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The Caliphate Attempted

by Nibras Kazimi

N HIS FIRST SPEECH AFTER THE ATTACKS OF SEPTEMBER 11, 2001, OSAMA BIN
Laden provided a list of grievances that in his mind compelled and justified
Islamist terrorism against the West. Among other things, he alluded to the
West’s role in dethroning the last Ottoman caliph and abolishing the Ot-
toman Caliphate.! Ever since March 4, 1924, when Caliph Abdul Mejid I was

sent packing—by Turkish nationalists, not by Europeans—many Islamists have main-

tained that resurrecting the caliphate would allow them to roll back centuries of

Western encroachment upon Islamic lands, and to recapture Islam’s early purpose,

might, and glory. However, early efforts at reestablishing the caliphate after the fall

of the Ottomans routinely failed, the victim of doctrinal disagreements and other
political obstacles created by Muslim disunity and weakness. Subsequently, many

Islamic scholars came to the view that the task of actually selecting the next caliph

needed to be deferred pending a spiritual revival that would unite Muslims. But a

new crop of jihadists doing battle in post-2003 Iraq decided that such a revival was

indeed taking place in the territories under their control. In their view, the time for
the selection of a new caliph and the caliphate’s rebirth had arrived. Their vehicle
for this new-born venture would be called the “Islamic State of Iraq.”

The Islamic State of Iraq was to be the first incarnation of the resurrected cali-
phate. The newly established state’s leader, Abu Umar al-Baghdadi, would be the cal-
iph. The Islamic State of Iraq was conceived as the third stage of a three-phase process
begun by Abu Musab Zarqawi. Zarqawi’s first move, in October 2004, was to link his
Irag-based Jamaat al-Tawhid wal-Jihad (Monotheism and Jihad Group) to bin Laden’s
worldwide al-Qaeda franchise by adopting the name “al-Qaeda fi Bilad ar Rafidayn,”
commonly referred to in Western circles as “al-Qaeda in Iraq.” Next, in January 2006,
Zarqawi made a bid to bring all the other jihadist organizations operating in Iraq
under his control by expanding the al-Qaeda in Iraq into the umbrella-like Majlis
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Shura al-Muyjahidin (Shura Council of the Mujahidin). The third stage in this process
was reached five months after Zarqawi was killed in a U.S. air strike, in October 2006,
when his successors made a bid to supersede the worldwide al-Qaeda network by ac-
tually forming the Islamic State of Iraq.

The creators of the Islamic State of Iraq understood it as the most ambitious ji-
hadist venture to date. They could, they believed, lay claim to the leadership of the
global jihadist movement, since they had surpassed in scope, purpose, and martial
triumph the generation of jihadists that came before them, including bin Laden.
Among other things, they believed that their state would elevate the Islamic struggle
against the West to a new level of confrontation: rather than have disparate groups
of jihadists retaliating against Western targets by terrorist means, the Islamic State
of Iraq would confront its foes as would an emerging empire—and in the same fash-
ion as the early Islamic conquests. Moreover, defeating the United States, the world’s
mightiest military and economic power, on the battlefield of Iraq was to be the har-
binger of even greater victories for Islam.

The doctrinal premises upon which the Iraq jihadists justified the formation of
their state and selected their caliph were the same premises developed by medieval
Muslim jurists such as al-Mawardi (d. 1058) and al-Juwaini (d. 1085). These founda-
tional principles were put forth in a book released in January, 2007, by the Islamic
State of Iraq’s so-called Ministry of Sharia Commissions under the title Elam al-Anam
bi Milad Dawlet al-Islam (Informing the People About the Birth of the State of Islam).> Pub-
lished almost three months after the Islamic state’s creation was declared, this book
became a manifesto of sorts for the Zarqawist wing of the global jihad movement.
The ambition and bravado of the Zarqawists are reflected in the words of Elam al-
Anam. The book’s unidentified author quotes President George W. Bush:

Those radicals want to terrorize the moderates and intellectuals, and
they want to overthrow their governments [to] establish the state of
the caliphate. [So] leaving Iraq is very dangerous, because it means
abandoning a part of the region to the radicals who will glorify
[their] victory over the United States, and this region will give them
the opportunity to conspire and plan to attack America, and man-
ipulate the resources to enable them to expand the state of the
caliphate.

The author asserts that “the liar [Bush] was right about that!”® In this boisterous
vein, the jihadists of the Islamic State of Iraq went so far as to appropriate for them-
selves Mohammed’s personal standard, the “Banner of al-Uqab,” under which the
Muslims had fought the enemies of Islam while the prophet was still living.
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The Banner of al-Uqab: The emblem of the Islamic State of Iraq

Taking the prophet’s flag as their own was not the only way in which the jihadists
sought to emulate Mohammed. They also adopted his nascent state in Medina as
the blueprint for the Islamic State of Iraq. This was a revolutionary step that con-
trasted sharply with positions taken by other modern Islamists and jihadists, from
the Muslim Brotherhood to the first generation of al-Qaeda. These modern move-
ments had cautiously deferred selecting a caliph not only because of their general
military and political weakness in the twentieth century, but also to avoid the dis-
putes that had erupted over the ill-defined caliph selection process and other mat-
ters in the past. Such disputes had crippled earlier generations of Islamists. But the
insurgents’ victories in post-2003 Iraq invigorated the jihadist movement with a new
sense of strength and unity, and enabled the jihadists to move forward with efforts
to resurrect the caliphate.

To the extent that we can speak about a Sunni doctrine on the caliphate, it is
based exclusively on precedent. However, the practices and principles of caliphal
rule—including everything from the method and criteria by which a caliph is cho-
sen, to how a caliph chooses to exercise his prerogatives—have fluctuated widely
over the course of Islamic history. Precedent, as such, can be an unreliable guide for
political action, and the search to find a stable precedent has rarely been without
controversy or dispute.

It appears, however, that the jihadists in Iraq may have had an intellectual guide-
book to help them avoid these disagreements: a groundbreaking tome on the
caliphate authored in the early 1980s by the Saudi cleric Abdullah ibn Umar ad-Du-
maiji under the title al-Imamah al-Udhmah inda ahl ul Sunna Weljamaah (The Grand Ima-
mate According to Sunnis).* This work offers a user-friendly manual for choosing a
caliph. While reflecting on the various arguments for and against any given stipu-
lation for caliph selection, the book authoritatively recommends the most suitable
guiding principles, from a doctrinal perspective, for choosing a caliph.® It thus charts
the way beyond the problematic historical issues that had impeded efforts to select
a new caliph in the past. The book was republished by the Global Islamic Media
Front—an important jihadist propaganda outlet—a month after Elam al-Anam’s re-
lease, seemingly to complement its publication.
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In the pages that follow, I analyze the various arguments made by the author of
Elam al-Anam, along with the ideological framework laid out in ad-Dumaiji’s study
in light of historical precedents. My aim is to provide insight into the motivations
of jihadists in Iraq, and to understand what prerequisites they considered necessary
in their leader, the candidate caliph, Abu Umar al-Baghdadi. I conclude by examin-
ing what the collapse of the jihad in Iraq implies, how it will affect the attempted
caliphate, and how it may weaken overall jihadist morale in the short term.

Who Selects the Caliph?

SINCE THE DEATH OF MOHAMMED, THE SUCCESSION OF POWER AND AUTHORITY
in Islam has remained a source of great dispute and division among Muslims. In
keeping with medieval Sunni treatises on the subject of succession, ad-Dumaiji
argues that the procedures for selecting an imam or caliph for the umma (Muslim
Nation) must replicate the precedents set by the Four Righteous Caliphs who suc-
ceeded Mohammed. But it is sufficient, he adds, to adhere only to the example set
by the first two caliphs, Abu Bakr and Umar.® In narrowing his focus to the prece-
dents of the first two caliphs, ad-Dumaiji may have been motivated by a desire to
minimize controversy in the selection process. But if that was his intention, he mis-
calculated. Even the examples of the first two caliphs are fraught with controversy:
Abu Bakr’s appointment as caliph is disputed to this day, and Umar’s reign—like
that of the two caliphs that followed him—was cut short by assassination. Thus the
first two caliphs can hardly be cited as optimal precedents for the selection process.

Nonetheless, in treating Abu Bakr as the preferred precedent, ad-Dumaiji under-
stands the process of caliph selection as one in which a group of the umma’s most in-
fluential leaders—a group called the “ahl ul hel wel aqd” (literally, “those who loose
and bind”)—are empowered as representatives to either appoint or to sack the caliph.
Based on his understanding of Abu Bakr’s model, and after considering numerous ar-
guments about how many influential delegates are required to actually appoint a
single candidate, ad-Dumaiji concludes that a simple majority of the ahl ul hel wel aqd
is adequate for a caliph’s selection to stand.” Ad-Dumaiji additionally recommends,
citing al-Mawardi’s eleventh century treatise on the caliphate, that the ahl ul hel wel
aqd should be careful to select the caliph best qualified to address the challenges of
the times. The bravest candidate, for instance, should be chosen during a time of war,
and the most erudite candidate during a time of doctrinal dissonance.?

Moreover, the situation discussed by the medieval scholars, whereby a ruler seizes
the caliphate by force, is rejected by ad-Dumaiji as involving a usurpation of the title
that does not reflect the authentic traditions of selection.” Hence such a ruler is not
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a “true imam” or a “true caliph.” Ad-Dumaiji’s dismissive tone—he even likens this
process to modern day military coups—shows his departure from earlier jurists, who
made allowances for Muslim rulers who came after the Righteous Caliphs (i.e., for
those who had seized power over Muslims and awarded themselves the hallowed ti-
tles of Islam despite not having followed acceptable precedent).”

Like ad-Dumaiji, the author of Elam al-Anam stresses the importance of following
the proper historic examples, and he rehearses the three ways by which an imam can
be chosen. These processes were established by al-Mawardi in his al-Ahkam al-Sultaniya
(Ordinances of Government), and al-Juwaini in his Ghiath al-Umam fi Tiyah al-Dhulem (Res-
cuing the Nations Lost in the Darkness).!! These methods include a majority of the ahl ul
hel wel aqd pledging allegiance, or an imam choosing his successor, or a commander
establishing his rule through the use of force during a time marked by fitna (sedition)
and conflict among various Muslim factions.!? But in addition to these precedents,
Elam al-Anam also allows for practical considerations:

The starting point that the mujahidin employed in their declaration
of [the Islamic State of Iraq] was a compounded mixture of religious
facts derived from the [Quran] and the sunna [together] with realistic
and political outlooks borne out by experience and practice.’

This emphasis on “realistic” represents a revolutionary point of departure in jihadist
thinking. The author concludes that none of the established methods for choosing
a caliph is appropriate in the contemporary era, since a unique situation has arisen
whereby the lands of Islam have been temporarily taken over by the “infidel” enemy
(whether directly, as in Palestine, Afghanistan, and Iraq; or through surrogate “apos-
tates,” as in the rest of the Muslim territories). Thus it is impossible to attempt a res-
urrection of the caliphate based on these traditional methods, and another avenue
must be found.

The way out of this quandary, the author argues, is to suppose that the jihadists
fighting for the restoration of Islam and its precepts—those who view themselves as
the “victorious faction” that was prophesied by Mohammed!“—deserve the designa-
tion of ahl ul hel wel aqd. The author quotes a point made by al-Juwaini: if “the [elec-
tors] held back and delayed putting forward an imam and the period extended and
the hardship expanded to the periphery of the realm and the elements of imbalance
arose,” the imamate can then be legitimately passed on to those who take the ini-
tiative to correct the situation by appointing an imam." This task has not been se-
riously attempted since the caliphate was abolished in 1924.

Like ad-Dumaiji, the author of Elam al-Anam discusses the numbers of the ahl ul hel
wel aqd that are necessary to secure a legitimate quorum and a binding decision. He
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concludes, with ad-Dumaiji, that a simple majority of those who can be gathered at
any given time or place is enough, ascribing such a convenient remedy to Ibn Khal-
dun, al-Nawawi, and Ibn Taymiyya, among others.*

The contemporary instance of such a quorum is described as follows:

Allah has helped the brothers in the Hilf al-Muttayyebin (Alliance of
the Muttayyebin)" succeed, for it represents the majority of ahl ul hel
wel aqd, since it [consists] of the Shura Council of the Mujahidin,
which is an organization that comprises seven jihadist groups, with
renowned names and emirs and soldiers....

The advice of over sixty percent of the Sunni tribal shaykhs in the
areas where the mujahidin are present [was| taken,”® and we saw en-
thusiasm and elation over this matter...

We also sought ... the counsel of some of the other large jihadist
groups and we tried to meet their leaders ... but some wouldn’t en-
able us to do that under the excuse of the security situation, so it
was necessary for us to decide with [those] of the ahl ul hel wel aqgd we
could bring together in these difficult times....%

The author expands upon al-Juwaini’s point about seizing the initiative by arguing
that no other body claims to represent the ahl ul hel wel aqd at the present time.?

The Islamic State of Iraq was declared on October 15, 2006, three days after the Al-
liance of the Muttayebbin was formed. The official spokesman of the newly formed
Ministry of Information announced, in a video bearing the logo of the Shura Council
of the Mujahidin, that the Alliance of the Muttayebbin had decided to establish the
so-called “Islamic State of [raq.” The new head of state would be someone called Abu
Umar al-Baghdadi—a name previously unknown. The spokesman called upon Iraqi
Sunnis to pledge their allegiance to al-Baghdadi. He also called upon Sunni Muslims
everywhere to support the nascent state—an entity that would act as the precursor
to the caliphate, which would be resurrected in Baghdad.

The official spokesman further declared that the territory the jihadists currently
controlled in Iraq was roughly equal to the territory of the state of Medina founded
by the Prophet Mohammed, and that, as Medina had been, it was threatened inter-
nally and externally. By seeking to associate the Islamic State of Iraq with Moham-
med’s nascent state at Medina, the Shura Council of the Mujahidin was attempting
to claim that—after three years of fighting in Iraq and after “important leaps in
jihadist performance in its political, administrative, media and political fronts”*
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—it was able to govern a population in the land of Iraq (since the raison d’étre for
founding an Islamic State is its ability to implement sharia).*

There is no relevant text in the Quran or the sunna that specifies the amount of
territory needed for an Islamic state to exercise sharia. But by drawing a parallel with
Medina under Mohammed, the author intended to show that the Islamic State of
Iraq was starting off with better odds: only seventy men from Yathrib (later Medina)
pledged allegiance to Mohammed before his flight from Mecca, and they were un-
known youths, certainly not the most influential of Medina’s townspeople.”® The
author argues that Mohammed’s grip on the political affairs of Medina was not
solid: there were large groups of Jews with military and economic capabilities who
later sparked “disturbances,”* there was no sense of security,” and Medina was built
without the aid of technocrats or lavish funds.?

In his first speech, delivered on December 22, 2006, al-Baghdadi developed this
parallel. He quoted three verses from the Isra surah of the Quran that pertain to Mo-
hammed’s flight to Medina, and he cited a symbolic hadith whereby Mohammed
predicted victory for Islam at the time of its darkest hours.?” Al-Baghdadi also pre-
sented a leaked U.S. Marine intelligence report published in November, 2006, as ev-
idence that the jihadists controlled Anbar Province, which he said was far larger in
territory than Medina and its environs during Mohammed’s time.?

As for the timing of the declaration of the Islamic State of Iraq, the author of Elam
al-Anam offers an explanation. There was an immediate need to administer sharia,
provide judicial arbitration, and maintain basic services.? Furthermore, the political
vacuum was leading some Sunnis to join the political process in Baghdad, so much
so that certain prominent jihadist factions had openly stated they would negotiate
with the Americans.*

In designating the role of ahl ul hel wel aqd to the jihadists in Iraq, Elam al-Anam sug-
gests the jihadists’ superiority to the more established Islamic scholars, even though
the jihadists tended to be younger and of lesser scholarly stature. Eminent scholars
are dismissed as staid and stodgy, usually in the service of tyrants, and afraid of
roughing it on the battlefields of jihad. This brash and ambitious style was inherited
by the jihadists who established the Islamic State of Iraq from their slain leader Zar-
gawi. He, in turn, was heavily influenced by Abu Mohammed al-Maqdisi, a scholar
deeply affected by Saudi radical Juhayman al-Utaybi, leader of the Mecca insurrec-
tion of November 1979.3! The latter was dismissive of the reformist Saudi scholars of
the 1960s and 1970s who shaped the early thinking of Osama bin Laden, seeing
them as insufficiently confrontational and unwilling to violently break with the
ruling religious establishment.? In the eyes of the jihadists, engaging in actual battle
on behalf of Islam was a higher calling than ruling on archaic formulas for Muslim
ritual.
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The Attempted Caliphate That Failed

TODAY’S JIHADISTS ARE PROBABLY MINDFUL OF THE ROLE INDECISIVE ISLAMIC
scholars played the last time they sought solutions to the problems entailed in
reestablishing the caliphate, and their own boldness and willingness to act decisively
is usefully understood in the context of the General Caliphate Congress, held in
Cairo in 1926. At this congress, the problem of vague and conflicting precedents
was compounded by scholars who were promoting claims to the title by competing
Arab sovereigns. (Ayman al-Zawahiri’s grandfather, Shaykh Mohammed al-Ahmadi
al-Zawabhiri [d. 1944], was King Fuad of Egypt’s man.*)

Before the congress, the pioneering Salafist thinker Rashid Ridha (d. 1935) asserted
his credentials for speaking out on the caliphate. Writing in his influential monthly
magazine al-Manar, he explained that he had written a book about the caliphate, had
published deliberations on the nature of the caliphate in his magazine, and had par-
ticipated in the planning committees for the congress.®* Ridha questioned the benefit
of electing yet another caliph with no authority, especially at a time when there were
three men alive who had once carried the title: the deposed Ottoman sultan Mo-
hammed Wahid ud-Din (r. 1918-1922, who died in exile three days after the confer-
ence commenced);®® the last Ottoman caliph Abdul Mejid II (r. 1922-1924, the 101st
Sunni ruler to have carried the title); and King Hussein (d. 1931), formerly of the
Hejaz, to who, Ridha wrote, “many of the people of Palestine and Syria had pledged
allegiance ... willingly, and ... the people of Hejaz unwillingly.”3¢

Ridha’s advice to the would-be congregants at Cairo on how to choose a caliph
was to first identify the ahl ul hel wel aqd in every Islamic nation and incorporate
them into a functioning body. Clearly he did not view the scholars who would be at-
tending the congress as legitimate representatives of ahl ul hel wel aqd. Ridha further
advised the congregants to establish a religious school that would prepare candi-
dates for the caliphate and train others to serve as suitable members of ahl ul hel wel
aqd. He emphasized that this approach was generational: the process of renewing
the caliphate might require several decades, given that the institution’s collapse
had been centuries in the making. However, Ridha optimistically maintained that
the caliphate could likely be renewed in a few years’ time.?”

The original intent of the congress, as it was conceived in 1924 immediately fol-
lowing the dissolution of the Ottoman caliphate, was to declare a new caliph.*® How-
ever, in response to widespread resistance to King Fuad’s ambitions, both from inside
and outside Egypt, the goal of the congress was downgraded by the preparatory com-
mittee to one of discussing the question of the caliphate without actually picking a
candidate for the job.*
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The General Caliphate Congress convened on May 13, 1926, at an al-Azhar Uni-
versity facility. It lasted barely a week, and held only four sessions.* It drew together
notables and scholars from the Levant, the Maghreb, Iraq, and the Arabian Penin-
sula, along with representatives from far-flung Muslim communities in such places
as South Africa and Poland. However, the important factions in the Indian subcon-
tinent that had sought a reinvigorated caliphate decided to boycott the proceedings,
partly over fears that Egypt’s Fuad would try to steer the delegates towards declaring
him caliph.* The Congress formed two committees to ponder classical and modern
questions pertaining to the caliphate. The first, which studied the doctrinal under-
pinning of the caliphate, was composed of three scholars representing each of the
three dominant Sunni schools (Hanafi, Shafii, and Maliki) with a single Hanbali
scholar accorded a lesser observer status among them. Al-Zawahiri was chosen as
the head of Shafii group, as well as the speaker for the committee. The second com-
mittee was tasked to consider modern impediments to the caliphate.

The congress, however, was bogged down from the very beginning over arcane
debates concerning its Articles of Association, which were followed by arguments
over the transcript and word parsing, and by distracting calls to denounce French ac-
tions in Syria. The undercurrents of dissent seem to have been motivated by faction-
alism and by concern over whether the votes of individual Muslim nations would be
weighted relative to their populations. The dissent was led by the representatives of
Iraq, who were backed by the Palestinians, seemingly to thwart Egyptian ambitions
of playing host to the institution of the caliphate in Cairo.

The second committee ended up agreeing with Ridha: a proper caliphate, that is,
one in which a caliph exercised authority over Muslims, was an impossibility at a
time of such Muslim weakness. It suggested that similar conferences should be held
until a caliphate became practicable. In his memoirs, Zawahiri claimed credit for
quickly winding up the congress on the pretext that not all Muslim nations were rep-
resented. He did so after realizing that there would be no way of proclaiming Fuad
as caliph.*

From Where Does the Caliph Rule?

INTERESTINGLY, NEITHER THE AUTHOR OF “ELAM AL-ANAM” NOR THE CONGREGANTS
at Cairo ever argued that a sitting caliph must possess the two holy cities of Mecca
and Medina. That notion, in fact, seems to have been first raised by retired British
bureaucrats and adventurers.

The idea that possession of Mecca and Medina was central to the caliphate seems
closely related to the idea of service to Islam as a legitimizing requirement for a
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caliph. This idea came into vogue when the office of the caliphate lost its luster with
the waning of the Abbasids’ dynastic authority. At the same time, ambitious poten-
tates sought to bolster their own populist credentials by ascribing to themselves the
ultimate pious deed of maintaining the holy sanctuaries.** Ottomans in the six-
teenth century enthusiastically adopted the idea that the caliph guaranteed the
safety of the annual Hajj pilgrimage, even though not a single Ottoman sultan ever
performed the pilgrimage throughout six centuries of rule.*

The British writers who weighed in on this issue were primarily preoccupied with
the fear that the Ottoman sultan would be able to influence India’s Muslims during
the pilgrimage season, a fear that set in after the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857. A pliable
caliph, propped up in Mecca under British protection, would insure that the office
of the caliphate would not be used to agitate against British imperial rule—a rule
over Muslim populations that far exceeded in numbers the size of Muslim popula-
tions under the Ottoman sultan’s direct authority.*®

Sultan Abdul Hamid II (r. 1876-1909, d. 1918) sought to use the theoretical au-
thority of his office as a bargaining chip to fend off further European encroachments
on his empire. He played up his role as “Servant of the Two Holy Sanctuaries” and
took an active role in appointing loyal sharifs in Mecca.*® He extended his authority’s
physical reach, and his claim of providing more services to pilgrims, by building the
Hejaz Railway, an expensive venture that was substantially funded by contributions
from Indian Muslims.*

Over many centuries, of course, the spiritual and political center of Islam has
shifted with the ebb and flow of power, and the seat of authority has migrated from
Medina to Damascus to Baghdad. These shifts have been most obvious during tran-
sitional periods of the caliphate, and have been justified by ad hoc rationalizations
rather than formal precepts tethered to landmarks.

Thus during Abdul Hamid’s reign, when proto-Arab nationalists and political en-
emies were agitating for an Arab caliph, Mecca was designated the spiritual center
of the Islamic world where the caliph would sit in residence.*® Another advantage
of Mecca was its geographical remoteness and distance from colonial expansion: its
predominately Muslim population and lack of natural resources made European
meddling unlikely.* In King Fuad’s day, Cairo was touted as a center of learning,
with al-Azhar University its shining beacon.®® There remained the fear, however, that
Cairo was subject to British influence and to the spread of vice and secularism.>! For
his part, Ridha was flexible on the caliphate’s location, considering at one time
Ankara or Mosul.*
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Obstacles to the Caliphate

IN THE DECADES THAT FOLLOWED THE CAIRO CONGRESS, ESPECIALLY AFTER THE
1950s, radical Muslim ideologues were vague about resurrecting the caliphate.>
Their circumspection was due, in part, to a reluctance to raise this controversial
issue. The necessity for jihad was itself particularly controversial. Many argued that
a sitting caliph was not necessary to a call for a jihad, or at least did not argue that
a sitting caliph was necessary. Abdul Munim Mustafa Halima, for example, the
Syrian-born jihadist ideologue based in London and better known by his pseudo-
nym Abu Bassir al-Tartousi, offers little by way of methodology in his 2000 book, The
Path Towards Resuming an Islamic Life and the Resurrection of the Righteous Caliphate
that is Guided by the Quran and the Sunna (Al-Tareek ila Istinaf Hayat Islamiyyah Wa
Qiyam Khilafah Rashidah ala Dhaw al Kitab wal Sunna).>* “The just sultan is Allah’s
shadow on earth,” writes al-Tartousi, citing an alleged hadith.>® Instead of presenting
his own formula for selecting a caliph, he lashes out in a diatribe against Hizb ut-
Tahrir (HT), the transnational caliphate movement that claims today to have tens
of thousands of members in over forty countries. Since its founding by radical Pales-
tinian clerics in 1953, HT has managed to corner the ideological market in advocat-
ing for a resurrected caliphate. Yet al-Tartousi accuses HT—which largely began, and
in many respects still operates, as an intellectual movement—of burdening the
process of caliph selection with difficult stipulations that, in practice, make selec-
tion impossible.>®

Against HT’s intellectualized approach, al-Tartousi introduces the vague idea that
jihadist action itself will somehow lead to the caliphate by selecting and preparing
a “vanguard or elite of monotheist believers” who will eventually be qualified to
lead the umma.*” Indeed, this line of thinking seems to have influenced the jihadists
in Iraq, who regard themselves as the elite representatives of the Islamist movement.
The jihadists in Iraq also seem to have been influenced by al-Tartousi’s fierce attack
on the idea that jihad requires an imam at the stage before an elite is gathered.>® He
claims that groups such as HT, having suspended jihad pending the election of a
caliph, are no better than the “heretical” Qadianis (as the followers of the Ahmadiyya
movement are derogatorily called).

Al-Tartousi ridicules HT’s reliance on the precedent of Mohammed’s “seeking aid”
in Mecca before leaving for Medina: whereas it took Mohammed two years, al-Tar-
tousi writes, HT is still “seeking aid” fifty years after its launch.> Hizb ut-Tahrir is
stuck in a perpetual Meccan mode, he claims, and has thus impeded progress toward
Mohammed’s Medina model. Al-Tartousi is in a hurry to see the prophecies that fore-
tell the Islamic conquest of Rome and India fulfilled—events that will be realized
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only through waging jihad.®® Even five years after authoring al-Tareek Ila Istinaf Hayat
Islamiyyah, al-Tartousi was comfortable writing about issues of Islamic government
such as shura (consultation), justice, oversight, social liberties, and security, but he
did not touch upon a method for electing a leader.®!

For its part, HT argues that electing the caliph through ahl ul hel wel aqd is neces-
sary only when there is a short period of transition—not more than three days—be-
tween caliphs. Because many decades have elapsed since the last caliph was deposed,
there are two alternative ways a new caliph can be chosen. One is for a group of Mus-
lims to take the initiative upon themselves, subject to four conditions: 1) the terri-
tory in which the election takes place must be under Muslim authority; 2) Islam
must have full sovereignty there; 3) sharia must be implemented; and 4) the newly
appointed caliph must fulfill and meet all the conditions of eligibility and duty.®?
The other and preferred method is that a provisional emir be appointed to manage
the affairs of state while a council of the umma narrows down all candidates for the
caliphate to two. By then requiring a general election involving the entirety of the
Muslim world, this method seemingly implies Islamic unity as a precondition for
electing a caliph.®®

Hizb ut-Tahrir also suggests that the pledge of allegiance by ahl ul hel wel aqd
should take place in the abode of the last ruling caliph. Presumably, this is because
the influential leaders of the community would be congregated in the capital of
Islam, but it is unclear whether this prescription applies only to short periods of
power transfer that do not exceed three days.** Ad-Dumaiji addresses this issue
directly: citing al-Mawardi, he argues that holding the pledge of allegiance in the
capital of the last caliph is customary but not mandatory, and that modern trans-
portation has rendered this custom unnecessary.®> Depending on where one sees
the end of the “proper” imamate, the last capital could be Kufa (the fourth Righteous
Caliph Ali moved here from Medina), Damascus, Baghdad, Cairo, or Istanbul.

The author of Elam al-Anam, meanwhile, makes the case for Iraq, not by extolling
Baghdad’s association with Abbasid grandeur, but by highlighting its strategic loca-
tion at the center of the Arab world. Iraq also has ample resources that could sustain
a new state.*

However, in a precedent the jihadists would have wanted to avoid, ambitious Arab
mujahidin in Peshawar declared a caliph in 1993. This embarrassing affair lasted for
a year and resulted in infighting and recriminations. The idea originated with a
jihadist known as Abu Uthman—a Palestinian with Pakistani and U.S. citizenship—
at a time when the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan created disorientation and
ideological turmoil among the mujahidin. He nominated a Jordanian with British
citizenship, Mohammed Eid ar-Rifai, also known as Abu Humam, to be caliph.
Ar-Rifai was given allegiance by a number of mujahidin and began asserting his
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authority. He even resorted to taking punitive actions, including abducting children,
against those who refused to pledge allegiance to him.

The caliph conveniently made hashish smoking legal in an initially successful bid
to win the patronage and funding of drug cultivators and smugglers operating in
Pakistan. However, this endeavor ended with clashes between his disciples and the
smugglers, and led to the murder of the caliph’s deputy. Ar-Rifai eventually escaped
to Konar in Afghanistan, and then returned to London. In May 2006 he suffered a
stroke while in British custody.®” There is some indication that Osama bin Laden knew
about this episode, since ar-Rifai had called upon him to pledge allegiance when bin
Laden returned to Afghanistan from Sudan in 1993. Al-Zarqawi may also have been
aware of these events, and hence probably understood that choosing the wrong man
under the wrong circumstances could turn the selection of the caliph into a farce.®®

What’s in a Pedigree?

INTERESTINGLY, AR-RIFAI’S CHIEF QUALIFICATION FOR CALIPH SEEMS TO HAVE
been his claim of descent from the Quraysh tribe, to which Mohammed also be-
longed.® In discussions of who should rule the caliphate, this matter of tribal pedi-
gree has never been taken lightly. Attiyet Allah, a prolific jihadist writer, posted a
mildly critical essay on several jihadist forums in which he argued that the mujahidin
of the Islamic State of Iraq had exercised ijtihad (initiative) by choosing to name their
new creation a dawla (state) rather than an imara (emirate), and by awarding the ex-
alted title of Emir al-Mumineen (Commander of the Faithful) to its leader Abu Umar
al-Baghdadi. This implied that while the jihadist’s intent may have been well-mean-
ing, they had nevertheless, in Attiyet Allah’s view, overreached. Allah seemed espe-
cially uncomfortable with the jihadist’s use of certain terms that tended to bestow
upon them greater power and authority than they actually had. As he wrote:

Regarding the term of “State” or “Emirate”: probably our brothers
[in Iraq] chose this particular term for reasons that they saw fit and
that are unseen by us who are far away, even though my initial opin-
ion is that the choice of some other [title] would be better and more
proper, and I said as much when giving my opinion on [awarding
the title of] the “Prince of the Faithful” [to] Mullah Mohammed
‘Umar, may Allah preserve him.

It probably would have been better to call him “Emir” without
adding “of the Faithful” so that the evident reference would be to
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“Emir” of this “State,” because the term “Commander of the Faith-
ful” gives the illusion that he is the Grand Imam, and gives the im-
pression that our brothers may consider him so! And it has been
accepted as a tradition among Muslims from the time of our master
Umar bin al-Khattab, may Allah regard him well, that the title is syn-
onymous with the “Grand Imam” who is also the Caliph.

And if it were added to that that he—may Allah preserve and aid him—
is a Qurayshite and a Husaynite, then the illusion is strengthened.”

Interestingly enough, even though al-Baghdadi was identified as the head of the state,
there was no mention of his alleged Quraysh pedigree or of an exalted title for him
in the communiqué that announced the establishment of the Islamic State of Iraq on
October 15, 2006. It was not until a few weeks later, on November 10, when Abu
Hamza al-Muhajir (al-Zarqawi’s successor as head of al-Qaeda in Iraq, who was later
appointed minister of war in the Islamic State of Iraq) pledged allegiance to “the
Qurayshite and Hashemite, descendant of al-Hussein, the Emir al-Mumineen, Abu
Umar al-Baghdadi,” that al-Baghdadi’s alleged Quraysh heritage was made public.

Al-Muhajir’s pledge of allegiance to “the Qurayshite” al-Baghdadi, made in his
own name and that of the entire army of al-Qaeda,” was the first hint that the lead-
ers of al-Qaeda in Iraq who had succeeded al-Zarqgawi in June 2006 were attempting
to establish some legitimacy for their resurrected caliphate, and that they had gone
as far as choosing a would-be caliph.”?

The author of Elam al-Anam does not directly discuss the role of Quraysh ancestry
for a would-be caliph, though in a passing reference to the subject he seems to down-
grade its importance and to emphasize instead the urgent necessity of picking a
caliph.” This omission, if taken together with the omission of al-Baghdadi’s pedigree
when his name was first mentioned, could be an indication of dissent among the
jihadists over the extent to which they would emphasize the Quryash issue, so as not
to reinforce the impression that they were establishing a caliphate. However, al-Bagh-
dadi’s pedigree and title were played up at the time of his inaugural address, which
was released two weeks prior to the publication of Elam al-Anam.

The following February, the Global Islamic Media Front released ad-Dumaiji’s the-
sis, first formulated twenty-four years earlier, which deals with the Quraysh issue ex-
tensively and concludes that Quraysh ancestry was a requirement for caliphal
candidacy. Ad-Dumaiji asserts that the “vast majority of Muslim scholars”—including
al-Mawardi, Ibn Khaldun, al-Ghazali, and Rashid Ridha—made Quraysh ancestry a
prerequisite for an elected caliph, and that the dissenters either were not to be taken
seriously or were heretical naysayers.”
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The important point about ad-Dumaiji’s treatment of the subject is that he makes
Quraysh ancestry mandatory for any caliph chosen through a decision by the ahl ul
hel wel aqd: “This condition ... [applies only] when the selection is made by the ahl ul
hel wel aqd, but if the imam assumes the imamate in any other way then the Quraysh
condition is not mandatory.” A caliph who takes power by force or inherits power
must still be obeyed “and he has the rights of a Qurayshite according to the prior
hadiths that stipulate obedience ... even if he does not meet all the conditions.””

A short treatise bearing the title “Hel al Qurashiyyeh shartt fi al imamah?” (“Is
Quraysh [descent| a condition for the imamate?”), signed by a certain Abu Abdullah
al-Dhahabi, was also circulating on jihadist forums in early 2006, around the time
that the Global Islamic Media Front released ad-Dumaiji’s thesis. It seems that this
treatise was initially posted serially before being compiled into a thirteen-page doc-
ument.” But upon closer examination, it turns out that al-Dhahabi’s treatise is a
word-for-word copy of ad-Dumaiji’s chapter on the topic of Quraysh, albeit with
minor formatting and sequence changes. This is another indication that ad-Du-
maiji’s contribution to the topic of the caliphate has influenced jihadists.

Ad-Dumaiji began his book by explaining that Islamic authorities had always un-
derstood the terms “imamate” and “caliphate” to be interchangeable, and that the
titles of “imam” and Emir al-Mumineen (Commander of the Faithful) were both pre-
rogatives of the caliph. In choosing to emphasize al-Baghdadi’s Qurayshite roots, the
jihadists of the Islamic State of Iraq were drawing a distinction between their Emir
al-Mumineen and another contemporaneous holder of the title. Mullah Umar had
been named Emir al-Mumineen at an April 1996 ceremony where he symbolically
adorned himself with a cloak that had allegedly belonged to Mohammed. A year
and a halflater, the Taliban regime was renamed the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan.
When asked whether Mullah Umar was still the Emir al-Mumineen after the Taliban
collapsed in 2001, Kuwaiti cleric Hamid bin Abdullah al-Ali responded by citing the
two methods by which an imam is to be chosen. One is by election, but the candidate
must be of Quraysh lineage, implying that this method would not apply to the ethnic
Pastun Mullah Umar. The other method is through force. Al-Ali suggests that Mullah
Umar rose to the imamate by force, and that his authority over the people he gov-
erned made him imam over them but not over a divided Muslim world. Given that
his regime was no more, Mullah Umar should be considered a leader of the jihad but
not “an imam of authority and rule.”””

In al-lmamah al-Udhma, ad-Dumaiji considers the possibility of having two imams.
He frowns upon this situation as improper and conducive to political strife, even
though some jurists, such as al-Juwaini, allowed for multiple imams in two or more
widely separated Islamic realms. Ad-Dumaiji suggests that if one of the imams was
chosen in the same land where the last widely acknowledged imam was chosen, he
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should be imam. Otherwise the imamate should be given to whoever claimed it first.
Ideally, both would concede the title and allow the ahl ul hel wel aqd to reconvene and
choose from among them. In a case where the second claimant had not heard of the
earlier claim to the title, then the imamate would rightfully belong to the claimant
who had earned a larger number of votes from the ahl ul hel wel aqd.”

By associating the title of Emir al-Mumineen with Quraysh ancestry, al-Zarqawi’s
heirs were signaling to bin Laden and Zawahiri—who remain under obligation to
follow Mullah Umar while he is alive—that al-Baghdadi was not merely the foremost
commander among commanders, but was angling for a position more potent than
that of emir. They were signaling as well that the Islamic State of [raq was a grander
achievement than the Emirate of Afghanistan, and that its head of state would have
wider powers over Islam. Therefore, the Irag-b