
Islamic State: Historical 
Introduction 



The Succession Line 

• Jamaat al-Tawhid wa al-Jihad 
 
Al-Qa’ida in Bilad al-Rafidayn 
 
Majlis Shura al-Mujahideen 
 
Islamic State of Iraq 
 
Islamic State in Iraq and al-Sham 
 
Islamic State 



Early Years 

• Zarqawi came to the emirate set up by Ansar al-Islam in Kurdistan through 
Iran after the fall of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan in late 2001. 
 
Emirate of Ansar al-Islam collapsed in the face of the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 
2003. Ansar al-Islam evolved first into Jaysh Ansar al-Sunna and then 
Jamaat Ansar al-Sunna. 
 
Zarqawi rooted his Jamaat al-Tawhid wa al-Jihad outfit in Iraq and a 
number of figures within Jamaat Ansar al-Sunna defected to his group. Also 
influx of foreign fighters into Iraq through Syria with collusion of Assad 
regime. 
 
2004: allegiance to Osama bin Laden to become al-Qa’ida’s Iraq wing. 
 
 



• Strategy: brutality and provoking sectarian strife through targeting Shi’a. Unease from al-Qa’ida central: 
Zawahiri’s rebuke to Zarqawi. 
 
Cf. 2013 Zawahiri Guidelines incl. warning not to target Shi’a and others indiscriminately. 
 
Al-Qa’ida in the original form had not been anti-Shi’a per se: influenced by pan-Islamic sentiments of Sayyid 
Qutb and Muslim Brotherhood. Zarqawi from the beginning had been of a more sectarian strand.  
 
Proto-Sahwa agitation against al-Qa’ida in Bilad al-Rafidayn: al-Qa’im, Albu Mahal tribesmen in 2005.  
 
Majlis Shura al-Mujahideen: an umbrella front for al-Qa’ida in Bilad al-Rafidayn. Established early 2006. First 
‘Iraqization’ 
 
After Zarqawi’s death, Abu Hamza al-Muhajir (Egyptian origin) as leader of Majlis Shura al-Mujahideen but 
then Islamic State of Iraq set up under leadership of Abu Omar al-Baghdadi, with Abu Hamza al-Muhajir as 
war minister. Key turning point in identity, not only in claimed statehood but also relationship with al-Qa’ida. 
 
 





• Document (Principles in the Administration of the Islamic State- from 2014) implies announcement of the Caliphate/Caliphate 
project was in 2006 
 
‘Islamic State of Iraq’ title implies a project limited to the territorial boundaries of Iraq- an emirate project: line taken by Zawahiri 
in 2007 re. ‘no more al-Qa’ida in Iraq, but it joined, by God’s grace, other jihadi groups in forming the Islamic State of Iraq.’ 
 
But self-referencing not always consistent: sometimes ‘Islamic State in Iraq’- something implying an entity only coincidentally in 
Iraq. The Islamic State- embodying the Caliphate. Hinting it had already been re-established? 
 
Amir al-Mu’mineen title, naming of al-Qurashi- Caliph projection. 
 
The ambiguous relationship with al-Qa’ida: correspondence maintained (e.g. requests from central for operations [or not to 
execute them] against external targets) but serious reservations as to the state naming and intentions. 
 
Adam Gadahn’s letter in January 2011: critique of the Islamic State of Iraq’s methods (e.g. Baghdad church attacks in 2010).  
 
Also notes the  state project was declared without consultation of AQ and general operational independence. 
 
No doubt operational independence reinforced by financial independence that developed over the years. 



• Islamic State of Iraq: cabinets of ministries announced in 2007 and 2009. By 2009 the group had acknowledged its severe losses. 
 
Even in the first instance the Islamic State of Iraq’s ministries did not translate to much real administration on the ground: reality acknowledged as 
such in a work entitled “Informing the people about the birth of the Islamic State of Iraq”- which tried to justify state announcement despite lack of 
admin capabilities with the Prophet’s situation in Medina as opposed to his rivals’ superiorities.  
 
Sahwa Movement- people who had fought in other insurgent groups (particularly of the more nationalist kind such as Islamic Army in Iraq and 1920s 
Revolution Brigades) coming to constitute the ranks alongside tribesmen 
 
Decline in capabilities but entrenchment in Mosul with extortion networks: staying power and strong financial capacity. Even by 2011 death toll from 
terrorist attacks in the hundreds. Mistake to assume, as is often stated, that it had been defeated at this point. 
 
2010: Election of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi by Shura Council vote of 9 to 2 following the deaths of Abu Omar al-Baghdadi and Abu Hamza al-Muhajir. Hajji 
Bakr serving as Baghdadi’s deputy. 
 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi himself: 
 
- Studied Ikhwani, Sufi and Salafi thought in Baghdad. Reputedly has a PhD 
- Originally of Jaysh Ahl al-Sunna wa al-Jamaat 
- Arrested in February 2004 
- Released from Camp Bucca in December 2004 
- Joined Jaysh al-Mujahideen (2005) as part of Ansar al-Tawheed faction. Studied under Jaysh al-Mujahideen amir Abdullah al-Mansour 
- Joined al-Qa’ida and Islamic State of Iraq circles: first as Shari’i official, then courier between the regions, then Shari’a committees official, then 
finally amir. Gradually rose through the ranks. 
 
Other developments: 
 
‘War Minister’ position eventually abolished and Military Council set up, incl. many Saddam-era military officers such as Abu Abd al-Rahman al-
Baylawi, who would eventually come to serve as coordinator between Iraq and Syrian provinces before his death prior to fall of Mosul. 
 



• Syrian civil war: opportunity for expansion 
 
Dispatch of Abu Muhammad al-Jowlani via the Ninawa-Hasakah route in 
summer of 2011 with manpower and financial support to set up Jabhat al-
Nusra in Syria. 
 
Also Ansar al-Islam had expanded into Syria around this time via the same 
route. 
 
Initially Jabhat al-Nusra makes its mark in Syria with large-scale bomb 
attacks, but over 2012 adopts an approach of outreach to local 
populations- learning the lessons from Iraq experience. 
 
 







• 2012 sees Jabhat al-Nusra’s power grow. Agitations behind the scenes as Baghdadi fears the organization is becoming too autonomous. 
 
Note that much of this is still shrouded in a ‘war of the narratives’ between Islamic State and al-Qa’ida. 
 
Testimonies: e.g. Abu Sulayman al-Muhajir (senior Jabhat al-Nusra Shari’i official) in 2014 on the agitations. 
 
April 2013: announcement by Baghdadi that Jabhat al-Nusra and Islamic State of Iraq are one: thereafter Islamic State in Iraq and al-Sham [ISIS] 
 
Jowlani rejected the merger: said he had not been consulted (in a way not true as he must have known of the prior agitations). ‘Renewed’ allegiance 
to al-Qa’ida leader Ayman al-Zawahiri. 
 
ISIS: gains affiliates most notably in Raqqa and Aleppo provinces. Jabhat al-Nusra retains its affiliates in Deraa province in the south. Other gains: 
Omar al-Shishani, even though leading his own group Jaysh al-Muhajireen wa al-Ansar, appointed general military commander of the northern region. 
Also Abu al-Athir al-Absi of Majlis Shura al-Mujahideen: now apparently Syria deputy in the Caliphate and media official.  
 
Zawahiri rules against ISIS, but Baghdadi refuses to disband- this marks the true break from al-Qa’ida even as formal disowning of ISIS did not occur 
until February 2014. 
 
ISIS still participates in operations throughout most of the country, often working alongside other rebel groups (e.g. Latakia offensive in summer 2013, 
war with the Kurdish PYD).  
 
On the Iraq front: assassinations targeting Sahwa figures, exploiting instability created by protest movement and incidents such as the Hawija 
massacre (April 2013). July 2013: Abu Ghraib prison break, freed many veterans and important figures such as Abu Mughira al-Qahtani/Abu Nabil al-
Anbari. 





• At same time, expands widely across northern Syria. In most places 
one of multiple factions, with strongholds concentrated along the 
border with Turkey (e.g. Azaz, Jarablus, al-Dana)- ‘emirates’. Familiar 
bodies: 
 
- Da’wa office 
- Islamic court 
- Complaints office 
 
Used for outreach and subversion purposes. 
 
Implementation of Islamic law more limited. 









• ISIS expansionism eventually provoked a backlash from the wider 
Syrian insurgency: ‘great fitna’ 
 
ISIS withdraws from Latakia, Idlib, Hama and Deir az-Zor provinces. 
Consolidates around Raqqa, eastern Aleppo & southern Hasakah 
provinces. More aspects of governance begin to emerge also with 
more stringent Islamic regulations. 
 
Beginning of major expansion in Iraq: fall of Fallujah to a renewed 
Sunni insurgency (evolved out of the Sunni protest movement in Iraq 
in 2013) that included ISIS: ISIS gradually took over in 5-6 months. 











• Fall of Mosul, series of victories across northern and western Iraq as well as crushing of rebels in Deir az-Zor lead to the 
development of contiguous territory spanning the borders of Iraq and Syria. 
 
Official announcement of the Caliphate: June 2014. 
 
The Islamic State rapidly consolidates Iraq holdings, subduing other Sunni insurgent groups. By end of August 2014, Jaysh al-
Mujahideen rooted out of al-Karma to the east of Fallujah city (last non-IS insurgent stronghold) and some 90% of Ansar al-Islam in 
Iraq has given allegiance.  
 
The June 2014 announcement of the Caliphate marks a significant step in the evolution of the administration on the ground. More 
like a conventional government: central departments and provincial branches. The Diwans: 
 
e.g. Diwan al-Ta’aleem 
       Diwan al-Khidamat 
       Diwan al-Qada wa al-Mazalim 
       Diwan al-Hisbah 
       Diwan al-Zara’a  
       Diwan al-’Eftaa wa al-Buhuth 
       Diwan al-Khilafa 
       Diwan al-’Ilam 
       Diwan al-Zakat wa al-Sadaqat 
       Diwan al-Rikaz 
       Diwan al-Amn 



















IS ideology and historical influences: brief 
overview 
• Part of a broader spectrum of Salafi jihadi thought in modern times tracing the decline of the Muslim world in modern times to deviance from Shari’a 

and lack of existence of a Caliphate. 
 
More ‘extreme’ end: takfiri behaviour, desire to impose comprehensive Islamic governance ASAP, contrasting w/ current al-Qa’ida ‘moderate’ 
positioning that favours working within broader insurgency spectra and adopting a gradualist approach to implementing Islamic law. 
 
Current Al-Qa’ida ‘heavyweights’: Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi, Abu Qatada al-Falastini: latter ironically the target for criticism by Abu Mus’ab al-Suri in 
his work on the Algerian jihad. 
 
Zarqawi & Turki Binali (latter Bahraini and senior cleric in IS) both former disciples of Maqdisi. 
 
Cf. Baghdadi studied under amir of Jaysh al-Mujahideen, which thoroughly rejects him despite shared anti-Shi’ism (Islamic State: Between Truth and 
Delusion- January 2014).  
 
Theological approaches: clear Wahhabi influences. 
 
- The Ten Nullifiers of Islam (nawaqid al-Islam): if a person commits a nullifier then he is a disbeliever even if he claims he is Muslim. 
 
Saddam regime Faith Campaign as the ideological forerunner? – Not plausible.  
 
Legacies claimed by IS: ranging from quotation of Sayyid Qutb to Abdullah Azzam & Osama bin Laden- glossing over whatever differences they might 
have had with IS.  
 
Fiqh al-Jihad by Abu Abdullah al-Muhajir- important work of influence on IS- used in instruction. 
 
 





Causes of Rise of IS 

• General chaos- Syrian civil war, Libya 
 
Iraq government failures: security & political 
 
Sectarianism 
 
Turkey border policy failings 
 
Failure of insurgency to confront Jabhat al-Nusra/ISIS early on 
 
Ideology 
 
Enemies divided 
 
 



Further Resources 

• http://www.aymennjawad.org 
 
http://www.jihadintel.meforum.org  

http://www.aymennjawad.org/
http://www.jihadintel.meforum.org/

