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We are here primarily to talk about the long term 

consequences of the Six Day War and rightly so.  But we thought it 

well to speak of the war itself and the situation on the eve of its 

outbreak.  That has fallen to me.  Among other things I am old 

enough to remember it from direct experience.  And it was an 

experience so dramatic and moving that it is very hard to forget.  I 

had fresh reminders of it last week during a visit to Israel most of 

all on Jerusalem Day, the moving annual celebration of the 

unification of the city accomplished during that war. 

 

The natural starting point is the situation of Israel in the 

spring of 1967 and a few reminders of its history to that date. 

At that time Israel was a 19 year old experiment – an experiment in 

Jewish statehood.  That experiment was formally launched by the 

UN in November of 1947 through its resolution to partition the 
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British Mandate into a Jewish and Arab state. In other words 

Israel’s establishment was authorized in the mode of international 

multilateralism that we now tend to regard as sacrosanct. Many 

also now tend to forget that basis of Israel’s statehood and 

legitimacy. 

 

Nevertheless it remained an experiment for several reasons: 

 

The Arab states that were its neighbors were utterly opposed 

to its existence.   

 

Even those who had initially supported Israel’s establishment 

by the UN, including the US, came to doubt the merits of that 

support. 

 

Why? It was for reasons that were succinctly restated on the 

eve of the 6 day war by Hugh Smythe, the American ambassador to 

Syria:  “On the scales we have Israel, an unviable client state whose 

value to the US is primarily emotional, balanced with the full range 
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of the vital strategic, political, commercial and economic interests  

represented by Arab states.” 

 

This view was powerful in 1948.  It anticipated that the Arab 

states on Israel’s border, Egypt, Syria, Jordan and even Lebanon, 

and others besides, Iraq in particular, would attack and seek to 

murder the Israeli state in its cradle.  Israel seemed less an 

experiment than a fool’s errand.   

 

And the Arab states did attack.  Israel managed to survive the 

Arab war of 1948.  [It is worth emphasizing in passing, though it is 

not a passing matter, that the Arab attack aimed at destroying 

Israel and not establishing a Palestinian state.  That was doable 

even after the war on territory retained by Egypt and Jordan – the 

West Bank and Gaza. But no such effort was undertaken. For 

example, Jordan annexed the West Bank.] 

 

Israel’s survival did not mean peace.  For the next 19 years 

the Arab states continued to reject any peace with Israel and 

attacked it wherever and whenever possible, largely through 
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terrorist attacks on its territory and citizens. But their ultimate 

aim, freely announced, was to destroy Israel completely, to finish, 

as they put it, “the business of 48,” to remove “the shame of 48,” the 

shame of a Jewish state. 

 

Still until 1967 that aim remained unfulfilled and was not 

seriously attempted.  It was thought to require a grand coalition of 

Arab armies such as had been put together in 1948.  Only then 

could Israel’s Arab enemies launch a full scale attack and achieve 

their ultimate goals.  

 

But until 1967 these conditions were not achieved and could 

not be.  The most important reason was that the army of Egypt, the 

largest Arab army, could not be deployed to Israel’s borders.  It 

could not be because of the outcome of a war in 1956, a war in 

which Israel was allied with Britain and France against Egypt.  

 

The armistice that ended that war provided for the partial 

demilitarization of the Sinai Peninsula supervised by a UN peace 

keeping force that acted as a buffer.  It also provided for the right 
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of navigation through the Straits of Tiran for Israeli shipping, a 

right guaranteed by Britain, France and the US.  

 

All that changed in the middle of May 1967 and fairly 

abruptly.  A crisis erupted that lasted 3 long weeks and culminated 

in the 6 Day War.  The immediate crisis was set in motion by Egypt 

and its president Gamal Abdul Nasser. 

 

Nasser reintroduced his army to the Sinai; he demanded and 

received the withdrawal of the UN force. Its forces moved closer to 

the Israeli border.  Egypt formed a military alliance with Syria 

which had had a lot to do with the instigation of the crisis with a 

completely bogus claim that Israel was about to attack it. 

Subsequently Jordan joined this alliance placing its army under 

Egyptian command.  This was a particularly painful blow to Israel.  

For Jordan then ruled what is called the West Bank. The location of 

the West Bank meant that in some places in central Israel Israel’s 

width was only 9 miles.  An attack from this quarter could sever 

Israel and destroy its coastal cities.  In the event that attack came 

on the first day of the war.  
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 The encirclement of Israel was now complete as it had been 

in 48.  The whole Arab world was electrified by the prospect of a 

new war and many countries rushed to join the fray, especially 

Iraq which sent its forces into Jordan.  Nasser took a final fateful 

step by closing the Straits of Tiran to Israel.  Nasser knew and 

announced that this was tantamount to a declaration of war and 

welcomed its onset.  Its goal was forcefully stated by President Aref 

of Iraq: “Our goal is clear – to wipe Israel off the face of the map.  

We shall, God willing, meet in Tel Aviv and Haifa.” Such a vision was 

repeated over and over by Nasser and all other Arab leaders.  

[Again it is worth emphasizing that the goal was to destroy Israel 

not to establish a Palestinian state.  It is doubtful that such a state 

would have resulted if the Arabs had been victors.  The Arab states 

would have fallen to dividing the spoils among themselves as they 

had in 48. Paradoxically it is Israel’s victory that has created the 

conditions of a Palestinian state.] 

 

In Israel, the government deliberated about what to do, 

deliberated long and hard.   It could have no doubts that it faced 
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the prospect of a war of extermination. Arab leaders had already 

publicly disabused them of any.  Some had been asked by reporters 

about the outcome of an Arab victory.  What would be the fate of 

the Jews? To this they replied that if there were any survivors – this 

was doubtful – they would be deported. 

 

But apart from making military preparations the Israeli 

government took no definitive decision. Some in the government 

hoped that a peaceful resolution might be found.  But in that event 

Israel might have to accept the new status quo and could not hope 

that even that would be maintained.  Its Arab enemies would have 

concluded that Israel was afraid of a fight and would still attack 

somewhat later. At all events an acceptable peaceful resolution 

depended upon outside parties.  And thus Israel undertook a major 

diplomatic effort.  For Israelis in general the long wait of 3 weeks 

grew increasingly painful; it was painful for many of those who 

sympathized with Israel as well; they wondered whether they were 

about to witness a second Holocaust, a second scarcely 20 years 

after the first; confidence in the government faltered.  In Israeli 

memory this period has its own name – HaHamtana – the Waiting. 
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In the end, the diplomatic efforts were a total failure.  Israel 

and its 3 million people found that it faced its encirclement alone – 

totally and utterly alone.  

 

Several of the Arab states had the Soviet Union as an ally. 

But Israel found it had no allies worthy of the name: 

 

France’s Charles De Gaulle curtly repudiated an old alliance 

with Israel as well as the 1957 guarantees, declaring “67 was not 

57.” 

 

Britain was sympathetic but offered no help and effectively 

left its own guarantees in abeyance.  

 

America too was sympathetic but not yet the ally it would 

come to be even in terms of armaments.  All of Israel’s planes were 

French; most of its tanks British.  
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The attitude of Pres. Johnson and his principal advisors was 

warmer than that expressed in the judgment I cited earlier  - that 

of US ambassador Smythe.  But it was informed by the same cold 

logic augmented by Cold War concerns – a potential confrontation 

with the Soviet Union – a confrontation of nuclear superpowers.  

 

After much consultation the most Pres. Johnson was willing 

to offer were continued efforts at mediation and a warning not to 

begin hostilities.  His repeated message was: “Israel will not be 

alone unless it decides to go it alone.” 

 

But Israel regarded such a stance in the absence of real 

American support as untenable – and rightly so.  In the end, on 

June 5, Israel did go it alone, all alone, and prevailed all alone in a 

remarkable military campaign fought on 3 fronts.  

 

It was a spectacular victory by every measure and there have 

been many descriptions of it.   Let me offer one written by the well-

known historian of WWI Barbara Tuchman who visited Israel both 

before and shortly after the war.  
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“A people considered for centuries non-fighters carried out in 

June against long odds the most nearly perfect military operation 

in modern history. Surrounded on 3 sides, facing vast superiority 

in numbers and amount of armament, fighting alone against 

enemies supported and equipped by a major power and having lost 

the advantage of surprise, they accomplished the rarest of military 

feats, the attainment of exact objectives – in this case the shattering 

of the enemy’s forces and the securing of defensible lines within a 

given time and with absence of blunder.” 

 

We will now move to a discussion of the long term 

consequences of this victory.  But I would like to close with one 

observation about its immediate consequences for Israel.  No 

doubt Israel would have preferred a less lonely path to survival.  

But in having to go it alone it proved to itself two important things: 

that it was not a mere client state; nor was it unviable.  It had a 

chance, if necessarily a fighting chance, to be what it declares in its 

national anthem:  “to be a free people in its land.”  Beyond survival 

there is a special virtue in that, and even a model in that.  In the last 
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50 years Israel has made the most of that virtue as anyone who 

visits it can readily see. 

 

Would that all Israel’s Arab and other Muslim enemies, 

especially the Palestinians, had used these 50 years in similar 

fashion.  Alas they have not. The potentially fruitful work of several 

generations has been wasted. Perhaps in the future they will follow 

a different course.  But it is likely that at least one more generation 

must pass.  In the meantime Israel continues to grow and progress 

as the decent and healthy liberal democracy it has always been, a 

path made possible by its remarkable, to some “miraculous,” 

victory in June 1967.  

 

Thank you for your attention.  

 

   


