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For several years now, the Middle East has been in turmoil. The traditional Arab 
statist political structure that long had dominated the region has by and large dis-
integrated, while radical Islamist groups have proliferated.1 Of these, the Islamic 

State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) is now the most potent. Over the past year and a half, it has 
cut a bloody swathe through the region, conquering large segments of Iraq and Syria and 
imposing a brutal and bloody orthodoxy in its wake. Its characteristics—that of a guerrilla 
army, a Sunni political movement, a millenarian cult and an administrator of conquered 
territory—make it a dangerous revisionist actor on the regional, and the world, stage.2

Yet, ISIS has primarily been successful where there is a political void and in areas 
populated by Sunnis. By and large, it has refrained from ventures in places like Jordan 
and Saudi Arabia, which possess robust and capable armies. Indeed, when ISIS has met 
with well-organized opposition even at a substate level (such as Kurdish militias), the 
group’s performance has been substantially less convincing. 

Moreover, the attention of ISIS has been focused to date on establishing a caliph-
ate in Syria and Iraq, and for good reason. Conquering Damascus and/or Baghdad, the 
capitals of the Umayyad and Abbasid empires, respectively, will resonate in the Muslim 
World, and draw still more adherents to its cause. Therefore, the Hashemite Kingdom 
of Jordan and, beyond that, Saudi Arabia and its holy religious sites, are also appealing. 

As such, Israel is not the focus of ISIS rhetoric or attention, even though the 
group—like other radical Islamists—harbors a profound theological hatred for the 
Jewish state. Likewise, it has paid only passing attention to the Palestinian arena, plac-
ing greater importance on Iraq, Syria and several other theaters. When it has, its per-
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spective has been clear; the Palestinian 
Authority of Mahmoud Abbas is accused 
of collaboration with the Jews, while its 
Islamist opposition, Hamas, is dubbed a 
tool of Shi’ite Iran. Instead, the organiza-
tion has sought to foment more individ-
ual, grassroots violence; in October 2015, 
ISIS issued several propaganda items 
calling on Palestinians to perpetrate 
more attacks on Israelis.3 Later the same 
month, the Islamic State released for the 
first time a clip in Hebrew warning Israe-
lis that they will face mass slaughter.4

As a result, Israel’s concerns over 
the potential for organized ISIS activity 
within the country (or in the Palestinian 
Territories) are still minimal—at least for 
the moment. Rather, the more significant 
threat posed by the group to Israeli secu-
rity can be found on the country’s geopo-
litical periphery. 

The threat from the north
There is a possibility that ISIS 

might eventually be able to carve out 
an area of control along Israel’s borders, 
particularly on the Golan Heights, where 
the Syrian state is losing control. An ISIS 
military presence along Israel’s border 
would allow it to conduct terrorist attacks 
within Israel itself, and to initiate a war of 
attrition against the country through the 
use of mortars and short-range missiles. 
To forestall this eventuality, Israel has 
already built a new fence on the Golan 
to make incursions into its territory more 
difficult. In addition, it recently reorga-
nized the IDF deployment in that area in 
order to meet new challenges. Moreover, 
collaboration with Jordan is underway to 
prevent additional ISIS inroads in South 
Syria. The Druze enclave in South Syria 
(Jabal al-Druze) is also an ally in fore-
stalling such a possibility. 

In the worst case, southern Syria 
could become another “Hamastan.” But it 
is important to note that Israel has been 
successful in containing Hamas in Gaza 
to date. In fact, Israel has refrained from 

a more muscular response to Hamas only 
because it has an interest in perpetuating 
the divide between Hamas in Gaza and 
the Palestinian Authority in the West 
Bank. Such restraint, however, surely 
would not apply to a future ISIS entity; 
Israel would possess far greater freedom 
of action, and would not hesitate to use 
force to maintain deterrence.

Yet, so long as ISIS is not attacking 
the Jewish state, Israel has no reason to 
take direct steps to curtail its activities. 
After all, in Syria today ISIS is fighting 
the Assad regime and Hezbollah, both of 
whom are proxies of Israel’s main mortal 
enemy, Iran. As such, ISIS can be said to 
be acting in concert with Israeli interests 
in Syria, although—should it succeed—
its long-term vision for the country (and 
for neighboring Iraq) is deeply danger-
ous and antithetical to Israeli objectives. 

The destabilization of 
Jordan

ISIS likewise could try to expand its 
caliphate into the Hashemite Kingdom 
of Jordan, whose rulers claim to be the 
descendants of the prophet Muhammad. 
A conquest of Jordan would put ISIS on 
the border of Saudi Arabia, which con-
trols the most important Muslim holy 
sites (Mecca and Medina). Yet, the fall of 
Jordan to a military onslaught by ISIS is 
unlikely due to the might of the Jordanian 
military, which is both capable and well-
resourced enough to withstand any con-
ceivable onslaught by the organization. 

As a result, the group’s preferred 
method of achieving control of Jordan is 
likely to be through subversion. It could 
partner with the Jordanian Islamist 
movement and disgruntled Palestinian 
elements in the Kingdom to try and put 
an end to the Hashemite dynasty. Here, 
Jordan’s security services can probably 
manage a domestic Islamist threat, at 
least for a time. Indeed, the country suc-
cessfully weathered the currents of the 
“Arab Spring,” which included signifi-
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cant Islamist activity aimed at the Jor-
danian regime. Yet there is no guarantee 
that in the long run the Hashemites will 
continue to rule the territory east of the 
Jordan River.

All this matters a great deal for Jeru-
salem. Jordan is an important buffer state 
and strategic partner for the Jewish state. 
It has the longest existing border with 
Israel, and is the closest foreign nation to 
the country’s heartland. The Jerusalem-
Tel Aviv-Haifa triangle, where most of 
Israel’s population lives and where most 
of its economic infrastructure is located, 
lies only a short distance from the Jordan 
River (which is situated just 20 kilome-
ters from Jerusalem). 

ISIS in Sinai
Some of the Islamist groups in the 

Sinai have already sworn allegiance 
to ISIS, most prominently Ansar Beit 
al-Maqdis. For the moment, however, 
the main efforts of these elements are 
directed against the government of Gen-
eral Abdel Fatah al-Sisi in Cairo, which 
overthrew the Muslim Brotherhood-dom-
inated regime of Mohamed Morsi in the 
summer of 2013. 

Egypt has been battling a long-
running Islamic insurgency in the Sinai 
Peninsula, which has intensified in both 
scope and lethality since 2013. Islamists 
there have shown the ability to mobilize 
and target government facilities and per-
sonnel. The Egyptian army, meanwhile, 
has encountered problems in enforcing 
state sovereignty.5

Over the long term, the Egyptian 
army is likely to be successful in con-
taining this challenge. Nevertheless, ISIS 
can do a lot of damage in the interim. For 
example, intelligence sources believe that 
there is a significant possibility that ISIS 
or its affiliates planted a bomb on a Rus-
sian passenger jet that crashed on Octo-
ber 31, 2015, in the Sinai Peninsula, killing 
all 224 people on board. Such a terrorist 
attack harms the tourism to Egypt—an 
important source of foreign currency.

The existence of Islamists in the 
Sinai isn’t just a threat to Egypt, how-
ever. These elements could well turn 
their attention toward Israel as a second, 
and significant, adversary. If they do, one 
obvious target is the city of Eilat, with 
its port and oil installations. Eilat is the 
only port that links Israel to South and 
East Asia. It also serves as the south-
ern point of the land bridge between 
the Mediterranean and the Red Sea—
an alternative to the Suez Canal. As the 
Israeli economy gradually reorients its 
exports from Europe to Asia, Eilat has 
become increasingly important to Israel’s 
economic future, and thus an appealing 
target for terrorists.

Egypt’s determination to curb such 
attacks is not self-evident. In the past, 
during the Mubarak era, the country had 
on occasion turned a blind eye to the use 
of the Sinai by Hamas in its campaign 
to bleed Israel. It could well do so again. 
Alternatively, an effective campaign 
by the Egyptian army against ISIS will 
actually expand the threat these elements 
pose to Israel, by pushing them into the 
Gaza Strip. While a greater ISIS presence 
in Gaza portends trouble for Hamas, it 
will also increase instability there, erod-
ing Israel’s already-limited deterrence in 
the process.

A domestic terror threat?
There is, as well, a possibility that 

ISIS will be successful in establishing 
cells among Israeli Arabs. If it does, it 
could find fertile soil; Israel’s security ser-
vices have identified increased interest 
in ISIS on the part of Israel’s Arabs.6 To 
date, several Israeli Arabs are known to 
have traveled to Turkey to join the Islamic 
State, and a number were arrested upon 
their return. The Israeli security services 
have a good grasp of the situation, and 
potential terrorist rings have been the 
subjects of penetration. Nevertheless, the 
possibility that some Israeli Arabs have 
evaded the scrutiny of the Israeli secu-
rity services cannot be ruled out. These 
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radicals could serve as the basis for cells 
directed against Israeli population cen-
ters and citizens. It is conceivable, more-
over, that graduates of ISIS, Arab Israelis 
and Palestinians in the Territories might 
quietly cooperate in planning and exe-
cuting an attack on a high-profile target 
within Israel.

The appeal of doing so is clear. 
Israeli Arabs carry Israeli identity cards 
and their cars have Israeli licenses, which 
allow them greater access to sensitive 
sites within Israel. Their familiarity with 
the Israeli scene is also an advantage in 
carrying out terrorist attacks. 

One threat among many
Israel’s policy toward ISIS so far has 

been derivative of its outlook on the grow-
ing chaos in the Middle East. Israel’s gov-
ernment has opted to remain disengaged 
from the domestic turmoil now taking 
place within many of its Arab neighbors, 
reflecting the dominant view that there is 
little strategic benefit to be gained from 
becoming embroiled in local or internal 
conflicts. Moreover, Israel has learned 
that political engineering is beyond its 
capability, and that even a superpower 
such as the United States is often unsuc-
cessful in such endeavors. 

Therefore, Israel has adopted the 
role of spectator except in those circum-
stances that affect directly and imme-
diately its national security, and those 
in which Israeli action is necessary to 
prevent bad outcomes. Instead, its role 
has been more measured, and limited. 
It provides Egypt with intelligence on 
ISIS activities in the Sinai, and cooper-
ates with Jordan in southern Syria. When 
necessary, it also undertakes preventive 
arrests within its territory. 

As such, Jerusalem is unwilling to 
be part of the anti-ISIS coalition, even tac-
itly. In accordance with its national secu-
rity doctrine, Israel prefers unilateral 
action rather than operating within the 
framework of an international coalition. 

This does not mean that Israel 
isn’t seized of the threat posed by ISIS. 
Israel shares the Western distaste for 
the group’s brutality and immorality. It 
does not, however, believe—as many in 
the West apparently do—that the mili-
tary defeat of ISIS will inexorably lead to 
greater regional stability. Decisionmakers 
in Jerusalem worry that, in the absence of 
a larger regional strategy, a rollback of 
ISIS would strengthen anti-Israel actors 
and solidify Iranian hegemony.

If ISIS establishes a presence near 
Israel’s borders and several of the sce-
narios discussed above materialize, then 
Israel will probably react—including 
through military measures. But sugges-
tions that ISIS may constitute a bigger 
threat than does Iran are ridiculous. 
The threat posed by ISIS is qualitatively 
different, and inferior, to the challenge 
presented by the Islamic Republic. It is 
imperative that, in their eagerness to 
fight the first of these, Western policy-
makers do not lose sight of the other. 
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