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I
n recent weeks, nearly 500 members of Egypt’s Coptic 
Christian community were forced to flee the Sinai peninsula 
to Ismailia, on the heels of the assassination of seven Copts in 
El Arish.

The Islamic State (ISIS) is trying to fuel sectarian conflict in 
Egypt to destabilise the government of President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi. This dastardly agenda is meant to play out in 

the way it promoted sectarian strife in the Levant.
The extremist group’s terrorism is obviously intended to compen-

sate for military setbacks in Syria and Iraq. In recent days, forces 
loyal to the Syrian regime recaptured most of the ancient city of 
Palmyra, two months after it fell to ISIS.

Recent assessments indicate ISIS was driven from nearly one-
quarter of its territory in Iraq and Syria in 2016; its infrastructure, 
resources and revenue-raising capacity have been greatly depleted 
and it has lost many key leaders as the result of 17,000 air strikes by 
the US-led coalition. Late last year, ISIS lost control of Sirte, its final 
stronghold in Libya.

More importantly, ISIS is failing as an idea. And it is failing as a 
project.

In June 2014, no one quite believed the extremist group’s declara-
tion that it would build an Islamic caliphate along the lines of 
illusory goals. Since then, ISIS has been unable to impose its 
anachronistic value system anywhere except in the areas it brought 
under its direct barbaric control. The group has not been able to 
bring about the end of religious tolerance, cultural commingling 
and multi-ethnic harmony. The overwhelming majority of Muslims 
have rejected its call for a clash of civilisations, with Muslims 
against everyone else.

In the United States, Muslims have been raising money and 
mobilising their community on behalf of Jewish fellow-Americans 
whose cemeteries were vandalised and desecrated by anti-Semites.

Those American Muslims raising hundreds of thousands of 
dollars for Jews in Missouri and Pennsylvania are, in a way, a 
measure of ISIS’s failure. That they symbolise the strength of an 
age-old notion of shared humanity, common values and fellow-
feeling is another blow to ISIS’s hateful, hate-filled ideology.

ISIS has wreaked horrors on minority religious groups in the 
Middle East and North Africa region but it ultimately will not be 
able to carry out its sectarian ethnic cleansing project in the region.

Despite its attempts to fan the flames of sectarianism in Sinai and 
the rest of Egypt, the overwhelming majority of Egypt’s 92 million 
population has stood against the ISIS strategy, which considers the 
country’s Christians its “favourite prey”.

Amid complaints that Egypt’s Copts are not sufficiently pro-
tected, Sisi told his military and police chiefs that it was time “to 
completely eradicate terrorism in northern Sinai and defeat any 
attempts to target civilians or to undermine the unity of the 
national fabric”.

Governments and civil society groups in the Middle East and 
North Africa region must be more watchful and proactive about 
protecting religious and ethnic minorities. Preserving the make-up 
of the region and harmony between its various components is a key 
element in the war against ISIS’s totalitarian vision.

ISIS a failed idea and
a failing project
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Profiteering from
the Palestinian cause

I
t has been half a century since 
the 1967 six-day war against 
Israel and Arabs still refuse to 
refer to it by its appropriate 
name — a defeat that stripped 
bare their naked truth.

Nothing really has changed in half 
a century except that Egypt regained 
its occupied territories from Israel 
thanks to an exceptional man named 
Anwar Sadat. The Golan Heights in 
Syria, the West Bank in Jordan and 
East Jerusalem are still under Israeli 
occupation.

For its part, Jordan could have re-
gained its territories and even found 
a compromise regarding Jerusalem 
on the basis of UN Security Council 
Resolution 242 were it not for a mind-
less resolution taken by the 1974 Arab 
summit in Rabat. It was resolved then 
to consider the “Palestinian Libera-
tion Organisation as the only legiti-
mate representative of the Palestinian 
people”.

That single resolution robbed Jor-
dan of all its arguments to negotiate 
the liberation of the West Bank and 
Jerusalem. The man behind it was 
former Algerian president Houari 
Boumediene, a man with no vi-
sion whatsoever and bent on taking 
revenge on the late Jordanian King 
Hussein.

Boumediene underestimated the 
importance of Jordan in the region. 
He could not see that if the Palestin-
ian cause was alive, and still is today, 
it was thanks to the existence of a real 
Palestinian identity and people and 
thanks to King Hussein, who in 1970 
refused Israel’s “alternative country” 
solution for the Palestinians. By bury-
ing this entire evil scheme, Jordan did 
the greatest service to the Palestinian 
cause.

In 1967, Lebanon was the only 
country in the Middle East that dem-
onstrated a real awareness of its size 
and importance. It did not join in the 
war against Israel despite the tremen-
dous pressure put on then president 
Charles Helou. He was a weak presi-
dent but a wise one. He was perfectly 
cognisant of the balance of power in 
the region. His decision robbed Israel 
of the chance to grab Lebanese ter-
ritories.

Jordan was not so lucky. Even 
though King Hussein knew the war 
would be lost, he had to join in as his 
kingdom was in jeopardy because 
of Egyptian president Gamal Abdel 
Nasser. Nasser bears the responsi-
bility of falling into the war trap, 
having been dragged to it by the 
Ba’ath regime in Syria represented by 
the then Syrian minister of Defence 
Hafez Assad and the other Alawite 
strongman Salah Jadid. Assad had 
other objectives besides regaining the 
Golan Heights. He wanted to use the 
Palestinian guerrillas to lay hands on 

Lebanon under the pretext of protect-
ing it from Palestinian domination.

Half a century after the 1967 defeat, 
Iraq has vanished. In the region, Iraq 
served as a buffer protecting the Arab 
world from invasion by Iran. French 
president François Mitterrand de-
scribed the border between Iraq and 
Iran as “a border between two great 
civilisations”, the Arab civilisation 
and the Persian civilisation. With the 
fall of Iraq, the balance of power in 
the region was gone and Iran has ex-
tended its influence to Syria, Lebanon 
and even Yemen. The Arabs are still 
searching for ways to regain the lost 
balance.

The other major change since the 
defeat of 1967 is the fact that two 
countries have signed peace agree-
ments with Israel. They are Egypt and 
Jordan. Jordan signed the agreement 
only after the two main protagonists 
in the conflict, the Palestinians and 
Israel, had signed the Oslo agree-
ment.

What has not changed since the ’67 
defeat is that there are certain parties 
who continue to use Palestine and the 
Palestinians for their own dogmatic 
purposes. During the Cold War, the 
Soviet Union fed the Palestinians all 
sorts of fantasies to block any US-bro-
kered agreement with Israel. During 
the Camp David negotiations in 1978, 
one of the agreements prepared then 
concerned Palestine. It fell through. 
At that time, there were very few 
Israeli colonies in the West Bank.

For the past quarter of a century, 
Iran did its best to make it possible 
for the Israeli right wing to claim that 
“there is no credible Palestinian side 
to negotiate with”. It is not the recent 
Iran-sponsored conference for Pales-
tine in Tehran that is going to change 
that. Iran knows quite well that Israel 
relishes every opportunity in which 
its very existence is threatened in 
bombastic speeches describing it 
as “a cancer” in the region and Iran 
maliciously obliges.

Turkey also tried its hand at the 
Palestinian game card. Not long ago, 
a Turkish-sponsored attempt to break 
from the sea the blockade imposed on 
Gaza. It failed miserably when then 
Turkish prime minister Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan adopted a hard-line policy 
on the subject.

After half a century, the Middle East 
has changed a lot but the practice 
of profiteering from the Palestinian 
cause has not. It is very unfortunate 
that the Palestinian cause is slowly 
losing real leaders courageous enough 
to take fateful decisions, while Hamas 
and many other Palestinian organisa-
tions have turned out to be infiltrated 
to a large extent by Iran.

Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese 
writer.
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