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Beirut

A 

new jihadist is emerging 
in northern Syria, com-
manding the battle for 
Aleppo. He is not Syrian 
but from Saudi Arabia, 

groomed at the hands of a Salafist 
cleric from al-Qaeda who mentored 
one of the 9/11 hijackers.

Abdullah al-Muhaysini is the 
supreme judge of Jaysh al-Fateh 
(Army of Conquest), the Islamic 
militia that has controlled the city 
of Idlib in north-western Syria 
since 2015.

He is challenging well-estab-
lished Syrian jihadists such as Abu 
Mohammad al-Jolani of Jabhat 
Fateh al-Sham (Conquest of Syria 
Front) and, perhaps, even Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi, the self-proclaimed 
Iraqi caliph of the Islamic State 
(ISIS), for leadership of the jihadist 
cause.

All three share the goal of bring-
ing down the Syrian regime of Pres-
ident Bashar Assad and setting up 
a theocracy — or an Islamic state 
— ruled by a caliphate, according to 
their understanding of the Quran. 
But these men agree on practically 
nothing else.

Jolani said he is more entitled to 
rule the Syrian jihadist community 
simply because he is the only Syri-
an among the commanders and be-
cause his power base is exclusively 
Syrian, unlike the warriors led by 
Baghdadi and Muhaysini, who are 
a mix of Saudis, Kuwaitis, Chech-
ens, Tunisians and Chinese.

Baghdadi is three steps ahead 
of them. He declared his caliphate 
and called on all Muslims to pledge 
allegiance in June 2014. Its capital 
is the Syrian city of Raqqa on the 

Euphrates river.
The caliphate boasts all the trap-

pings of statehood: a functioning 
bureaucracy, a powerful intelli-
gence service, an army, a media 
department and a treasury with oil 
money.

Thanks to its sheer brutality, ISIS 
has received more media publicity 
than all the other jihadist groups 
and affiliate branches have sprout-
ed in the Sinai peninsula, Gaza, 
Libya, Nigeria, pledging allegiance 
directly to him.

Muhaysini, the Saudi newcomer, 
is charting new territory on the 
jihadist map, venturing into met-
ropolitan Aleppo, where neither 
Jolani nor Baghdadi have gone.

He commands a major rebel 
counteroffensive that broke a 
blockade imposed by the Syrian 
Army and Russian air power, in-
creasing his popularity among Syr-
ian jihadists as a leader who can 
deliver.

Jolani played a lesser role in 
the Aleppo fighting and Baghdadi 
nothing at all, much to the dismay 
of their Syrian supporters. If Mu-
haysini manages to secure eastern 
Aleppo, he could skyrocket to ji-
hadist fame, perhaps outdoing his 
rivals.

Baghdadi has already won his 
jihadist war medals, thanks to the 
cities he controls, ranging from 
Raqqa and Deir ez-Zor in Syria to 
Mosul in Iraq.

True, he has suffered setbacks, 
such as losing Ramadi in Iraq and 
Palmyra and Manbij in Syria in re-
cent months, but he still controls 
more land than the other two con-
tenders combined and can boast 
ISIS branches across the world, 
something that neither Muhaysini 
nor Jolani can claim.

Jolani rules only Idlib but not 

alone or uncontested. He shares 
power with Jaysh al-Fatah and Mu-
haysini.

The one thing that makes Bagh-
dadi secure is that he has some-
thing that Muhaysini and Jolani do 
not — the ability to claim the Islam-
ic caliphate.

According to the tenets of main-
stream Sunni Islam, a caliph can 
only come from the Quraysh, the 
Meccan tribe of the Prophet Mo-
hammad. Muhaysini is from al-
Qassim, in the heart of the Arabian 
peninsula and Jolani is from Syria. 
That makes both men officially in-
eligible.

Shia Muslims claim that the ca-
liph must also be directly related by 
blood to the Prophet to be consid-
ered ahl al-Bayt (“of the Prophet’s 

house”) — another prerequisite nei-
ther man fulfils.

Baghdadi has always signed his 
speeches and communiqués as 
“Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi al-Qurashi 
al-Hasani”.

That means he is of the Quraysh 
and a descendant of Hasan, great-
grandson of the Prophet. ISIS’s 
media arm has published a family 
tree to bolster his claim, although 
this lineage is strongly contested 
by respected Islamic centres such 
as al-Azhar University in Cairo and 
the Grand Umayyad Mosque of Da-
mascus.

There is only one school of Islam-
ic thought that waves these strict 
conditions for becoming caliph, 
the Hanafis. The Ottomans went 
so far as to take it up as an official 

creed for 400 years to justify their 
claim to the caliphate since none of 
their sultans were from Mecca or 
the Quraysh.

But the Hanafi school is too lib-
eral for the Salafists. Baghdadi, 
Jolani and Muhaysini write it off as 
heretical and liberal, preferring the 
rigid and fanatical Wahhabi version 
of Islam.

This puts a low ceiling on the 
ambitions of Muhaysini and Jolani. 
Despite their impressive battlefield 
achievements, they can never re-
ally challenge Baghdadi.

No matter what they do, they can 
never become the caliph, whereas 
for many, Baghdadi already is and 
this title can take him places in the 
Muslim world that Muhaysini and 
Jolani can only dream about.

Baghdadi fends off challenges for leadership
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Fighters of the Syrian Islamist rebel group Jabhat Fateh al-Sham cheer on a pickup truck after a 
Russian helicopter was shot down in the north of Syria’s rebel-held Idlib province, Syria, last August.
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S 

martphone app Telegram, 
favoured by the Islamic 
State (ISIS) thanks to the 
encrypted messaging it 
offers, is proving to be a 

headache for French anti-terror in-
vestigators.

The free-to-download instant 
messenger, which allows people 
to exchange messages, photos and 
videos in groups of up to 5,000 
people, has attracted 100 million 
users since its launch in 2013.

It contains features that make it 
particularly attractive to jihadists, 
who cannot only rest assured that 
their private messages are out of 
the reach of intelligence officials 
but can also disperse propaganda 

on YouTube-like public channels.
After ISIS gunmen and suicide 

bombers massacred 130 people 
in Paris in November, Telegram 
blocked dozens of public channels 
that were being used to spread 
extremist messages but Russian 
internet guru Pavel Durov, who 
founded Telegram with his brother 
Nikolai, insisted that not even he 
has the power to intercept users’ 
private chats.

In France, which has suffered 
a string of additional jihadist as-
saults since the Paris carnage, in-
vestigators are dealing with the 
fallout from the communications 
of an ISIS member suspected of 
using Telegram to direct people to 
carry out attacks.

Rachid Kassim, a 29-year-old 

Frenchman who has regularly ap-
peared in ISIS propaganda videos 
shot in Syria or Iraq, was able to 
urge some 300 contacts to commit 
attacks on home soil, notably pub-
lishing a list of targets and scenari-
os for how to carry them out.

Among his contacts were Larossi 
Abballa, who stabbed to death a 

senior policeman and his partner 
in the Parisian suburbs in June 
and two teenage jihadists who cut 
the throat of a Catholic priest in a 
northern French church in July.

Kassim was in the news recently 
after it emerged that female jihad-
ists suspected of plotting to blow 
up a car filled with gas canisters 
near Paris’ Notre Dame cathedral 
were on his contact list.

Unable to get past Telegram’s 
impenetrable encryption, the best 
intelligence officials can hope for is 
to sneak into extremist chatrooms 
by posing as jihadists but they are 
bound to attract suspicion unless 
they talk the talk convincingly.

“Infiltrating is possible but you 
have to be a good actor and have a 
lot of cultural and religious aware-
ness to get away with it,” one inves-
tigator said.

So confident is Telegram in its 
encryption that it has offered up to 
$300,000 to anyone who manages 
to crack its system. The app has 
a feature that allows users to set 
messages to auto-destruct, making 
it impossible to recover them later 
for use in investigations.

Even in the realm of public ji-
hadist propaganda on Telegram, it 
is “practically impossible to track 
the millions of messages that are 
exchanged every hour”, one inves-
tigator lamented.

French intelligence chief Patrick 
Calvar described the app in May as 
“the main network used by terror-
ists”.

“We bump into encryption prob-
lems on a daily basis, as the means 
of communication multiply along 
with the amount of data that we 

have to gather,” he said, adding 
that encryption is “a major ques-
tion that only international con-
ventions can decide on”.

The use of such apps, which 
soared after Edward Snowden’s 
revelations of mass US surveillance 
in 2013, has sparked debate over 
the balance between internet us-
ers’ right to privacy and the need 
for security agencies to protect the 
public.

The Interior ministers of France 
and Germany have urged the Eu-
ropean Commission to regulate en-
crypted messaging apps.

Telegram’s developers said after 
the Paris attacks that they were 
“disturbed” it was being used by 
jihadists but they are staunchly 
pro-privacy and have blasted inter-
net giants Facebook and Google for 
giving data to third parties.

French investigators said they do 
not know who within the Berlin-
based company they should legally 
petition for information that could 
help piece together a case, such as 
confirmation that a suspect is the 
holder of a particular Telegram ac-
count.

“We do not know who in Tel-
egram to send our requests to — 
there is no judicial entity or legal 
department like there is at Apple or 
Microsoft,” one investigator said.

(Agence France-Presse)
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An activist looks at an Islamic State group marketplace on the 
encrypted app Telegram, advertising a 12-year-old Yazidi girl as 
a slave for the price of $12,500, in a photo taken in northern Iraq, 
last May.
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