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Preface

The impetus for this research project was an attempt to glean a better understanding ofthe

Arab-Israeli conflict, particularly from the context ofhow the June 1967 Six Day War shaped the

political environment of that region of the Middle East. In the process I found that the scope of

the conflict is vast and complex. The Six Day War as an event that shaped the Middle East is a

well researched and discussed topic with numerous opinions. Most agree that the Six Day War

had a significant impact on the Arab-Israeli conflict in the Middle East. The fact that peace talks

between the Israelis and Palestinians center on the disposition ofthe occupied territories I felt

warranted a further examination into how the Six Day War brought this situation into existence.

I would like to acknowledge the patience ofmy wife Joanna and my son Jackson, who put uP.

with my long hours of seclusion and the late nights. I would also like to acknowledge the

assistance received from the superb staff at Grays Research Center who helped me track down a

good many sources and provided editorial assistance. I would also be remiss if I did not thank

the assistance, mentorship, and guidance received from Dr. Douglas E. Streusand, whom was

invaluable in helping me wrap my brain around this complex problem and showed an

extraordinary amount ofpatience as I tried to understand such an important event in the Middle

East.
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Executive Summary

Title: The 1967 Six Day War Fundamentally Changed the Political Landscape ofthe Arab­
Israeli Conflict

Author: Major Jhake Elmamuwaldi, United States Marine Corps

Thesis: The 1967 Arab-Israeli Six Day War was a watershed moment that re-shaped the nature
of the Palestinian-Arab-Israeli conflict.

Discussion: The lands ofPalestine have been historically contested lands because of their
religious and in some cases strategic significance. Palestine has passed through many hands over
the centuries, the most recent occupants - the Israelis have been the most divisive. The Zionist
movement that gave birth to the lands of Israel set the Arabs against the Israelis in what has

\

become the Arab-Israeli conflict. We can see the results of this conflict today in the news, be it
historic peace negotiations at Camp David or the violence associated with the occupation of the
Gaza Strip and the West Ban1e When looking at the genesis of this conflict, it is easy to
recognize the historical roots ofthe conflict over such religiously significant real estate.
Nonetheless, despite the millennia old dispute over the holy lands. There has been one event that
established a new framework for the conflict we now see taking place in Israel and the occupied
territories. This event was the 1967 Arab-Israeli Six Day War. The Six Day War was a
watershed moment in the course of the Arab-Israeli conflict and the political impacts of this
event fundamentally altered the political landscape for the Israelis, Palestinians, Arab states, the
United States, and Soviet Union.

Conclusion: The 1967 Six Day War undoubtedly altered the political landscape of the Arab­
Israeli War. On a micro level it had a lasting effect on the politics of the Israelis and the
Palestinians. On a macro level, it altered the regional politics and diplomacy regarding Israel;
and set the stage for the long term involvement of the United States in the conflict and the loss of
influence of the Soviet Union in the region.
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INTRODUCTION

The headline reads, "Unilateral Withdrawal: ANew Phase in Israel's Approach to the

Palestinian Question,,,l or the article reads, "Israelis plan to build wall against terrorism.,,2 These

are but a small sample of the contemporary state of the Arab-Israeli conflict, which has existed

for more than six decades. The conflict is complex. The scope of the conflict spans far beyond

Israel, Palestine, and the Middle East. Primarily referred to as the Arab-Israeli conflict; it has

also been called the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It is interesting to note how the descriptive title

of the conflict so easily vacillates between the Arab-Israeli and Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Both

are accurate descriptions.~ What has been lost in the news bulletins on the conflict is the

recognition that there are two dimensions driving the conflict. The first is the interstate conflict

between Israel and the Arab states. Second and most importantly, there is the inter-communal

conflict taking place in Israel and the occupied territories between the Israelis and the

Palestinians.3 The factors that have gone into forming this complex conflict have their basis on a

set of events that are dots on a timeline. Looking at the timeline, it is evident that there have

been "trigger" events that have had strategic implications. The 1967 Arab-Israeli Six Day War is

one such moment. The Six Day War was a watershed moment that altered the course of the

Arab-Israeli conflict by changing the political environment for the Israelis, the Palestinians, the

Arab countries of Egypt, Jordan, and Syria, and the Cold War superpowers. To grasp how the

Six Day War had such a significant impact on the conflict and the politics on a micro and macro

level, it is first necessary to understand the history that gave birth to the conflict.
\
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HISTORICAL CONTEXT

The Significance of Palestine

To understand how the Six Day War altered the political landscape of the Arab-Israeli

conflict, it is first necessary to examine the historical roots. The history of the conflict between

the Israelis and Arabs in Palestine is much older than recent events would indicate. The Dome of

the Rock, established by the Umayyad caliph in 691 serve to make Jerusalem one of the most

sacred cities in Islam - surpassed only by Mecca and Medina.4 This makes Jerusalem one of the

most prized pieces of real estate for Israelis, Christians, and Muslims. Even as Zionist settlement

\

was taking place in Palestine, business, trade and employment relations remained relatively

neighborly. The emergence of opposition to Zionism prior to World War I was in part a

response to Zionist immigration and land purchases.s There was an underlying concern that the

Zionist would move in, take control, and there would be no room for· the Palestinians. The Arab

fears became reality as the Zionist movement gained momentum in Europe and the United

States.6 The fall of the Ottoman Empire following World War I would change the status quo.

The 1917 Balfour Declaration and the British Mandate over Palestine would serve to set the

conditions for a new era of conflict over Palestine by giving Zionist a reason to believe that Eretz

Israel could become reality through the British.7

Communal Wars and the British Mandate

In the latter part ofWorld War I, the British defeated the Ottoman army in Jerusalem,

which resulted in British control ofPalestine in 1917. During November of that same year,
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Arthur Balfour drafted the fateful Balfour Declaration and despite the controversy surrounding

the document, reinforced the idea of a Zionist homeland in Palestine.s The Palestinian Arabs

also had national aspirations and for the first time in many centuries, it looked possible. Instead,

what the Arab Palestinians received was the loss of status as Muslims in the Ottoman Empire and

the world powers focusing on the establishment of a "Jewish National Home.,,9 The Balfour

Declaration and an inability to stop Jewish immigration created increasing tensions between

Palestinians and Israelis. During the 1920s and 30s, Palestine was rocked by a series ofviolent

acts, including anti-Jewish riots, The Wailing Wall incidents of 1929, and the 1937 Arab

Rebellion. lO These disturbances spawned a British inquiry to look into the Palestine "problem."

In the lead up to World War II, it would become painfully evident to the British that they needed

to resolve this situation so that they could tum their attention to the war in Europe. 11

Following World War II, Great Britain was feeling economic and political pressures over

its imperial holdings. The growing conflict between Arabs, Zionists, and the British

Administration pressured the British into terminating its mandate over Palestine on May 15,

1948.12 During the same period, the United Nations Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP)

determined that the British Mandate should end with the establishment of two states in Palestine

- one Palestinian, the other Zionist. 13 For the Arabs, a Zionist state in Palestine was an

anathema. Israelis, who had seen the Arab response to Zionism through violent confrontation

under the Mufti14
, also recognized the powder keg the UNSCOP had lit. This raised the stakes for

Arab and Zionist leaders, who became increasingly convinced that Palestine would be resolved

by armed conflict. 1s The level ofviolence in the communal war increased significantly as the

British prepared for their withdrawal from Palestine and the Palestinians and Israelis struggled
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for supremacyI6. On May 14,1948, the British ended its mandate in Palestine, the Arabs would

move to establish control ofPalestine and initiate the 1948 Arab-Israeli War. I?

The First Arab-Israeli War of 1948

The Arab-Israeli War of 1947-48 firmly established the independent Jewish state: 18 For

the Arabs, the war was an abysmal failure and was given the name the Palestinian Catastrophe.

The Israelis not only succeeded in creating their own independent state, they acquired more land

then defined by the UN partition plan. The western bank ofthe Jordan River, including

Jerusalem came under the control ofTransjordan. Additionally, large segments ofthe

Palestinian population became refugees in Jordan and the Gaza Strip. Given this outcome, it is

of little surprise that tension between the Israelis and Arabs remained high and set the condition

for the 1956 Suez-Tripartite War.

The Suez-Tripartite War of 1956

Despite Israel's victory in 1948, the violence in Palestine continued. Exacerbating the

situation were the Lavon Affair19
, the fedayeen raids into Israel from the Egypt controlled Gaza

strip, the heavy-handed retaliatory tactics used by the Israelis against the Palestinians, and the

political brinksmanship by Egyptian President Abdul Nasser.2o The nationalization of the Suez

Canal by Nasser in late July of 1956 was the spark that ignited the Israeli, French, and British

invasion of Egypt.21 Galvanized by the military agreements between Egypt, Syria, and Saudi

Arabia and reassured by support from France and Great Britain via the Tripartite Agreement.
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Israeli forces invaded Egypt's territory on 30 October 1956.22 Although the closure of the Suez

Canal was the catalyst for the conflict, Israel's objectives centered on removing Nasser from

power, the destruction of the Egyptian army, reopening the Suez Canals and the Straits ofTiran,

and to force Arab leaders back to the negotiation tables over the status ofIsrael in Palestine.23

Overall, 1956 Suez War did little to change the status quo as both sides claimed victory in the

outcome. Israel did not achieve all of its objectives, but it did accomplish the goal ofreopening

the Straits ofTiran and the Suez Canal with minimal casualties. For the Arabs, President Nasser

was able to use the Israeli-French-British attack to show how the Western imperial powers

sought to control the Arab world. This strengthened Nasser's cause ofArab Nationalism and

sparked the creation of the United Arab Republic in 1958.24 The festering problem of the Zionist

state in Palestine continued to give Arabs cause for violent action against the Israelis.

The Six Day War

National survival was the basis for Israel's preemptive attack that initiated the Six Day

War.25 A number of regional factors shaped the decision for Israel to start the Six Day War. The

continued border clashes with Syria, disputes with Jordan over water rights, and the close

proximity ofIsraeli cities to Arab artillery, put the Israeli leadership under immense pressure to

act before the Arabs could consolidate their military might and "drive the Israelis into the sea.,,26

On 21 May, history would repeat itself; Nasser once again shut down the Straits ofTiran and

prevented Israel bound ships from entering the Gulf ofAquaba.27 In the Egyptian Sinai, Nasser

took the provocative steps ofnot only sending troops and armor to the Israeli border with Sinai,

he also demanded the withdrawal of the United Nation's Emergency Force (UNEF) managing
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the cease fire along the Egyptian-Israeli border.28 The troop movements by Egypt,alongwith

mutual defense pacts between Egypt and Syria, and Egypt and Jordan prompted Israel to call up

its own reserve troops and position forces along the border with Egypt.29 On June 5, 1967, Israel

started the Six Day War by initiating air strikes against Egypt, Jordan, and Syria. Israel

succeeded in every facet of the war, from the initial air strikes, to the campaigns in the Sinai, the

West Bank, and Syria to a degree that surprised even the Israelis.3o By June 10, Israel occupied

three times the land it had occupied before June 5. Israel would also be responsible for more

than one million additional Arab Palestinians, controlled the holy city of Jerusalem, the strategic

grounds ofthe Golan Heights, the Gaza Strip, and all ofthe Sinai Peninsula to the Suez Cana1.31

Writ large, this victory would have implications that provided fuel for future conflicts and re­

shape the Middle East for the next six decades.

THE POLITICAL RESHAPING OF THE ARAB-ISRAELI CONFLICT

The Six Day War took an already complex problem in the Middle East and added an

additional layer of complexity that shaped the future ofthe conflict. For the Arabs, whom been

thrice defeated by the Israelis, the political consequences of this stunning defeat served to shape

the region in the future. The Arabs viewed the existence of Israel as illegitimate and conveyed

this message through rhetoric advocating the destruction ofIsrael and provocative actions.32 The

war also had important implications for the Soviet Union and the United States, Cold War

superpower that desired greater influence in the Middle East.33 For the Israelis the Six Day War

was a catalyst for change both in terms of domestic politics in their regional and international
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diplomacy34. Israel's victory also placed enormous pressure on the Palestinians, which sparked

political change.35

The Israelis

The Six Day War was a decisive military defeat of the Arabs and provided the Israelis a

new set ofmles from which to deal with the Palestinians and the Arab states.36 The victory

expanded Israel, which also sparked a political debate within Israel on how to best deal with the

newly acquired territory and address the residual national security concern.37 This was part of

the lengthy internal debate in Israel on the composition of the lands of Israel. The traditional

Zionist concept ofEretz Israel did not view the lands occupied after the 1948 war of

independence as the entirety ofthe Jewish homeland. The 1967 War opened the door for those
/

desiring to expand the larids ofIsrael and create a "greater IsraeL" At the same time, competing

with this desire for expansion (or the inclusion of all of the lands believed to be part of the Eretz

Israef), was the Arab threat.38 The Six Day War in one fell swoop addressed both ofthese

issues. The capture of the Sinai Peninsula, the Golan Heights, and the Western Bank area, added

an additional 42,000 square miles ofland between Israel at their Arab opponents.39 "The

occupied territories were the collateral which Israel would agree to trade only in return for a true

and comprehensive settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict.,,4o Yet, the simplicity of this solution

failed to take into account several contributing factors that served to maintain the status quo post-

1967. The first is the Arab's unwillingness to agree to such a proposal. The second is the

political undercurrent in Israel itself. The Six Day War created the occupied territories, which

intensified the political debate in Israel.
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This debate primarily centered on the political factions within Israel deciding on how to

best deal with the occupied territories. On one side was the left wing dominated by the Labor

Party. Led by the Mapai faction, Labor Party interests in the lands acquired during the Six Day

War centered on using the newly acquired land as collateral in a viable peace agreement.41 On

the other side was the right wing, dominated primarily by the Herut party.42 The Herut were

opposed the idea ofland for peace. Right wing ideology leaned toward traditional Zionism,

which believes that the newly acquired territories are part ofEretz Israel.43 Prior to the Six Day

War, the right wing was an almost insignificant political factor in Israel and at one point

performed so poorly in the Knesset that they controlled a mere eight seats. Nonetheless, like a

phoenix, the right wing rose from the ashes and became a prominent political force in

determining the disposition of the occupied territories.44 The crises leading to the Six Day War

would be the catalyst to bring the Herut party into the national spotlight, and a series ofpolitical

maneuvers by the leader Menachem Begin served to strengthen Herut's influence. This resulted

in the establishment ofthe Likud coalition.45 By 1977, the Likud party assumed dominance in

the Knesset.46 The close alignment ofMenachem Begin, leader of the Likud Party with the

"-

Revisionist Zionist ideology strikes right at the heart of Israel's dilemma with the occupied

territories. Revisionist Zionist has an inflexible and unwavering belief in the destiny of Israelis

to Eretz Israel; the integrity ofthe lands leaves no room for compromise with the Arabs.47 This

stands in stark contrast with the Labor party whose willingness to trade land for security as

advocated by the highly influential Allon Plan.48 These competing political views shaped the

debate on the occupied territories.

The question ofwhat to do with the occupied territories remains a salient factor in Israeli

politics today as it did following the Six Day War. This is particularly the case with the more
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than 1.5 million Arab Palestinians living in the occupied territories of the Gaza Strip and West

Bank.49 Initially, the Israelis did not deign to be involved in the affairs ofthe Palestinians. At

the same time, the Palestinian refugee problem was central to the conflict. This placed the Israeli

leadership in a dilemma both internally and internationally. If the Israeli leadership were to grant

the Palestinians living in the occupied territories citizenship, they risk diluting the Jewish

character of the state. On the other hand, the denial of citizenship to the Palestinians in the

occupied lands made them a political liability. 50 The occupation resulting from the Six Day War,
I

and Israel's inability to solve the problem will result in one of the longest occupations in the

twentieth century. 51 Israel's inability to resolve this issue over the years would become the cause

celeb in the Middle East. States opposed to Israel, as well as non-state actors would use this

situation to discredit Israel in the eyes of the international community and as an excuse for

terrorist actions worldwide against Israel and its allies.

The Palestinians

The outcome of the Six Day War served to shake up the Palestinian reliance on

their Arab neighbors and was a powerful catalyst in the awakening ofPalestinian Nationalism.52

Not only did the Arab states fail to liberate the Palestinian people as promised, they lost

additional territory to the Israelis.53 There is the Palestinian view that Zionist not only acted

illegally when Israel was established, but exacerbated the situation with the additional

occupation and annexation oflands following the Six Day War.54 This created an opportunity

for the militant and ideological Palestinian leadership, whom did not feel obliged to adhere to the

timelines and strategic goals of the Arab states, to playa more dominant role in Palestinian
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affairs. 55 No longer beholden to the Arab states, Palestinians could now focus on their conflict

with Israel with less interference from the Arab states. The Six Day War exposed the weakness

of the Arab-Palestinian relationship and changed it in a number of ways. Foremost, the war

created tensions between the emergent Palestinian national movement and the Arab countries. It

exposed the fundamental rift between the Arabs - who were willing to negotiate with Israel over

Palestinian lands for their own peace, but unwilling to stand up to the Israelis to ensure that the

Palestinians established their own independent homeland. 56

This rift created an opening, which transformed the Palestinian Liberation Organization

(PLO) into viable natiomil political entity. 57 Created in 1964, the PLO and the militant arm of

the PLO, the Palestinian Liberation Army (PLA) became more violently opposed to Israeli

occupation after the Six Day War. 58 In the immediate aftermath of the war, the numerous

Palestinian guerrilla organizations became more active against the Israelis occupying the Gaza

Strip and West Bank:. The most successful ofthese organizations was al-Fatah, led by Yasir

Arafat,59 Arafat's rise in prominence from leader of al-Fatah to the leader of the PLO is

attributable to the Six Day War. He gained prominence as a Palestinian leader when Israel

attempted to conduct strikes on an al-Fatah training camp in Karama, Jordan and suffered

heavily losses from Arafat's forces as a result,6o

The rise of the PLO as both a militant and political organization is attributable to the

failure ofthe Arab States in the 1967 War.61 One of those lasting impacts was the rise ofArafat

to the position ofleadership within the PLO - an individual that chartered the course of the PLO,

the Arab-Israeli conflict, and the Palestinians for more than 40 decades.62 Another was the

clashes that occurred between Israel and its Arab neighbors resulting from the activities of

guerilla Palestinian organizations bent on political change through violence.63
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The lack of an effective governing body in the occupied territories provided the PLO an

opportunity to assume the characteristics of a Palestinian government. The PLO would assume

governmental roles such as the management of schools and hospitals, as well as agencies to

provide social services. 64 In the 1980s, Palestinian society continued to evolve as political and

governing institutions progressed.65 Despite the internal political growth, the Palestinians were

making little political progress and the restrictions placed on the Palestinians by the Israelis

created a great deal of disillusionment with the status quO.66 This sparked the first spontaneous

uprising against Israeli occupation known as the First Intifada. Highlighted by riots, mass

protests, and civil disobedience there would be a number of long-term affects the intifada

produced.67 It made the continued occupation of Gaza and the West Bank less tenable. It also

raised the confidence level of the Palestinians - particularly in their ability to act in concert as a

political community. Most importantly, the First Intifada raised international awareness of the

Palestinian cause and made Israeli occupation less popular throughout the world.68

The Regional Impacts

The Arab regimes that faced defeat in 1967 came into power during the 1950s, following

their first defeat in the 1948 war. The 1967 loss rocked the Arab perception of their ability to

deal with the Israelis on military terms.69 The need to recover from this humiliating defeat

galvanized Arab leaders to save face by showing defiance in the face of Israeli demands for

peace based upon the new situation. In the early days ofthe war's conclusion, Israel made it

known through the United States that it desired direct talks with the Arab states on the full

withdraw from the occupied territories on the basis of a permanent peace.70 Arab pride and

insistence by the hard-liners in Syria and Egypt generated political pressure to push for the
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immediate withdrawal ofIsrae1 and no negotiation with IsraeL71 TheAugust 1967 resolution

drafted by the Arabs at the Khartoum summit summarizes their attitude towards Israel: 1) no

peace with Israel, 2) no recognition ofIsrael, and 3) no negotiations with IsraeL72 The Arabs

where shown by the Six Day War that they lack the military means to achieve their political

objectives, this left them to resort to an increased diplomatic effort both inter-Arab and

intemationally.73 This changed the attitude of the Arab majority, which consisted primarily of

the moderates focused on a unified intemational diplomatic effort and greater political unity

among the Arab participants. The moderate solution was predicated on changing the Arab stance

by ending the calls for the destruction ofIsrael (although the hard-liners advocated guerilla

warfare as a mean~ to force Israel to relinquish its gains).74 The leaders of the Arab countries

directly involved in the Six Day War, were under immense intemal political pressure.

Egypt

President Nasser rose to prominence following the Egyptian defeat in the 1948 Arab­

Israeli War. During his career as political leader ofEgypt and in many respects de facto leader

of Arab Nationalism in the Middle East. He established a secular political ideology based upon

Arab unity and nationalism known as Nasserism.75 The outcome ofthe Six Day War would be a

political disaster for Nasser. Internally, there would be considerable political shakeup in the

Egyptian political structure resulting from the Egyptian Armies complete route in the Sinai.76

Despite this setback, Nasser remained one of the most popular and influential politicians in the

Middle East (he attempted to resign after the disaster ofthe Six Day War, but was called back

into office through massive popular support by the Egyptian population).77 The Six Day War

was a tuming point for Nasser. The loss of the Suez and the tax on cargo passing through, along
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- with the loss ofthe oil producing Sinai weakened Nasser domestically.78 Nasser, in an attempt to

salvage Egyptian pride and to show that Egypt still had a credible fighting force, engaged Israel

in a low intensity conflict in the Suez that became the War ofAttrition.79

The relationships with his Arab allies, in particular Syria and Jordan also changed. On

the exterior the Arab allies continued to show solidarity in their cause against the Israelis, but

internally the Six Day War exposed the cracks in the relationship.80 Nasser became more closely

aligned with Jordan's King Hussein following the war, his willingness to accept UN Resolution

242 resulted in a split with Syria and other hard-liners on the issue of the occupied territories.8!

Nasser's untimely death in 1970 would effectively end Nasserism82 and usher in a new era for

the Egyptians under Anwar Sadat. Sadat's early attempts at negotiating peace would not meet

success, and it would be under Sadat's leadership that Israel would face tactical and operational

defeats at the hands of the Arabs in the October 1973 Yom Kippur War.83 The Yom Kippur War

would be the last major conflict between the Egyptians and Israelis. Relations between Egypt

and Israel would normalize to a degree to allow for peace talks. The Camp David Accords

would be the first ardent attempt to solve the occupied territories. Although the Accords failed

to resolve the situation in the occupied territories. Anwar Sadat and Israeli Prime Minister

Menachem Begin would sign a lasting peace agreement in 1978.84

Jordan

Jordanian politics post-1967 was schizophrenic in its relationship with the Palestinians.

On one hand, Jordan feared the potential affects an independent Palestine might have on its own

Palestinian population, while at the same time Jordan's Arabness obligated it to support the

Palestinian cause.85 Thus, King Hussein's political destiny following Jordan's defeat in the Six
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Day War related to the Palestinians in two areas; the first is the Palestinian refugee problem, the

second is guerilla activities by the PLO that originated from Jordan. 86 Given the level of

interaction between the Palestinians and Jordan over the centuries, the presence ofPalestinians in

Jordan and in the West Bank influenced Jordan's domestic politics and diplomacy. As the last

six decades have shown, one of the most enduring issues resulting from the Six Day War has

been that ofthe Palestinian refugee - an issue that has defied local, regional, and international

efforts to solve. Following the Six Day War, roughly one-quarter ofthe Palestinian population

living in the West Bank fled across the Jordan River into Jordan.8? As a supporter ofthe

Palestinian cause, Jordan begrudgingly accepted these refugees and the political and economic

cost of sheltering the Palestinians - a people that the Jordanians did not desire incorporate into

Jordan. Jordan for all of its rhetoric has never desired the existence of an independent

Palestinian state. When Jordan had authority for the West Bank during the British Mandate,

Jordan stifled the development of the Palestinian political structure to keep it in check; resulting

in a weak and often splintered Palestinian political institution operating under Jordanian

authority. 88

The Six Day War and the emergence of a strong political PLO changed the situation and

placed an additional and unwanted burden on Jordan. Many of the guerilla organizations that

fled the West Bank turned Jordan into their base of operations. This put Jordan in direct military

conflict with Israel, as Israel conducted retaliatory strikes on the guerilla bases in sovereign

Jordanian territory.89 This represented a serious problem for Jordan's domestic authority and

threatened to undermine King Hussein's government. King Hussein confronted this issue head

on by sending in the Jordanian Army on September 1970 against the Palestinian guerilla

organizations based in Jordan. The result of this attempt to restore Jordanian sovereignty is
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known as Black September. The Jordanian armYikilled thousands ofPalestinians and the

militant Palestinian organizations were mercilessly hunted throughout Jordan until they relocated

their base of operations to Syria and Lebanon.9o King Hussein's actions in dealing with the

Palestinian guerilla organizations strained relations between Jordan and many of its Arab

partners to include Syria, Libya, Iraq, and Kuwait. 91 Jordan's willingness to act against the PLO

(and by extension the Palestinian people), reflects a shift in Jordan's political objectives with

regard to the Arab-Israeli conflict. Despite the cost of supporting the Palestinian refugees,

Jordanian focus shifted to the internal politics of the state - principally a focus on their domestic

political and military agendas. The refugee problem would keep Jordan invested in the

Palestinian-Israeli problem, but Jordan worked through its international partners to address

Jordanian desires.

Syria

Syria was more politically militant and ideologically opposed to Zionism and often

engaged Israel in low intensity acts of aggression in the period leading to the Six Day War.

Unlike the Egyptian-Israeli border, Syria did not have the UN keeping the peace on the border. 92

Syria did not fare much better in its participation in the Six Day War. Syria was the last country

to declare a cease-fire in the conflict, its loss ofpride, military capability, and the strategic Golan

Heights would sharpen the defeat. 93 Syria's defeat would do little to lessen the militant and

antagonistic relationship between Syria and Israel. Simultaneous with Syria's external conflict

with Israel, it was also dealing with significant internal political strife. As early as 1968, the

ruling Baath party in Syria began to splinter because of a difference in ideological approach to

Syria's future. The dispute largely centered on General Hafez Assad's desire to promote security

i
r-
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through closer ties with other Arab countries and Saleh Jadid who sought a radical

transfonnation ofthe country, rejection ofArab regimes that sought compromise with Israel, and

the rejection of a Syrian peace agreement with the state ofIsrael.94 This internal conflict would

eventualIyJfind resolution and Assad would assume control of Syria and usher in an era ofmore

moderate internal politics and closer relations with other Arab states.95 These internal changes in

the Syrian politics shaped the Syrian approach to the occupied territories, the Palestinians, and

Israel. Assad sought to control Arafat and the PLO by backing rival groups to Fatah and by

denying the PLO operations from Syria.96 Syria under Assad desired to bring Jordan, Lebanon,

and the PLO under Syrian leadership in order to have greater voice in the diplomatic process in

the Middle East. Control ofthe PLO was one such way of obtaining more bargaining power. As

the PLO's handler, Assad could prevent any settlement of the Palestinian-Israeli problem that

failed to further Syria's bid for regional hegemony.97 Syria sought to capitalize on the results of

the Six Day War in order to further its own political agenda. Much like Egypt and Jordan,

Syria's focus after the Six Day War became more self-serving. Solutions to the Palestinian­

Israeli conflict gained little traction with the Syrians if it did not serve their national objectives.

United States and Soviet Union

The international affect of the Six Day War is evident in its impact on the United States

and the Soviet Union. For the United States and Soviet Union, two countries locked in the throes

ofthe Cold War, the Middle East was another theater of operations. For the United States, the

need to curb the spreading influence of communism along with an increased recognition of the

strategic significance of the Middle East served to drive the American interest in the Middle

East.98 The Soviet Union found itself in a similar position as it tried to spread communism
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throughout the Middle East. The Soviet Union recognized the potential to shape events in the

Middle East as the countries in that region of the world shifted away from the imperialism.

Soviet strategy in the region has been one of support to the Arab states in alignment against

Israel and the Western imperialist. 99

In the period before 1948, the United States did not fully support Israel and its actions in

the Middle East. This is primarilybecause conflict interfered with American economic and

political ambitions in the region. The Soviet Union on the other hand saw conflict as a means

towards greater influence through arms sales and political upheaval. The positions taken by the

United States and Soviet Union before the 1948 war reflect these goals ofthe superpowers in the

region. In the days leading to the 1948 conflict, the United States would impose an arms

embargo against the Israelis in Palestine. Conversely, the Soviet Union was the sole country to

offer its military and political support Israel during this critical period. 100

By 1967, the United States formed a closer bond with Israel and sought to benefit

economically by establishing peace and the partnerships with Israel and pro-western Arab

regimes. lOI The Soviet Union saw benefit from keeping the region in conflict and in the removal

of the Middle East monarchies and the denial of democracy. 102 The 1967 Six Day War provided

the perfect backdrop for these two great powers as they vied for dominance in the region.

The United States did not support Israel's occupation and annexation ofthe lands

captured in the Six Day War. Instead, the role of the United States in the post-1967 environment

was predicated on the peaceful co-existence of Israel with its Arab neighbors within the borders

established after 1948. The United States desired peace in the region based on the status quo,

thus land for peace became a key aspect in American diplomacy towards resolving the Arab­

Israeli conflict. I03 Conversely, the Soviet Union saw benefit in supporting the Arabs against
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Israel, which also served to discredit the impartiality of the United States and the Western

powers. 104

The 1967 war forced American politicians to walk a tight rope in the Middle East. The

United States needed to balance American economic and political interests in the region and its

support for Israel, while simultaneously appearing impartial when dealing with the Arab-Israeli

conflict105
• The Six Day War was a disaster for the Soviet Union and its attempt to spread its

influence in the region. A vast majority ofthe equipment supplied to the Arabs by the Soviet

Union was lost or destroyed in the 1967 conflict and this undermined Soviet efforts as a military

backer ofArabs in the Middle East. 106 The political upheaval that Egypt and Syria experienced

because ofthe Arab loss in the 1967 war played a role in undermining Soviet influence as a

political and military backer for those nations. 107 The events of the 1967 war raised the
)

possibility of a further destabilized Middle East, thus it became necessary for the United States

and Soviet Union to establish a suitable framework to begin peace talks in the Middle East. l08

The attempts by the Americans and Soviet Union in finding a solution to the conflict have all

fallen short due to an inability to find an agreeable solution to the occupied territories. Early

attempts such as UN Resolution 242, the Rogers Plan of 1969 and 1970 all failed to gain traction

in forming a lasting peace agreement. Peace between Israel and its neighbors was made because

of the work of the United States and Soviet Union to bring the principal participants in the Six

Day War to the negotiation table. The long pole in the tent towards lasting peace between

Israelis and the Palestinians remains the dispute over the occupied territories and the internal

political conflicts that drive the Israelis and Palestinians.

CONCLUSION
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The Six Day War has been the single most important event to shape the Arab-Israeli

conflict since the establishment of the state ofIsrael. This statement has its basis centered on the

fact that the single most important change the Six Day War made on the region was in reshaping

ofMiddle East politics through the acquisition of the Sinai Peninsula, the West Bank, and the

Golan Heights by the Israelis. The founding of the Zionist state of Israel in lands viewed by

Muslims, Christians, and Israelis alike as holy land, created significant tension in the region.

The Six Day War escalated this conflict and shifted the focus from the existence of the Jewish

state to the occupied temtories and the Palestinian refugees. The result of this was a political

shift by both the Arabs and the Israelis that left little room for compromise. For the Israeli, the

Six day War created an internal debate in Israel over the desire to retain the land as part ofEretz

Israel and the potential security and peace returning the land could create. It also changed the

nature of the threat to Israel. Prior to the Six Day War, the threat to Israel was the Arab states.

By winning the war, Israel changed the nature of the threat from the armies of the surrounding

Arab states to militant Palestinians living in the occupied temtories.

For the Palestinians, the Six Day War was an awakening. Prior to the Six Day War, there

was a beliefby the Palestinians that the Arabs were in full support of an independent Palestinian

homeland. The Six Day War showed the Palestinians that the burden of effort would have to be

borne on the shoulders ofPalestinians. This change gave rise to a more politically astute,

aggressive, and active PLO led by Arafat. The PLO and the awakening of the Palestinian cause

would give the Arab-Israeli conflict a Palestinian-Israeli context that did not get emphasis prior

to 1967.

This also served to shape the politics of the principle Arab states, whose armies engaged

Israel in the Six Day War. Egypt, Jordan, and Syria experienced internal political upheaval
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resulting from the Six Day War. It was manifested in the not only the internal politics of each

state, but also the inter-Arab politics ofthe region. Lastly, the Six Day War occurred during the

Cold War and brought the Middle East center stage:in that global conflict. Post 1967, the nature

of the relationship ofboth the United States and the Soviet Union to the Middle East would

change. The United States would become more embroiled n the region. The Soviet Union would

suffer a serious setback from backing the losers and ultimately undermine its efforts for further

influence in the region. The debate over Palestinians and Israel shifted focus from the existence
r

of Israel, and instead the debate has shifted to the disposition of the occupied territories and the

plight of the Palestinian people. The conflict has become less about the Arab and the Israelis and

more about the Palestinians, Israelis, and the occupied territories of Gaza and the West Bank.

The solution to this conflict lies in the Palestinians, Gaza, and the West Bank. A situation

created by the Six Day War.
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