam: kayfa nafhamuhu wa-kayfa numarisuh, (Damascus: Dar al-Fikr,
1993). The book was translated into English by Munzer Adel Absi. Damascus: Dar al-Fikr, 2006.

19 The 1994 edition provides a supplement discussing the feedback on the book.



‘inda al-ustadh al-Mawdidi wa al-ustadh al-Biiff : dirasah moqaranah, ” * (The
Concept of Jihad as seen by Mawdadi and al-Buti: A Comparative Study) an MA
thesis studying al-jihad as presented by Mawdadi and al-Buti.

On the other hand, al-Biiff, al-da‘wah wa al-jihad wa al-Islam al-siaysi, */
(Al-Buti, al-Jihad and the Political Islam), by Hisham ‘Iliwan and Fadi al-Ghash,
presents and evaluates al-Batr’s treatment of al-jihad, the Palestinian Cause,
normalization with the State of Israel, as well as his declared anxiety about the

activities of various political-jihadist Islamic movements of today.

1.6.4 The Syrian Revolution
While many Muslim Sunni Syrian ‘ulama have risen up against the regime of the
President Bashar al-Assad, al-Buti chose to take a different route provoking a major
controversy. A great number of scholars, authors, and essayists, Syrian and non-
Syrian, have interpreted this route as a full support of the regime. Others, however,
argue that al-Buti’s opinion, from a purely religious point of view, does not
necessarily espouse the brutality of the regime.
anti-al-Buff

a. Ghazi al-Tawbah, a Palestinian journalist published an online article on al-

Jazeera website named “Sifat al- ‘alim: al-Bifi namiidhajan ma ‘kisan, »%

(Characteristics of religious scholars: al-Buti as an opposite example). To

the writer, the main features of a genuine Muslim scholar are embodied in

two concepts: al-Rabbaniyyah, namely a faithful adherence to the Islamic

% Muhammad Hafez, "Mafhiim al-jihad ‘inda al-ustadh al-Mawdidi wa al-ustadh al-Biti : dirasah
mogaranah," (International Islamic University Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur, 1997).

' Hisham ‘Iliwan and Fadt al-Ghash, al-Bi#;, al-da‘wah wa al-jihad wa al-Islam al-siays;, (Beirut:
Markaz al-Hadarah 1i Tanmiyat al-Fikr al-Islami, 2012).

22 Ghazi al-Tawbah, “Sifat al-‘alim: al-Biifi namidhajan ma ‘kiisan, > (2012). Retrieved
September 27, 2014. < http://www.aljazeera.net/knowledgegate/opinions>.
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principles, total submission to Allah, in addition to maintaining a very
poor relation with the ruler; al-Infiyaz lla al-ummah wa qadayaha i.e. to
be on the side of the Muslim community busying oneself with its main
causes and concerns. Al-Buti, al-Tawbah argues, had been in a close
contact with the president Hafez al-Assad and his son Bashar for forty
years praising the Syrian regime and endorsing its secular tendency.
Further, when the 2011 popular uprising broke out, he publicly stood
against it. Therefore, al-Buti proved himself to be in an inverted position
of true ‘ulama.”®

Similarly, the article “al-Baff alim asharahu al-din  wa gatalathu al-
siyasah, > (al-Buti is a scholar made well-known by religion and killed by
politics) contends that al-Buti while describing the free Syrian army as
‘rubbish’ he defends the Syrian government claiming that chaos and
sedition happening in Syrian are no more than a ‘foreign conspiracy’ led
by Israel. %

Hilm1 al-Qa‘ad in his piece “al-Thawrah fi Siariyah bayna Bithynah wa
al-Bifi, 7 ** (The Revolution in Syria between Bathynah and al-Biiti)
argues that both Biathynah Sha‘ban, the political and media adviser to the
President, and al-Buti, though belonging to a completely different
position, seem to be in line as regards the Syrian revolt. In her conference

following Dar‘a massacre, Biithynah spoke of several presidential

corrective measures emphasizing on the amicable relation between the

2 bid.

2 “Al-Biff alim asharahu al-din wa qatalathu al-siyasah, ” (2013). Retrieved October 17, 2014.
<www.aljazeera.net/news/.../ b sdl-alle -o g &l-ppall-ailid s-dululi>,

% Hilmi al-Qa‘ad, “al-Thawrah fi Sariyah bayna Bathynah wa al-Baf;, ” (2014). Retrieved October 21,

2014.

<http://islamtoday.net/albasheer/services/saveart-14-148625.htm>.
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