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A 

s the death toll mounts 
from what appears to 
be the latest terror at-
tack by the Islamic State 
(ISIS), on a mosque in 

Egypt’s Sinai, the world is again 
presented with overwhelming evi-
dence of the terror group’s unerr-
ing determination to live beyond 
the span of its collapsing caliphate.  

With savage clarity, the attack 
upon Sinai’s mosque has spelled 
out that the loss of territory has 
done little to diminish ISIS’s hun-
ger for destruction. Defeated and 
scattered across the lands it once 
ruled, the shrinking of ISIS’s physi-
cal reach also carries for it the exis-
tential threat of lost meaning, rel-
evance and identity. However, the 
evidence is mounting, not least in 
Egypt, that the group is not simply 
adapting to the shift from Islamic 
state to Islamic insurgency; it may, 
in fact, have anticipated it.

According to a recent report from 
Jane’s Terrorism and Insurgency 
Centre (JTIC), the process may 
have been under way for at least 
12 months before the devastating 
attack in Egypt. Between Octo-
ber 2016 and September 2017, ISIS 
conducted 5,349 attacks world-
wide, resulting in a total of 8,139 
non-militant fatalities, the centre 
reports. Significantly, while those 
figures represent a 38.3% increase 
in the total number of attacks over 
the previous 12 months, they also 
represent a 21.8% decrease in the 
number of non-militant fatalities. 
This, according to Jane’s, is evi-

dence the group has already adapt-
ed to the transition from waging 
conventional warfare in Iraq and 
Syria to conducting a near global 
campaign of terror and insurgency 
under the auspices of a new shad-
ow state, free from the restrictions 
of any geographical location.

“ISIS don’t need people in a terri-
torial headquarters,” the report’s au-
thor, the head of the JTIC, Matthew 
Henman, told The Arab Weekly by 
telephone. “They still have people 
on the ground. They’ll still be able 
to assassinate, coerce and threaten 
anyone who opposes them.”

Though the physical buildings 
that once housed the architecture 
of their caliphate may have fallen, 
the infrastructure of ISIS itself — 
facets of the group that cut to the 
heart of its identity — remains. For 
those who live within the territory 
freshly liberated from its grip, ISIS 
remains active and it remains a 
tangible daily presence. “They still 
have the ministries, the depart-
ments and the security apparatus 
that they always did,” Henman 
said. It’s within these very terri-
tories, as the various members of 
the international coalitions tussle 
for influence, that room remains 
for ISIS to fester and grow.

“In Syria especially, between 
the Kurds and the regime, there’s 
room for ISIS,” Henman added. 
“Basically, they just need to tell 
people that neither of these par-
ties cares about you. Neither will 
fight for you. We’ll stick up for 
you. We’ll represent you.”

That the Islamic State must re-

main present and remain a tangi-
ble force is central to the group’s 
mythology of a caliphate rising 
and falling over centuries, lead-
ing inexorably to a final climactic 
battle with the West. In the mean-
time, the group’s propaganda 
machine continues to call upon 
its followers, wherever they may 
be, to “take revenge upon its en-
emies,” as Henman phrased it.

Central to this additional layer 
of threat is the presence, both real 
and imagined, of ISIS’s foreign 
fighters underground and waiting 
amid the relative security of North 
Africa, Europe and the West. “I 
think the clearest signs that the 
ISIS threat is changing is that ISIS 
is less concerned with holding on 
to territory and more preoccupied 
with the survival of its fighters, 
some of whom have gone under-
ground, others who have scat-
tered abroad in the Middle East,” 
Colin Clarke, a political scientist 
at the RAND Corporation, said via 

e-mail. “There have been reports 
that many of the surviving mili-
tants are attempting to reconsti-
tute in Libya.” Europe, specifically, 
Clarke said, remained a concern.

“I think Europe is in a bad posi-
tion, vulnerable from both angles. 
Not only is Europe vulnerable to 
the threat of directed plots ema-
nating from places like Turkey or 
Libya, but it is also under siege 
from homegrown violent extrem-
ists and individuals who snuck 
into the continent posing as refu-
gees, as evidenced by the arrests 
this week in Germany,” Clarke 
added.

Critically, as the West enters the 
holiday season, ISIS’s propaganda 
machine looks to be ramping up 
its rhetoric, with online memes 
spreading like viruses, either 
threatening attacks upon Rome or 
claiming to have schooled its ad-
herents in the different methods 
of poison. “I think the threat in-
evitably increases over the holiday 
period,” Clarke said, “because one 
of the hallmarks of major terrorist 
attacks is symbolic significance, 
which is always heightened with 
holidays like Thanksgiving and, 
on a more global level, Christmas.”

For the families of Egypt’s Sinai 
as they mourn their dead, much 
of this will carry little meaning. 
However, as the attacks continue 
and the death tolls mount, the 
world is learning that, irrespective 
of its loss of territory, ISIS’s pres-
ence in the lives and, principally, 
the imagination shows no sign of 
receding.
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F 

ollowing the worst ter-
rorist attack in modern 
Egyptian history, Cairo is 
facing a difficult task to 
address a quickly evolv-

ing and escalating terrorist threat 
in the country.

At least 305 people were killed, 
and dozens more injured, in a 
bomb and gun attack on al-Rawda 
mosque in the town of Bir al-Abed 
on November 24 in the restive 
northern Sinai Peninsula where 
the Egyptian state has been fight-
ing both Islamic State (ISIS) and 
al-Qaeda-affiliated terrorist groups 
for years.

An estimated 40 Islamist mili-
tants armed with guns shot wor-
shippers who were fleeing a bomb 
blast at the mosque, adding to the 
carnage and mayhem.

Although no group claimed re-
sponsibility in the immediate after-
math of the attack, most observers 
believe that ISIS was likely respon-
sible. The Bir al-Abed mosque was 
known to have a large Sufi congre-
gation – viewed as heretical by the 
militant group.

Ansar Beit al-Maqdis, a terror-
ist group that morphed into being 
an ISIS affiliate in Sinai, previously 
targeted Sufi shrines in Sinai and 
executed a Sufi sheikh in Novem-
ber 2016.

ISIS has also previously tar-
geted Christian places of worship 

in Egypt, with a church bombing 
leading to a state of emergency that 
remains in place today.

Egyptian President Abdel-Fat-
tah al-Sisi was quick to condemn 
the attack and pledge to “avenge” 
Egypt’s martyrs. “It is a cowardly 
attack that aims to destabilise the 
[country’s] unity, spread bitterness 
and make us doubt our abilities,” 
he said in an address to the nation.

“However, this attack will do 
nothing but make us stronger and 
more persistent to combat terror-
ism… We will respond to this attack 
with brutal strength to defeat these 
terrorists,” he said.

Cairo authorised air strikes on 
targets in the Sinai Peninsula fol-
lowing the attack, with local media 
also reporting a major ground op-
eration.

US President Donald Trump said 
the attack was “horrible and cow-
ardly.” “The world cannot tolerate 
terrorism, we must defeat them 
militarily and discredit the extrem-
ist ideology that forms the basis of 
their existence!” he wrote on Twit-
ter.

The November 24 attack came 
less than two weeks after al-Qaeda-
linked Jund al-Islam (“Soldiers of 
Islam”) released an audio tape on 
November 11 claiming responsibil-
ity for the death of a number of ISIS 
fighters in an attack.

The prospect of an al-Qaeda-
ISIS conflict at the same time that 
Egypt’s military is fighting both has 
left many questioning what the fu-
ture holds for the Sinai Peninsula.

“The situation is very bad in 

North Sinai,” said Sameh Eid, an 
independent researcher focusing 
on militant and Islamist groups. 
“There is an urgent need for refor-
mulating all security strategies for 
them to meet the growing threats.”

Jund al-Islam is believed to be 
mainly composed of Palestin-
ian and Egyptian Bedouin jihadists 
and was one of 19 jihadist groups 
reported to be active in Sinai be-
fore the 2011 uprising that ended 
the rule of longstanding President 
Hosni Mubarak.

The history of jihadist groups in 
the Sinai Peninsula is a complex 
one that has seen various incarna-
tions of al-Qaeda and then ISIS-
linked groups unite, divide and 
re-form.

The al-Qaeda-linked Ansar Beit 
al-Maqdis swore allegiance to ISIS’s 
self-declared Caliph Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi in November 2014.

A short-lived inter-jihadist con-
flict saw ISIS consolidate its posi-
tion in Sinai; however al-Qaeda-
linked groups have lately returned 
to the fore in Egypt, with analysts 
warning that this could herald the 
start of a wider conflict between 
the two jihadist groups.

The Jund al-Islam statement de-
scribed ISIS in Sinai as “kharijites” 
– a term that relates to a group of 
early Muslims who rebelled against 
the third and fourth Muslim ca-
liphs and which is often used by 
jihadists today to relate to those 
they view as heretical. This reignit-
ing of hostilities between the two 
competing jihadist groups is be-
lieved to be over ideological issues, 
analysts said.

“It is about competing for power 
and control with ISIS,” said Mounir 
Adib, another expert in Islamist 
and militant groups. “Ideological 
gaps between ISIS and al-Qaeda 

make their hostility and collision 
inevitable.”

There are major ideological and 
tactical differences between ISIS 
and al-Qaeda. While ISIS has not 
been shy about announcing vari-
ous “Islamic caliphates” wherever 
it operates, this is something that 
al-Qaeda believes must wait.

Tactically, ISIS has not hesitat-
ed to target civilians, particularly 
Egypt’s Coptic Christian commu-
nity, whereas the al-Qaeda-linked 
groups have sought to focus their 
fire on Egypt’s security apparatus.

The re-emergence of Jund al-
Islam will certainly complicate the 
situation in the Sinai Peninsula, 
but some have expressed hope that 
this could ultimately weaken ISIS.

“ISIS could find itself locked in 
a conflict with three different par-
ties: the Egyptian state, al-Qaeda 
and the local residents in Sinai,” 
said ex-Egyptian Islamist Mohei 
Eissa.
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Amr Emam

After mosque 
attack, Sinai 
more dangerous 
than ever

Cairo authorised air 
strikes on targets in 
the Sinai Peninsula 
following the attack, 
with local media also 
reporting a major 
ground operation.
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Turning point. Relatives of the victims of the bomb and gun assault on al-Rawda mosque wait 
outside the Suez Canal University hospital in the eastern port city of Ismailia, on November 25.      (AFP)

Critically, as the West 
enters the holiday 
season, ISIS’s 
propaganda machine 
looks to be ramping up 
its rhetoric, with online 
memes threatening 
attacks.


