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Special focus After the June 26th attacks

Beirut

T
he Islamic State (ISIS) has 
eclipsed al-Qaeda and 
hijacked the cause of 
radical Islam. Islamist 
radicals in Libya, Egypt, 

Tunisia and other Maghreb countries 
and even Boko Haram in Nigeria 
have pledged allegiance to ISIS, 
underlining the extent of the threat 
it poses.

While Osama bin Laden’s al-Qae-
da successor, the Egyptian Ayman 
al-Zawahiri, hides from US drones 
in hideouts in the badlands of 
northern Pakistan, ISIS leader Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi, the self-pro-
claimed “Caliph Ibrahim”, rules 
an Islamic state the size of Britain 
sprawled across Syria and Iraq.

ISIS has outposts that stretch 
from the Maghreb, including in 
war-ravaged Libya where it is a 
growing power, to West Africa 
and South Asia, where it is estab-
lishing itself in India, Pakistan, 
Bangladesh and Afghanistan while 
recruiting as far afield as the Phil-
ippines and Malaysia.

In January, ISIS spokesman Abu 
Mohammad al-Adnani announced 
the establishment of the cali-
phate’s Wilayat Khurasan, or the 
Khurasan province, in a region that 
covers Afghanistan and Pakistan, 
under former Taliban commander 
Hafiz Saeed Khan.

One of Baghdadi’s most impor-
tant moves has been to place the 
Salafist struggle back in the heart 
of the historic Arab world, away 
from the Pakistan epicentre es-
tablished by bin Laden in the late 
1990s — and close to Europe and 
Israel, jihadist targets.

ISIS has managed to survive 
against the Sunni powers across 
the Middle East, not to mention 
ten months of constant US-led 
air strikes, because it clearly has 

a well-defined strategy and set of 
objectives.

Many observers believe ISIS is 
the product of the intrusion of 
Western, mostly European, secu-
larism and modernity in the Mid-
dle East over the last 150 years that 
led to the backlash of radical Islam.

Alistair Crooke, a former British 
intelligence agent who has spent 
years consulting Arab leaders and 
groups, observed in an October 
2014 article for the World Post that 
the unprecedented violence and 
turmoil in the region “need never 
have come to this…

“There was … a concerted Is-
lamic effort (at the end of the 19th 
century and the beginning of the 
20th) to mesh Islam into the con-
temporary modern world. But this 
Arab renaissance failed and it was 
events that took the nascent Islam-
ic movements in a very different 
direction and not some inherent 
quality to Islam…

“Just to be plain: The intrusion 
of secularism into the region was 
never somehow benign or neu-
tral… Islam was hanging in there 
but only by its fingernails. And 
then came the hammer blows of 
Ataturk’s dismantling of the Is-
lamic ‘nation’ (the Umma) and the 
caliphate. The aftermath to this 
secular act of Turkish iconoclasm 
was the introduction of Islamism 
into the region.”

Amid the decline in Islam, the fi-
nal humiliation for Arab Muslims, 
of course, was the establishment 
of the state of Israel in May 1948, 
in territory that for centuries had 
been ruled by Islam.

This accelerated a revivalist 
movement seeking to restore Is-
lam’s greatness by returning to 
first principles and gave rise to the 
stern Wahhabi movement and the 
founding of the Muslim Brother-
hood in 1928.

This eventually spawned al-

Qaeda, which launched a war on 
the West and those Arab tyrants 
who represented its influence, and 
which on September 11, 2001, took 
terrorism to a new and frightening 
level of barbarity. ISIS has taken 
that even further, disdaining bin 
Laden’s concerns about alienating 
fellow Muslims.

Baghdadi, aided by some of 
Saddam Hussein’s military and 
intelligence commanders, has es-
tablished a militant Islamic state. 
The mere emergence of ISIS un-
derlines how the United States and 
other Western powers were unable 
to grasp just how badly their “war 
on terrorism” had failed and had 
produced an even deadlier organi-
sation with aspirations of a new Is-
lamic empire.

British journalist Patrick Cock-
burn, one of the most astute West-

ern observers who has witnessed 
the jihadist wars at close quar-
ters, wrote in The Rise of Islamic 
State that ISIS “is the child of war. 
Its members seek to reshape the 
world around them by acts of vio-
lence.

“The movement’s toxic but po-
tent mix of extreme religious be-
liefs and military skill is the out-
come of the war in Iraq since the 
US invasion of 2003 and the war in 
Syria since 2011.

“Just as the violence in Iraq was 
ebbing, the war was revived by the 
Sunni Arabs in Syria. It is the gov-
ernment and media consensus in 
the West that the civil war in Iraq 
was re-ignited by the sectarian pol-
icies of Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri 
al-Maliki.

“In reality it was the war in Syria 
that destabilised Iraq when jihadi 

groups like ISIS, then called al-
Qaeda in Iraq, found a new bat-
tlefield where they could fight and 
flourish.”

Cockburn concludes that it was 
“the US, Europe and their regional 
allies in Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Qa-
tar, Kuwait and the United Arab 
Emirates that created the condi-
tions for the rise of ISIS. They kept 
the war going in Syria, though it 
was obvious from 2012 that Assad 
would not fall.”

Ed Blanche is the Analysis section 
editor of The Arab Weekly. He 
lives in Beirut.

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern 
security issues.He lives in Beirut.
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Managing the risks after Sousse

T  

he terrorist attack in 
Tunisia has preoccu-
pied public opinion 
locally and interna-
tionally. It came as a 
shock. It was a 

well-planned stealth operation. 
Such events happen in the most 
powerful of nations but for 
Tunisia it was by all measures a 
major catastrophe.

The scene of the attack was 
worthy of a Hollywood hor-
ror film. The perpetrator’s cold 
bloodedness and the time the 
massacre lasted raise a host of 
questions about the brainwash-
ing he was subjected to, the 
competence of the operation’s 
planners and the number of 
individuals involved. Surely the 
killer must have had help from 
partners who witnessed the 
operation and then faded away in 
the ensuing chaos.

The choices of the hotel and 
the nationalities of the victims 
were not accidental. The assassin 
must have benefited from precise 
intelligence. He must have care-

fully cased the location. He knew 
very well that it would take time 
for security forces to respond. 
He was not planning on escaping 
and must have carried out his 
macabre plan convinced that he 
would be killed on sight.

The terrorist did not target 
Tunisian citizens. This can only 
indicate that he was subjected 
to intensive training in tactical 
discipline to be able to carry out 
only what he was ordered to do 
without any hesitation, doubt or 
fear.

The goal is to weaken the 
national economy by hitting the 
tourism sector with the overrid-
ing objective to shatter Tunisia’s 
image as a peaceful country. An-
other objective seemed to be to 
hurt Western countries by killing 
their citizens. If we accept the as-
sumption that the planners knew 
the nationalities of the guests of 
that particular hotel, then each 
country whose citizens were 
among the victims is targeted. 
The message is clear: you’re next.

In any case, the Sousse attack, 
as it follows the Bardo National 
Museum attack, demonstrates 
the persistence of the forces of 
terror in trying to damage Tu-
nisia’s image, destroy its tourist 
industry and harm its visitors.

Following an attempt to attack 
hotels in Sousse on October 30, 
2013, it was crucial to correctly 
interpret the message: Terror-
ism stalks Tunisian cities, tourist 
resorts and Sousse in particular. 

Accordingly, it was imperative to 
work out the appropriate preven-
tive strategies and reinforce secu-
rity in the tourist sector. None of 
that was done.

Everyone is targeted by terror-
ism. It is just a matter of stages. 
All citizens need to be concerned 
because the stage of the so-called 
black terrorism, the kind of 
terrorism that spares no one, is 
definitely coming.

Terrorists do not always abide 
by the conventional steps in 
managing terror and may change 
their pace. In the case of Tuni-
sia, the terror sequence began 
by targeting the police and the 
army, then targeting politicians, 
then tourists. The final and most 
dangerous stage could be all out 
war against everybody.

 It is imperative to prevent this 
last stage by any means.

It is still possible for the Tuni-
sian state to protect the country, 
safeguard its people, seal the 
gaps and minimise damage. 

To do that, it must create a 
national security agency, gather 
experts in comprehensive secu-
rity and its multiple dimensions 
be they social, psychological, 
economic, cultural, religious, 
strategic and so on. 

It must rely on modern tech-
nologies and digital surveil-
lance systems and provide the 
necessary equipment. It must 
strengthen its intelligence-
gathering capabilities, increase 
public awareness of the danger 

and use the potentialities of civil 
society and mass media. It must 
coordinate with countries willing 
to provide intelligence, technical 
and logistic support.

But most of all, it should 
strengthen the pre-emptive 
dimension of the entire pro-
gramme. The Sousse attack is 
very painful. As a Tunisian, I feel 
ashamed that a fellow Tunisian 
would kill visitors to this country. 
I feel also tremendously ashamed 
that not much was done to pre-
vent such attacks.

The threat of terrorism against 
Tunisia is real. The aim is the 
eradication of a civil state. Tuni-
sia is not immune from the kind 
of thing that is happening in Iraq 
and Syria.

What is more egregious is that 
many of those sowing destruc-
tion in the Levant, Iraq and even 
Libya are Tunisians. 

 All this must be taken seri-
ously and given due attention to 
prevent future catastrophes.

The threat represented by 
terrorism is not limited to the 
Middle East and North Africa but 
is a plague that will spread to the 
entire world if the international 
community does not unite to 
face up to these dark forces and 
dismantle the web of death and 
denial of life.

Mazen Cherif is a Tunisian 
security analyst. The article was 
translated and adapted from 
Arabic.
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*As of June 19. The size of these groups and the strength of their allegiance to ISIS varies considerably 


