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			The Yom Kippur War

			Key information

			
					When: 6-26 October 1973

					Where: On the banks of the Suez Canal, Sinai Peninsula and Golan Heights (south west region of Syria) and the neighboring regions

					Context: The Arab-Israeli conflict

					Belligerents: Israel against Egypt and Syria, supported by Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Jordan and Iraq

					Commanders and leaders:	Golda Meir, Israeli Prime Minister (1898-1978)

	Anwar Sadat, Egyptian President (1918-1981)




					Outcome: Israeli victory

					Victims:	Arab camp (Jordan, Iraq, Syria and Egypt): 9 500 dead and 19 850 wounded

	Israeli camp: 3 020 dead and 8 135 wounded




			

			Introduction

			The Yom Kippur War was the fourth armed conflict between Israel and the Arab countries, namely Egypt and Syria, which would later result in the 1973 oil crisis.

			On 6 October 1973, the day of Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement) for Jews, the Egyptians and Syrians carried out an armed attack in the Sinai Peninsula and the Golan Heights. First belonging to Egypt and Syria, these territories were conquered by Israel during the Six-Day War in 1967. Although the Israeli fighting force was outnumbered, it managed to move gradually through Syria and cross the Suez Canal to finally reach the south and west of Egypt. A cease-fire was then declared by the United Nations Security Council in cooperation with the USSR and the United States in order to make room for negotiation. A peace plan was then agreed. However, the Israelis, not wishing to be interrupted in their advance, used the truce to continue their conquest, sparking further debates. New peace negotiations were then opened and led to the normalization of relations between Israel and Egypt. These negotiations were concluded in 1978 by the Camp David Accords, which stated that, in exchange for peace with Israel, Egypt would recover the Sinai Peninsula. The border between the two countries was opened once again.

		


		
			Political and social context

			Crisis in the Middle East

			Since the creation of the State of Israel in May 1948, relations between the country and the neighboring states in the Middle East were tense. The situation intensified even further during the 1960s. Indeed, during the Six-Day War in 1967, the Israeli army was very hostile towards Egypt, Syria and Jordan, from which it took several territories: the Gaza Strip and the Sinai Peninsula in Egypt, the Golan Heights in Syria and, finally, the West Bank and East Jerusalem in Jordan. Following these events, the Arab countries adopted the Khartoum Resolution in September 1967, which proposed:

			
					an ongoing struggle against Israel to regain the territories lost during the war;

					the use of Arab oil and its extraction as a diplomatic weapon;

					solidarity and military cooperation between the Arab countries;

					the defense of the rights of the Palestinian people;

					economic aid for Egypt and Jordan. 

			

			This became known as the “Three No’s” resolution, because in its third paragraph, it turned against Israel and stated:

			
					no to peace with Israel;

					no to the recognition of Israel;

					no to negotiations with Israel.

			

			
				
					Good to know

					The Six-Day War was one of the countless episodes of the Arab-Israeli conflict, fought by Israel against Egypt, Syria and Jordan, from 5-10 June 1967. Following the blockade of the Strait of Tiran led by Egypt against the Israelis, they decided to launch a preemptive attack against Egypt which was a success. After this feat, Israel decided to attack Jordan and Syria. The sixth day marked the defeat of the Arab armies against the Israeli offensive. Through this victory, the surface area of the Jewish state began to grow.

				

			

			A few months later, the UN Resolution 242 required the establishment of a lasting peace in the Middle East, the withdrawal of the Israeli troops from the occupied territories and the recognition of the Jewish state by the Arab countries. While on the Egyptian side, Anwar Sadat accepted the principles of peace, Israel refused to withdraw. Negotiations were blocked and they reached a state of status quo.

			Seeking allies in the Middle East region in order to gain influence over what they considered to be a strategic territory, the Soviets decided to help the Egyptians and signed a treaty for peace and cooperation. Thus, the Soviet Union was committed to providing armaments to Egypt, in exchange for assurance of being able to retain its foothold in Egypt. At the same time, the Soviet leaders ensured the Egyptian’s loyalty. However, for Egypt, things were different. Through this friendship treaty, the president was counting on increased help from his Soviet ally and asked for highly sophisticated weapons in order to defeat Israel and avenge the insult suffered in 1967. However, the USSR only sent defensive, not offensive weapons. 

			Meanwhile, in 1967, during important negotiations, the United States undertook to support Israel politically, economically and militarily in order to end the Middle East conflict. Thus, the United States showed its wish to recognize the Jewish state so that Resolution 242 would come into force. This would allow them to ensure that Israel could live in peace in the region, without compromising their economic interests.

			Preparations for war

			Of course, Egypt accepted the help of the Soviet Union because it was impossible to go into battle without receiving outside military assistance. However, in July 1972, relations between the two states declined, due to the will of the USSR to maintain the status quo in the Middle East. Consequently, Anwar Sadat considered the Soviet presence to be an obstacle to his freedom of action. In addition, the Soviet Union refused to provide certain types of weapons. These two reasons motivated his decision to remove the Soviet advisers from the territory. Even though talks resumed between Cairo and Moscow a few months later, the situation remained tense. Anwar Sadat remained intransigent and reiterated his call for offensive weapons. Afraid of undermining the spirit of international Détente, the Soviet leadership decided to hand over missiles, instead of the weapons requested. By doing this, without fulfilling the requirements of the Egyptian president, the USSR continued to militarily assist the country, while opposing military action.

			However, Anwar Sadat gradually became aware that neither of the two great powers favored a change of power relations in the region and that they were likely to prefer a political solution, as opposed to a military one. This strongly contradicted his ambitions, as he wanted to form a large military force so that each Arab country close to the Jewish state could better defend itself. To this end, Egypt received financial assistance from Saudi Arabia, one of the leading states in the confrontation with Israel. Finally, Egypt received indirect assistance from Jordan, which was not openly committed, but participated in the offensive against the enemy through repeated threats, putting Israeli forces on permanent alert and preventing them from focusing on the Syrian and Egyptian fronts.

			In Syria, the arrival of the new president Hafez al-Assad (1930-2000) in November 1970 caused discord in the relations between the two countries. However, the new Syrian president established military cooperation between his own country, Egypt, Iraq and, later, Jordan, in case a conflict broke out with Israel. The head of state proved uncompromising on foreign policy and rejected any attempts at peace with the Jewish state. He also received support from the USSR, prompting the Egyptian president to maintain good diplomatic relations with the country. But, given that the other Arab countries were conservatives who did not fully participate in the struggle against imperialism in the region, he refused the positions they adopted at the Khartoum conference, which strengthened his isolation in the Arab world.
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			Hafez al-Assad, 1996.

			
				
					Good to know

					Despite the help that these countries brought to Egypt, the Arab states remained at a disadvantage compared to Israel, whose economic and social progress, as well as military development caused fear. The Arab states also wished to be heard on an international level and therefore required a significant political and economic force. However, they possessed a large amount of oil within their territories. They decided to use it by nationalizing the oil fields, making this material an important political weapon. Strengthened by this treasure, they decided to raise an embargo on the oil coming from the states that were opposed to the Arab claims and to use this as a means of pressure to force from the United States to recover the territories occupied by Israel since the Six-Day War. This was followed by a threat to reduce or even completely freeze oil production. Industrialized countries, such as the United States, Japan and Western Europe, depended on energy materials from Arab countries. Therefore, even if, politically, these countries had little interest in the Arab claims because they supported the Israeli policy, they became inevitably involved.

				

			

			A surprise attack

			When the Arab-Israeli conflict broke out, the international stage was seeing a period of lowering tensions. While in Washington, the Secretary of State Henry Kissinger (born in 1923) did not think that the war would take place, the Israeli leaders were more alert to the warning signs of a likely armed combat, such as the strengthening of control of roads leading to the Suez Canal, the warning from Anwar Sadat towards Yasser Arafat (Palestinian politician, 1929-2004) concerning an interruption of the cease-fire, the military preparations of the Arab forces located along the Suez Canal and in the Golan Heights, etc. Israeli intelligence deduced that an attack was likely, but no defense force was mobilized because Golda Meir, Prime Minister of the State of Israel, did not really believe them. Indeed, in the past, Egypt and Syria had mobilized their men repeatedly without ever declaring war on Israel. Moreover, the mobilization of the Israeli armed forces would be perceived by the Arabs as an act of aggression, not self-defense. Thus, by attacking, Israel would go against the spirit of Détente, which would not please the United States, whose weapon contribution was of the utmost importance.

			At dawn on 6 October 1973, Ashraf Marwan (1945-2007), an Israeli spy – some believe he was linked to Egypt – warned the Jewish state that the Egyptian and Syrian attack was imminent: it would take place before sunset. He also delivered the order of battle and the canal passage plan developed by the Egyptians and the Syrians. Golda Meir immediately gathered her top military advisers and political leaders: Moshe Dayan (1915-1981), Yigal Allon (1918-1980) and Avraham Kidron. However, they struggled to reach an agreement over which fighting force to deploy. While General David Elazar (1925-1976) called for total mobilization – which included 200 000 men – and a preventive attack by the air force, Moshe Dayan opposed this and proposed a mobilization of the necessary defense forces. Hours later, the Council decided to mobilize the reserves on a large scale. But Golda Meir refused any preventive attack: the debate between Bayan and Elazar was thus settled. At 10:00am, the Prime Minister informed the United States that the beginning of the attack was planned for the afternoon, according to intelligence services, and that Israel would not launch hostilities.

		


		
			Commanders and leaders

			Golda Meir, Israeli Prime Minister
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			Golda Meir, March 1973.

			Born in Kiev in 1898, Golda Meir was the first woman to become Prime Minister of Israel.

			In 1948, she was among the figures who signed the Declaration of Independence of the State of Israel. After serving as an ambassador to the USSR and the Minister of Labor from 1949 to 1956, she became Foreign Minister in the cabinet of David Ben-Gurion (Israeli politician, 1886-1973). She asked for permission to change her last name (Mabovitch) into the Hebrew name Meir, meaning “illuminate”.

			In 1969, she became Prime Minister of Israel. Her term was marked by the Israeli victory and the extent of her conquests during the Six-Day War. Unfortunately, in 1973, the failure of Israeli intelligence to properly report the Arab attack during the Yom Kippur celebrations caused a major political upheaval. Indeed, while the agent Ashraf Marwan – it is still unclear today whether he was also working for Egypt – allegedly warned the director of the Mossad that an imminent attack was possible, the information was not directly transmitted. Feeling guilty for not triggering a preemptive attack, Golda Meir resigned on 11 April 1974, and Yitzhak Rabin (1922-1995) took over. Nicknamed the “grandmother of Israel”, she died in Jerusalem in 1978.

			Anwar Sadat, Egyptian statesman

			[image: ]

			Anwar Sadat, January 1980.

			Born in Egypt in 1918, Anwar Sadat was elected President of the Arab Republic of Egypt in 1970. Before him, his predecessor, Gamal Abdel Nasser Hussein (1918-1970) had already intended to destroy the Jewish state. Wanting to achieve this aim, he set up a strategy to restore the Arab unity that had been undermined by the Six-Day War, in order to be stronger against Israel. To do this, Nasser Hussein decided to set up an Egyptian economic and military force. On his death, he was succeeded by Anwar Sadat. Unlike his predecessor, who led a defense policy centered on the Arab cause, the new Egyptian President primarily served the interests of Egypt as a nation.

			In 1973, alongside Syria, he launched hostilities against Israel in an attempt to re-capture the Sinai, a territory which had been lost six years ago in the Six-Day War. Even though his country was defeated militarily and territorially at the end of the Yom Kippur War, for Anwar Sadat, the Arab honor lost during that year was restored anyway.

			In 1977, he became the first Arab leader to visit Israel to meet with Prime Minister Menachem Begin (1913-1992), to find common ground. But many Arab authorities viewed the visit as a provocation. The following year, he participated in the signing of the Camp David Accords for peace in the Middle East: Arab unity against the Jewish state was thus broken. That same year, he received the Nobel Peace Prize. In 1979, the Camp David Accords were followed by the first peace treaty between Egypt and Israel.

			On 6 October 1981, President Anwar Sadat was assassinated by members of the army belonging to the Egyptian jihad, who refused the agreement with Israel. 

		


		
			Analysis of the war
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			A war fought on two fronts (6-9 October)

			Arab armies (Egypt and Syria) launched the offensive on 6 October 1973, the day of Yom Kippur for Jews, taking advantage of the fact that the Israeli fighting forces would be fewer on that day because of their religious holiday. From the beginning, they attacked Israel on two separate fronts:

			
					in the north, Syrian forces invaded the Golan Heights;

					in the south, Egyptian forces entered the Sinai.

			

			Therefore, two strategic areas were affected. The Golan territory was an area of vital importance for Israel because it provided access to Damascus, located only 48 kilometers from the cease-fire line established in 1967. By reaching the city, Israel could exclude the Syrian forces from the war. But the attack on the Golan Heights was preceded by an artillery barrage which began at 11:58am. Throughout the night, the Syrian forces continued their advance to the Golan Heights, their aim being to seize most of the territory to get control of the peaks of the mountains. On 7 October, Israel managed to progressively control the situation and in the evening, the Israeli army crossed the first line of Syrian defense and pushed back their armored vehicles. The Syrian air force was also undermined: the main airports were bombarded and Damascus was affected. Consequently, the Israeli response was costly for the Syrians. On 9 October, Israel managed to repel its enemy behind the cease-fire line of 1967.

			While on the Golan front, the Syrian attack proved hasty, that of the Egyptians was rather slow and assured. The Sinai offensive was calculated and prepared a long time in advance. Indeed, before the outbreak of the first clashes, Egypt had established

			
			
			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			
			The Israeli counter-attack (10-13 October) 

			
			
			
			
			A diplomatic evolution (14-22 October)

			
			
			
			The breaking of the cease-fire (23-26 October)
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