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			The Six-Day War

			Key information

			
					When: 5-10 June 1967

					Where: In the Sinai Peninsula, the West Bank and the Golan Heights (Northern Israel)

					Context: The Arab-Israeli conflict and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 

					Belligerents: Israel against Egypt, Jordan and Syria

					Commanders and leaders:	Levi Eshkol, Israeli Prime Minister (1895-1969)

	Moshe Dayan, Israeli Defense Minister (1915-1981)

	Gamal Abdel Nasser, President of the Republic of Egypt (1918-1970) 




					Outcome: Israeli victory

					Victims:	Israeli camp: approximately 829 dead

	Egyptian camp: between 5 000 and 10 000 dead

	Jordanian camp: 700 dead and 550 taken prisoner

	Syrian camp: 450 dead and 570 taken prisoner




			

			Introduction

			A major crisis in the Arab-Israeli conflict and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the Six-Day War began on 5 June 1967. The Israelis wanted to take preventive action against Egypt, the main military threat to the Jewish state, following the blockade of the Straits of Tiran (west of the Arabian Peninsula). The Egyptian air force was wiped out in just three hours and the Israeli army was then able to walk to the Sinai. The entire Arab world was outraged, condemned this attack and supported Egypt: Jordan and Syria joined the fight by attacking the Jewish state, and other countries, such as Lebanon and Iraq, sent material or human assistance. It should be noted that, at the time of the events, the Palestinian territories were controlled in part by Syria, Jordan and Egypt.

			Six days later, after several cease-fires favoring Israel, the geopolitics of the Middle East had changed, and Israel was now in a dominant position compared to that of its Arab neighbors and saw its territory quadruple in size.

		


		
			Political and social context

			A forty-year-old conflict

			When the Six-Day War took place, tensions between the Jews and the Arabs had already existed for many years. 

			From the late 19th century, the Zionist movement began gradually restoring the Jewish state in Palestine, in response to various anti-Semitic waves of violence raging in Europe. Small Jewish farming communities were formed here and there until 1901, the year in which the Zionist movement created the Jewish National Fund for the purchase of land in Palestine, which then belonged to the Ottoman Empire. Seeing no advantage in this, the Ottoman Empire decided to severely restrict the development of Jewish villages in its territory. It was not until after the First World War (1914-1918) that the situation turned around for the Zionists. With the defeat of the Ottoman Empire that had fought alongside Germany, all Arab territories – i.e. Saudi, Iraq, Lebanon, Palestine and Syria – fell under British and French mandates. The British, with the Balfour Declaration of 2 November 1917, were in favor of the establishment of a national home for the Jewish people in Palestine and committed themselves to contributing to the realization of this project. Jewish immigration to Palestine became increasingly significant and continued to accelerate with the rise to power of Adolf Hitler (1889-1945) and the birth of Nazism in the early 1930s.

			From 1920-1967, there were three major crises of the Arab-Israeli conflict:

			
					the Arab revolt in Palestine (1936-1938)

					the War of Independence (1948)

					the crisis of the Suez Canal (1956).

			

			The Arab Revolt (1936-1938)

			The Arab revolt that took place in 1936 aimed to create an independent state in mandatory Palestine (i.e. under British mandate).
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			Arab revolt against British occupation. 

			After murders on both sides, a worrying sign of violence between Arabs and Jews, Britain decreed a state of emergency and imposed a curfew. Tensions continued to intensify and a general strike was organized throughout the country. The revolt gradually spread outside the borders and Syrian fighters came to stand alongside the Palestinians. Given this situation and the urgency to find a solution, the British proposed the formation of two states: the first, the Jewish state, would include Galilee (northern Israel) and the entire coastline; the second, the Palestinian state, would consist of the remaining territories annexed by Transjordan (now the West Bank). With the proposal rejected by the Arabs and by some Zionists, British policy hardened by repressing and imprisoning the principal leaders of the revolt. This first crisis still had a positive result as it allowed for the drafting of a series of laws in 1939, united under the name of the “White Paper”, to regulate Jewish immigration to Palestine and the purchase of Arab land by Jews.

			The 1948 War of Independence

			The second crisis is what the Israelis called the War of Independence, or the Palestine War. It took place in 1948, when the British mandate came to an end following the adoption by the UN of the partition plan of Palestine a year earlier. The plan was rejected by the Palestinians, while the Jews wanted to secure land assigned to them, according to what was decided, by expelling the Arabs from it. This prompted a series of struggles, but the Jews, who were better prepared from a military point of view since their participation in the Second World War (1939-1945) alongside the British, prevailed. This was followed by an exodus of the Palestinian people, while Israel was proclaimed on 14 May 1948. The next day, in order to support the Palestinians, the Egyptian, Syrian, Iraqi, Jordanian and Lebanese armies declared war on Israel. After intense fighting and territorial conquests which, initially, benefitted the Arabs, the situation reversed and finally armistices were signed between the countries in February 1949. They drew new borders for Israel, which, emerging victorious, now held 78% of Palestine, including:

			
					Galilee

					the coastal territories of Palestine, with the exception of the Gaza Strip

					West Jerusalem

					the Negev desert. 

			

			The crisis of the Suez Canal (1956)

			A few years later, in the context of the Cold War (1945-1990), a new crisis arose in the relationship between the Jews and the Arabs: the Suez Canal that pitted Egypt to Israel, Great Britain and France. That year, Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser led a major campaign to improve the economic situation of his country. With the desire to build a dam on the Nile in order to regulate the river, he requested financial assistance from the United States, which was refused due to the fact that he maintained friendly relations with the Soviets. Therefore, the Egyptian President decided to nationalize the Suez Canal in order to reap the benefits it would provide for the construction of the dam.

			
				
					Did you know?

					The Suez Canal was opened in 1869 thanks to French and Egyptian financing. Almost 200 kilometers in length, it served as a passage between the Red Sea and the Mediterranean Sea. A true shortcut, it prevented ships from having to circumvent Africa through the Cape of Good Hope in order to reach Asia.

				

			

			Britain, France and Israel reacted immediately to this nationalization by launching a military attack on 29 October 1956. Israel thus conquered the Gaza Strip, then under Egyptian administration, and the Sinai. The UN condemned this attack in turn on 1 November and demanded a cease-fire. Although Israel submitted to this decision, the other two countries did not, and would ultimately be summed by the United States and the Soviet Union to abandon their military maneuvers. The truce was then accepted by Britain and France on 6 November 1956. Israel was therefore obliged to give up the conquered territories, but still obtained from the UN the presence of peacekeepers (members of the military forces of the UN) along the Israeli-Egyptian border.

			The sixties and rumors of war

			During the sixties, nuclear weapon development research by the Jewish state once again tarnished the Arab-Israeli relations. On 12 March 1966, the Cairo newspaper Al Jumhuria published the idea that “[a] preventive war is the only way to stop Israel from becoming a nuclear power” (Razoux 2004, p. 13). The fear of a nuclear conflict spread, especially among the Egyptians, who believed that they would be the first affected. Nasser then decided to take action on the planning of military operations in order to prevent such a disaster from happening. However, the wish of the Egyptian president was not to destroy the Jewish state: his only aim was to eliminate the nuclear threat by attempting to wipe out Israel’s nuclear plants. 

			Meanwhile, the Israeli government was also planning military operations against its Arab neighbors, particularly against Egypt. Indeed, the Israelis feared being caught off guard by a surprise attack, as had almost been the case with the Rotem crisis (meaning “broom” in Hebrew) which occurred in February 1960 when Egypt installed around 15 000 soldiers and almost 500 tanks along the Israel-Egypt border, all without being noticed by the Israelis. It was not until four days later that the Israelis set up an operation to establish an armored division and position the entire Israeli air force in front of the Egyptian army. Although both parties were content to observe, this episode stuck in Israeli memories.

			A new war was looming

			Following the frequent clashes between the Syrians and Jordanians with Israel in late 1966 and early 1967, Syrian President Ahmad Nureddin al-Atassi (1929-1992) and King Hussein of Jordan (1935-1999) continued to ask for Egyptian aid, while reproaching Gamal Abdel Nasser for his inaction. Finally, on 12 May 1967, as a result of Russian rumors of a large concentration of Israeli troops along the Syrian border, the Egyptian president decreed a general mobilization of his troops by invoking the socialist solidarity that bound Syria and Egypt. He thus ordered the shipment to Syria of several squadrons of Egyptian bombers. Two days later, on 14 May, he announced the strengthening of the Egyptian military presence in the Sinai Peninsula along the Israeli border. He also proclaimed the closure of the Tiran Strait on 22 May, preventing Israel from accessing the Red Sea. At the same time, he managed to secure the withdrawal of UN peacekeepers stationed along the Israeli-Egyptian border. For the Israeli people, these last two actions were considered a casus belli and the anguish of an imminent major conflict was looming.

		


		
			Commanders and leaders

			Gamal Abdel Nasser, President of Egypt
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			Portrait of Gamal Abdel Nasser. 

			Nasser was a statesman and President of the Republic of Egypt from 1956 to 1970. Prior to his political career, he served in the army and commanded a battalion in the Egyptian expeditionary forces during the 1948 war against Israel. In 1951, he was promoted to colonel. It was also at this time that he became one of the leaders of the Association of Free Officers that overthrew King Farouk I of Egypt in a military coup in July 1952. After dismissing his opponents of power, Gamal Abdel Nasser was elected president in January 1956, for which he was the only candidate. He was reelected in the same way until his death in 1970. His policy was described as Arab socialism. He was also the rais (meaning “chief” in Arabic) of the movement called Pan-Arabism.

			
				
					Good to know

					It was the Baath party (Arabic, meaning “resurrection”) which prompted the Pan-Arab movement. Created in Syria in 1947, it was renamed the “Party of the Arab Socialist Resurrection” a few years later. This is an ideology that defends the need to unite the Arab world as one nation through the unity of language and civilization, not by religion, as was the case under the Ottoman Empire: Pan-Arabism is secular by definition.

				

			

			During the few months before the Six-Day War, Syria sought the help of Egypt for the resolution of conflicts taking place along the Israeli-Syrian border, calling for Arab solidarity. Gamal Abdel Nasser protested merely verbally at first, but very soon he became a laughing stock among the other Arab leaders and was accused of inaction. For fear of losing credibility as the rais of Pan-Arabism, he decided to openly threaten Israel with his troops in Sinai.

			Following the attack of the Egyptian air bases by an Israeli aircraft on 5 June, indignation affected all the Arab countries and Nasser recovered his popularity once again by becoming the figurehead of Arab thinking. From then on, he promised the destruction of Israel. He was supported by many at the beginning of the war and he was sent troops or material support.

			At the end of the war, after a stinging defeat, the Egyptian president publicly took responsibility for the failure of the Arab armies and announced his resignation, which was denied by the Egyptian people. He then participated in the Arab summit in Khartoum (29 August-1 September 1968) and then engaged in a war of attrition against Israel in February 1969. Thus, he maintained an atmosphere of military tension all along the Suez Canal. This war of attrition was not completed until August 1970, when the Israelis agreed to a cease-fire. Nasser died shortly after from a heart attack.

			Levi Eshkol, Israeli Prime Minister
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			Portrait of Levi Eshkol.

			An Israeli statesman born in Ukraine, Levi Eshkol immigrated to Palestine in 1914, where he worked as a farmer in a kibbutz (collective agricultural Jewish village). In the twenties, he was one of the founders of the Histadrut company that set up the water distribution network in Israel. A member of Mapai, the Workers’ Party of Israel (left wing), he was appointed deputy to the Defense Minister during the 1948 war. In 1951, he was elected to Israel’s Assembly, the Knesset, on which he sat until his death. From 1952-1963, he served as Finance Minister before becoming Prime Minster and then Defense Minister.

			During the tense period before the Six-Day War, Levi Eshkol refused to choose the warrior way of solving the situation. Only under Israeli public pressure did he decide to give up his post as Minister of Defense to Moshe Dayan, while allowing the leader of the Liberal Party Herouth (right wing) to enter the national unity government to plan in the best possible way the preparations for what would become the Six-Day War.

			Criticized for his inaction during the crisis, Levi Eshkol remained at the head of the Israeli government until his death in 1969.

			Moshe Dayan, Israeli Defense Minister
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			Portrait of Moshe Dayan.

			An Israeli military man and politician, General Moshe Dayan was born in 1915 in a kibbutz in Palestine. While still very young, he joined the Haganah (which means “defense” in Hebrew), a clandestine organization that militarily protected Jewish migrants from any Arab attacks. Imprisoned by the British in 1939 for illegal possession of firearms, he was released two years later to fight for the British army in the conquest of Lebanon. It was during this war that he lost his left eye following a serious injury, which he then hid with a black eye patch that made his face unforgettable on the international stage.

			He also participated in the 1948 war, where
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