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The friction between Egypt and Israel has been filled with hatred and bloodshed since Isragl’s
inception. One of the key figuresin this conflict was Egypt’ s second President, Gamal Abdel Nasser.
Although born into poverty, Nasser graduated from the Royal Military Academy and became a
proponent of a modernized and independent country. Nasser challenged western control and
financial dominance that Britain maintained over Middle Eastern countries, especially Egypt. He was
widely admired by all citizens, and they willingly fought and died for his belief of an Arab world free
from British control and Isragli occupation. Under his leadership, the Arab people’s actions and
provocations toward Israel culminated in Egypt’s defeat during the Six Day War. President Nasser
did not possess the foresight to compromise and understand that his political decisions and alliances
hindered Egypt’ s ability to conquer Isragl.

In 1947, the independent state of Israel was recognized by the United Nations. Immediately,
Israel was attacked by the armies of Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, and Iraq because the creation of Israel
was viewed as an intrusion into Palestinian lands. The Arab people believed that the United Nations
was not justified to liberate Arab land for the sole purpose of re-locating persecuted Jewish people.
Although this newly created country was surrounded by Arab enemies, superior military leadership
enabled Isragl to defeat her enemies and secure thirty percent more land than the United Nations had
initially allocated. The 1948 War, which the Israglis referred to as the “War of Independence,”
claimed one percent of the nation’s population. The nations that attacked Israel lost their chance to
purge their lands of the Jews.?> Nevertheless, as directed by the United Nations, armistice agreements
between Isragl and Egypt were signed, thus signifying one of two compromises enacted by Nasser.

The occupied territories became the unofficial boundaries both countries acknowledged.
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While commanding an Egyptian army in Palestine in 1952, Nasser became disenchanted with
the current Royal Farouk Family, its corruption as a result of supposedly supplying faulty weapons to
the army, and its defeat in the 1948 war. He established a secret group known as the Free Officers
whose mission was to overthrow the current government, eradicate Israel, form a ruling party to
eliminate corruption within Egypt and dissolve British colonialism, as well as institute a sense of
nationalism. The Free Officers led a bloodless coup against the Royal Family. The fact that Nasser
allowed King Farouk to depart unscathed demonstrated his humanitarian and socialistic beliefs that
he planned on implementing during his regime.® Although Nasser acted altruistically, he harbored a
strong desire to erase Israel from existence. Border atercations were predominately fueled by the
thousands of Palestinian Arabs who had been displaced from their land by Isragl’ s victory in 1948.

Regardless of this strife, one of Nasser’s primary objectives was to free Egypt from
colonialism, especialy British and French. Unfortunately, this goal led to a confrontation with
England, France, and Israel in 1956. The most obvious presence of a foreign power exerting its
domination in Egypt was the Suez Canal which was controlled by Britain and France. Although the
Canal was located on Egyptian soil, the citizens of Egypt derived minimal financial compensation
and England controlled a majority share of the shipping revenues.* This coupled with previous
escalating violence between Egyptian citizens and British soldiers solidified the desire to purge the
Arab country from any foreign occupation — British, French, and Isragli. Egypt controlled the Gaza
Strip used by Arab guerrillas during raids into southern Isragl. Nasser instituted a blockade of Isragli
shipping in the Canal, thus exhibiting his rashness, as well as his inability to compromise. Great
Britain and France objected to the President’s policies and joined forces with Isragl in a clandestine

agreement. With English and French assistance, Israel attacked and controlled the Gaza Strip and

3 Anthony Nutting, Nasser, pp. 32-37; Robert Stephens, Nasser: A Political Biography, p. 107.

* Chaim Herzog, The Arab-Israeli Wars. War and Peace in the Middle East, pp. 112-114.



nearly al of the Sinai Peninsula. This conflict, known as the Suez-Sinai War, resulted in another
defeat for Egypt a the hands of the Israglis. The United Nations ordered a cease fire and a
withdrawal of foreign forces from occupied lands. In order to maintain peace, United Nations
Security Forces were stationed on the Egyptian side of the Suez Canal, the Gaza Strip, and Sinai.”
As a fina insult, the Israeli military destroyed conquered lands before their withdrawal, thus
intensifying animosity.

Although Nasser successfully ended British occupation, the future effects of his actions were
never planned for or anticipated. During the early 1950’s, Nasser gradually began to revitalize the
Egyptian economy and contemplated constructing the Aswan High Dam across the Nile River. The
purpose of this Dam was two-fold — provide hydro-electric power for the country and control
seasonal flooding caused by the Nile River which negatively impacted crop production. The United
States and Great Britain had initially promised to grant Egypt seventy million dollars towards the
construction of the Dam.® Egypt, however, purchased military arms from Czechoslovakia, causing
the United States to withdraw its funding. Nasser’s actions indicated that Egypt was becoming a
collaborator with Russiain the Cold War against the United States. Purging Egypt of British control,
Nasser caused a further rift between Egypt and the United States. Since England was an aly of
America during the Cold War, any negative impact towards one country equated to a hostile intent
towards al its allies.” By alienating the United States, Egypt was forced to secure a new source of
financial backing for the Dam project and a supplier of military arms, thus providing the Soviet
Union with the opportunity to extend its Cold War doctrines. The exodus of not only the British, but

also the financial support offered by the United States, provided Russia with the excuse to lend Egypt
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approximately one third of the one hillion dollar Dam project, as well as to supply materials and
engineers to oversee the project.® By eliminating one foreign power from its soil, Nasser willingly
aligned himself with Russiawho began to use Egypt for its own benefit — the spread of Communism.
As aresult of the conflict in 1956 and the Aswan Dam project, Egypt had permanently sided
with the Soviet Union and had become dependent for aid and military supplies. In turn, the United
States, who previously had remained relatively neutral regarding Middle East diplomacy, decided to
fund and supply Israel. This action was in retaiation to block the sudden Communist influences
surfacing in Egypt. Two world powers were asserting control over their respective beneficiaries.
Nevertheless, Egypt continued to maintain its ultimate desire — the destruction of Israel. 1n 1964, the
second Arab Summit Conference declared its goal of eliminating Israel, increasing the size of its
armed forces, and diverting the waters from the Jordan River before they reached the Sea of Galilee.’
Israel had begun work on a national water project that entailed diverting water from the Sea for
irrigation to other parts of the country. Nasser feared that an irrigated desert would support an
additional three million Jewish immigrants and strengthen Israel’s control of Palestine. Since his
primary intent was to liberate Palestine from Jewish inhabitation, Nasser, with the help of the newly
formed Palestine Liberation Organization, employed methods of sabotage to derail Isragl’ s irrigation
project.’
During the early 1960's, tensions escalated. The unsanctioned activation of Israel’s use of
the Sea of Galilee as a national water supplier received unfavorable responses. As border attacks
intensified, Egypt joined forces with Syria and Jordan. Egypt and Syria signed a five year defense

agreement, thus providing military support to prevent future conflicts. The continued presence of the
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United Nations Security Forces prevented any direct military confrontations. As Arab propaganda
against Israel increased, Nasser became more determined to free Arab lands from the constant |sraeli
threat. He supported Palestinian guerrillas who attacked troops and civilians on Israeli soil and
allowed the antagonists to retreat to the Egyptian controlled Gaza Strip. In retaliation, Israel
destroyed the village of Samu in Jordan and threatened to overthrow the Syrian government if the
guerrillas refused to cease their terrorist activities.™

The Soviet Union also warned Egypt that the Israglis had mobilized their troops and were
poised on the border of Syria™® Unknown to Nasser, this information was incorrect, and Russia was
acting as the catalyst to provoke further confrontations. Many theories have been formulated
regarding the reasoning behind the Soviet’s intentions. If Egypt accomplished a resounding defeat
against Israel, proof would be established that Russian military armaments were superior to those of
the United States. A direct confrontation and victory over a non-Communist, United States
supported country would further prove the overall military superiority of Russia. Initialy, Nasser
believed that a substantial Egyptian military presence at the Isragli border would deter any large-
scale attacks by either country. A great deal of political pressure was placed on Nasser to remove the
Security Forces controlling the Gaza Strip and the Suez Cana because it would have been difficult
for Egypt to abide by its pact with Syria and provide military aid if those Forces remained in the
Middle East. To solidify his perceived position as the Arab World leader, Nasser proclaimed, “We
shall not enter Palestine with its soil covered in sand. We shall enter it with its soil saturated in
blood.”*® This statement was pronounced by a man who was required to protect Arab lands and to

eradicate Israel without attempting compromise.
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As aresult of his actions, Nasser was predominately responsible for the Six Day War that
occurred in 1967. Upon the removal of the Security Forces, Nasser signed defense agreements with
Jordan and Irag, and declared that he was closing the Strait of Tiran, which connected the Gulf of
Agaba and the Red Sea, to Israeli shipping. Although his threat never materialized, the possibility of
this economic crippling action forced Israel to retaliate.’ At this point, President Nasser was forced
to compromise and had to appease the United Nations, the Arab states, and the Soviet Union. In
order to promote an outward appearance as peacekeepers, the United States and the Soviet Union
both denounced any military action. Egyptian and Isragli leaders met with American President
Lyndon Johnson who encouraged free passage through the Gulf of Agaba; however, no compromise
or unilateral agreement was reached.

Nasser publicly denied that Egypt would be the first country to instigate war, but his actions
and comments contradicted this denial. During May, 1967, he reaffirmed his mission, “[The Arab
people’ s| basic objective will be the destruction of Israel. The Arab people want to fight. We will
not accept any . . . coexistence with Isragl. . . Today the issue is not the establishment of peace
between the Arab states and Isragl . . . The war with Israel isin effect.”* Nasser relished his position
as leader of the Arab World and was required by popular mandate to defeat Israel and eradicate her
people. He reflected the Arab feeling that the Israglis did not belong on Arab soil. The appropriate
condemnations were uttered, and Nasser bowed to the Arab pressures and expectations associated
with removing the Security Forces from Egypt. Nevertheless, the President failed to anticipate the
reactions his strategies would have on Israel. Because Nasser threatened to impede Isragl’ s economy
by closing the Straits of Tiran, the Israglis viewed this provocation seriously and chose to

aggressively defend their livelihood. Nasser, however, underestimated Israel’s capabilities. In fact,
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Nasser was convinced that in the event of an outbreak of war, the ratio of forces and the states of
preparedness of his forces guaranteed Egypt military success.'®

When presented with the plan to strike Israel first, Nasser indecisively contemplated two
possible scenarios. immediate Egyptian offensive attack or possible diplomatic solution. Asked by
his Free Officer colleagues when Israel would attack, Nasser replied, “. . . six to eight months, if that.
The Israelis would never move without permission from the Americans, and the Americans have
been stymied by the Soviets.”'" Israel realized its precarious situation of facing war with not only
Egypt, but also with Syria and Jordan. The possibility of victory was marginal; however, initial
devastating attacks and rapid coordinated troop movements were necessary for Isragl to defeat its
enemies. Egypt had assumed the role of the primary aggressor and was responsible for carrying out
its threats. Nevertheless, Nasser hesitated to attack Isragl and allowed the Israelis to offensively
strike. On June 3, 1967, Israel launched attacks on Egypt, Syria, and Jordan. During the first three
hours of the conflict, over three hundred Egyptian aircraft were destroyed which represented
approximately seventy five percent of the country’s air force. The Israelis proceeded into Syria, and
by June 8, they had reached the Suez Canal. Even though both sides accepted a United Nations
cease-fire agreement by June 11, Israel had utterly defeated the Arabs. Within six days of fierce
fighting, over twenty thousands Arab soldiers were killed, and there were more than five hundred
thousand new Syrian and Egyptian refugees. The Israglis occupied the area from the Suez Canal to
the Jordan River, as well as the Syrian Golan Heights.'® These acquisitions realigned hostile borders
and improved Israel’s strategic defense of the heavily populated Jewish areas. Although several

Egyptian military leaders had requested the initiation of attacks against Israel, Nasser refused to
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comply. Hisdecision led to the defeat within the Arab world — the I sraglis were not vanguished from
their sanctioned land, and they had acquired additional Arab territories. One of the most important
aspects of the “Six Day War” was the initial destruction of the Egyptian air force. With countless
threats and actions against his enemy, Nasser’s lack of adequate preparation and defense of his key
military installations was inexcusable. Immediately following Egypt's defeat, Nasser accepted

ultimate responsibility for Egypt’s losses and resigned as President.™®
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President Nasser never fully understood or anticipated the reactions that his actions would
have on the world. While enjoying the popularity of the Egyptian people, Nasser rashly voiced
ultimatums and brashly threatened his enemies with his military prowess. Unfortunately, when the
need to declare war and attack was imminent, Nasser faltered in his primary responsibilities as
President of Egypt. While trying to appease not only the United States, Russia, and the United
Nations, Nasser underestimated Isragl’s popularity, thus bringing the warring nations closer to the
brink of conflict. Nasser’s inability to compromise led Egypt down the path of destruction and

ultimate defeat.
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