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gyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi has renewed 
calls for al-Azhar, the sen-
ior religious authority in 
Egypt, to lead in combat-

ing religious extremism after the 
worst terrorist attack in the coun-
try’s recent history.

Speaking at al-Azhar during a cel-
ebration of the birth of Prophet Mo-
hammad, Sisi called on al-Azhar’s 
scholars to serve as the “light” that 
shatters the “darkness” of religious 
extremism.

He called on al-Azhar to cham-
pion a “moderate” religious dis-
course that would protect young 
Egyptians from extremism. Sisi’s 
comments echo previous calls 
from the government for al-Azhar 
to do more, with the religious body 
facing increasing criticism for a 
perceived lack of action.

Al-Azhar’s official statement 
following the terrorist attack on 
al-Rawda mosque in Bir al-Abed, 
which resulted in the death of 
more than 300 worshippers, was 
criticised for not going far enough, 
pointedly refusing to label the sus-

pected Islamic State (ISIS) attackers 
“infidels.”

“The crimes of these terrorist 
groups have crossed a red line. De-
stroying houses of God represents 
a major crime and al-Azhar has to 
issue a strong response to these 
people by declaring them as infi-
dels,” said a statement signed by 
religious scholars, including some 
al-Azhar figures.

Even when al-Azhar has sought 
to tackle issues, such as TV imams 
issuing fatwas, it has had problems 
with execution.

Al-Azhar in mid-November is-
sued a list of 50 religious clerics 
who had been accredited to talk 
about Islamic issues on televi-
sion, with the aim to silence views 
deemed extremist in the media. 
However, it quickly emerged that 
some scholars on the list had con-
troversial pasts, including backing 
the outlawed Muslim Brotherhood.

“At the personal level, I am not 
surprised,” said MP Mohamed Abu 
Hamed of the Free Egyptians Party, 
who proposed legislation to trim 
the powers of al-Azhar. “Al-Azhar 
has nothing else to offer, while 
most of its current leaders have 
nothing to do with moderation.”

The accreditation list is a by-
product of collaboration between 
al-Azhar and the Supreme Media 
Council, the government-appoint-
ed body that oversees and regu-
lates Egypt’s media.

Al-Azhar said its selection of the 
scholars on the list was based on 
their religious and academic quali-
fications, not political views.

“We applied a number of crite-
ria in the selection process and the 
people included in the list are the 
ones who met the criteria,” said 
Abbas Shouman, the official al-
Azhar spokesman. “We want only 
moderates and those who have the 
knowledge to speak in the media.”

Al-Azhar sought to play up recent 
reforms, including the revision of 
the curriculum at al-Azhar and an 

interactive website that allows al-
Azhar scholars to engage directly 
with other Muslims.

Critics claim that al-Azhar must 
do much more to combat religious 
extremism.

Egypt’s private television net-
works have been nearly an unregu-
lated space, with many television 
sheikhs — some of whom have no 
religious qualifications — address-
ing religious issues.

The Supreme Media Council said 
it would punish TV stations that 
fail to abide by the new accredi-
tation list, including by possibly 
withdrawing their licences.

Al-Azhar warned that it would 
“discipline” scholars on the list if 
they did not maintain a moderate 
line on Islam.

“We do not want those who 
propagate un-Islamic and extrem-
ist thoughts to appear on TV again,” 
Shouman said.

However, the issue is far from 
simple, with many saying it is not 
simply one of accreditation or reg-
ulation, but that al-Azhar itself is 
not upholding moderate views.

Gaber Asfour, a former minister 
of culture and an outspoken al-
Azhar critic, said he considered the 
list an attempt by al-Azhar to mo-
nopolise religion.

“Al-Azhar wants to turn religion 
into a private property, whereas 
all Muslims have the right to talk 
about their religion,” Asfour said. 
“Instead of saying who should talk 
to the media and who should not, 
al-Azhar should educate its schol-

ars to make them qualified for their 
job.”

Abu Hamed said al-Azhar could 
not be counted on to lead religious 
reform and that the state must take 
a more direct approach, particular-
ly given the escalating threat from 
extremists.

“The problem is that many of the 
leaders of al-Azhar have a way of 
thinking so identical with Islam-
ist groups that harbour hostility 
to the Egyptian state,” Abu Hamed 
said. “As an institution, al-Azhar is 
dysfunctional and those who think 
it can play a role in reforming reli-
gious thinking or fighting extrem-
ism are mistaken.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.
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After al-Rawda mosque attack, critics 
once again question role of al-Azhar
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S 

ince the worst terrorist in-
cident in Egypt’s modern 
history, Egyptians united 
to condemn the attack on a 
Sinai mosque but acknowl-

edged fears about the future.
More than 74 Sinai tribes an-

nounced their intention to track 
down those responsible for the at-
tack on al-Rawda mosque in Bir al-
Abed in northern Sinai on Novem-
ber 24, which resulted in the death 
of more than 300 people.

“We will trade blood for blood, 
terrorism for terrorism,” said Sheikh 
Abdel Monem Rifai, a spokesman 
for the self-styled Union of Sinai 
Tribes. “We will use all means at 
our disposal to back the army in its 
war against the terrorists.”

A statement from the Union of 
Sinai Tribes called for “revenge” 
against the suspected Islamic State 
(ISIS) militants responsible for the 
attack, signalling a turning point in 
Egypt’s war on terrorism in the Si-
nai Peninsula.

The Egyptian military had pre-
viously secured unilateral agree-
ments and alliances with various 
Sinai tribes, most prominently the 
powerful Tarabin Bedouin tribe, to 
fight extremists in North Sinai. The 
Union of Sinai Tribes’ statement is 
considered a major shift in the frag-
ile alliance between the Egyptian 
state and Sinai’s tribes.

Egyptian President Abdel  

Fattah al-Sisi ordered the military 
to use “all force necessary” to se-
cure the Sinai Peninsula within the 
next three months.

Egypt launched air strikes against 
targets in North Sinai after the 
mosque attack. However, the gov-
ernment’s military-focused solu-
tion to the deteriorating situation 
in the Sinai Peninsula has failed to 
yield dividends, with many calling 
on Cairo to instead pursue a broad-
er multifaceted response against 
terrorism.

Although there has been no offi-

cial claim of responsibility for the 
attack, many observers — including 
the Union of Sinai Tribes — named 
ISIS as responsible. ISIS in Sinai, 
unlike many al-Qaeda groups in the 
peninsula, is not thought to have a 
large contingency of local fighters.

Witnesses said the attackers wore 
military uniforms, had long hair 
and waved the black flag of ISIS.

Analysts said that the attack on 
the mosque could serve as a rally-
ing call against terrorists. ISIS had 
reportedly warned the people of 
Bir al-Abed and al-Rawda mosque, 

which had a large Sufi congrega-
tion.

Sufis across Egypt expressed con-
cern that the attack could be the 
start of a terror campaign against 
their sect.

“ISIS only wants to sow the seeds 
of sedition among Egyptians,” said 
Abdel Hadi al-Qasabi, the head of 
the Supreme Council for Sufi Or-
ders, “but the attacks of these ter-
rorists will only make us stronger.”

There are millions of Egyptian 
Sufis. Mawlid an-Nabawi, the ob-
servance of the Prophet Moham-
mad’s birthday, is a traditional time 
of celebration for Egyptians, par-
ticularly Sufis. However, celebra-
tions were curtailed after al-Rawda 
attack.

Qasabi and other Sufi offi-
cials called on Egyptian authori-
ties to tighten security as Mawlid  
an-Nabawi celebrations ap-
proached.

Security analysts expressed con-
cerns that al-Rawda attack was a 
watershed moment and that ter-
rorists would focus on other soft 
targets, including public transport.

“This is why it is important that 
each and every one of us cooper-
ate with security agencies to pre-
vent these terrorists from making 
successes,” said retired army Gen-
eral Magdi Shehata. “The terror-
ists targeted the Christians in the 
past. Now they are targeting the 
Sufis and tomorrow they will target  
other Egyptians.”

In the fall of 2016, ISIS-affiliated 
extremists released images pur-
porting to show the execution of 

a Sufi leader from Sinai who was 
reportedly about 100 years old. 
They accused the cleric of practis-
ing witchcraft. ISIS has killed tribe 
members in the area, accusing them 
of collaborating with the army.

The tribes pledged to set differ-
ences aside and offer greater co-
operation with the military against 
ISIS. A large number of armed tribe 
members have been deployed  
along mountainous routes used by 
ISIS in attacks on army and police 
posts.

Sinai tribes make up almost one-
quarter of North Sinai’s population 
of 400,000. They are in continual 
contact with the army in Sinai to 
make it harder for ISIS fighters to 
get around the mountainous prov-
ince.

“There will also be a member 
of the tribes inside each army ar-
moured vehicle to lead the troops 
to the places where the terrorists 
are hiding,” Rifai said. “This is our 
war and we will not rest until Sinai 
is free of these terrorists.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Spectre of darkness. An Egyptian woman holds a candle at a vigil 
outside the Syndicate of Journalists in Cairo in memory of the 
victims of the Sinai mosque attack, on November 27.                    (AFP)

Doubts. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (L) stands with al-Azhar’s Grand Imam Sheikh 
Ahmed el-Tayeb (C) during a conference in Cairo, on November 29.                                                               (AP)

Egyptians shocked, defiant after Sinai mosque attack

Sinai tribes announced 
their intention to track 
down those responsible 
for the attack on 
al-Rawda mosque.
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 The issue is far from 
simple, with many 
saying the question 
is not accreditation 
or regulation but 
ultimately that 
al-Azhar is not 
upholding moderate 
views itself.


