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Six days plus forty years

Bren Carlill


The fifth of June marks the 40th anniversary of the official beginning of one of the most stunning - and surprising - wars in the modern era. 
The Six Day War didn’t start in a vacuum.  On May 16, Egypt ordered UN truce supervisors in Sinai – the stretch of desert separating the Arab Republic from Israel – to leave.  Incredibly, they did.  Egypt began to mass its troops on the Israeli border. 

A week later, on May 22, Egypt placed a military blockade on Israeli shipping in international waters.  This act of war was accompanied by public declarations about driving the Jews into the sea. 

Syria, under Egyptian stewardship, began lobbing artillery rounds from the Golan Heights into Israeli towns.

On the morning of June 5, Israel finally sprung into action against Egypt and Syria.  Despite pleas from Israel not to get involved, Jordan weighed in, firing hundreds of artillery rounds from the hills surrounding Jerusalem into its Jewish suburbs.
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By June 10, Israel controlled the Golan Heights, Gaza Strip, Sinai Peninsular and the West Bank, including the Old City of Jerusalem.  Containing Judaism's holiest site, Jews had been barred from the Old City by Jordan for the previous 19 years.
The UN Security Council leapt into the fray.  Despite the fact it was Arab aggression - indeed, a declared intent to wipe Israel off the map - that started the war, the Security Council passed Resolution 242, which introduced the concept of land-for-peace; the Arab countries could get their land back only if they were willing to make peace with Israel. 

The most important article in Resolution 242 said that in exchange for the right of all states in the area to “live in peace within secure and recognised boundaries,” there should be a “withdrawal of Israel armed forces from territories occupied.”

The lack of the definite article before the words ‘territories occupied’ has caused controversy ever since.  Many still argue that 242 called for Israel to return to the June 4, 1967 lines (these people often forget that withdrawal was to be part of a peace deal, and not a unilateral action).  Others, knowing these lines were highly insecure and threatening to Israel, suggest the wording indicates Israel should withdraw from only some of the territories, to “secure and recognised boundaries."
Lord Caradon, who as British ambassador to the UN drafted the resolution, appears to be firmly in line with the second argument.  He said he purposefully left out the definite article.  “Knowing as I did the unsatisfactory nature of the 1967 line,” he said, “I wasn’t prepared to use wording in the resolution that would have made that line permanent.”

Resolution 242 demanded land for peace, and Israel has complied - it has withdrawn from over 90% of the land it won in 1967, and has offered over 95% of the remainder.


Its reply has been treaties with Egypt and Jordan.  But Egypt's "peace" sees gross anti-Jewish and anti-Israel propaganda in state-run media, while officials look the other way as hundreds of tonnes of explosives, guns, bullets and sophisticated weaponry are smuggled from Egypt into Gaza.
At the Camp David Egypt-Israel peace talks, Israel offered the Egyptians the Gaza Strip along with the Sinai.  Egypt's reply, from the mouth of a senior negotiator, was reportedly, "you can choke on it."   Telling words.
Still, as some people say, at least there's no war with Egypt on the horizon. 
Indeed, since America began military aid to Israel after the 1973 war, the world hasn't witnessed a single state-level Arab-Israel war.  Compare that with the wars of 1948, '56, '67, '68-'70 and '73 and you can see the benefits of that aid for the entire region.

But while the aid-induced calm has seen warfare removed from the people of Jordan, Syria and Egypt, it has also had the effect of motivating terrorist groups.  Because, when after 25 years of trying, the Arab states gave up trying to destroy Israel, the terrorists realised it was up to them.
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Hence the PLO, which actually formed three years before the Six Day War, radically stepped up its activities in the 1970s.  Israel was forced to go to war in 1982 against the PLO, which had set up a mini-state in southern Lebanon, dubbed ‘Fatahland.’

When Palestinians and Israelis attempted peace in 1993, one outcome was Palestinian self-rule.  The immediate result was suicide terrorist attacks - by Hamas; by Fatah; by Islamic Jihad and others.

Hezbollah was supposedly a ‘resistance’ organisation, defending Lebanon from Israel.  But Israel withdrew from every inch of that country in 2000.  Although Hezbollah thus lost its raison d’être, it lost none of its bloodlust.  Constant cross-border rocket and shooting attacks over the next six years saw 35 Israelis die.  When the last eight were killed in July last year, Israel finally decided to do something about it.

That war revealed better than most the main problem with the new breed of war.

States have an address.  Diplomatic, military and economic pressures can be brought to bear on a government and leader, or men in military uniform.  But non-state actors, like Hezbollah or al-Qaeda, have no address.  Unlike states, militant groups embed their military infrastructure amongst the civilian population they supposedly represent.  They'll usually dress like civilians, too.  Attack terrorists and their infrastructure, and civilians are almost guaranteed to die in the wake of attacks.

The advent of the internet, mobile telecommunications and even satellite television has also influenced the evolution of warfare.  Irregulars are now recruited and mobilised by SMS and discussion forums, creating an instant ability to fight, as well as to melt away into the civilian surroundings.
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This new breed of warfare is bloody.  At the start of last century, combatants made up 80 percent of war dead, and civilian casualties the remainder.  This ratio has now reversed.

Add to this the Islamist mindset of groups like Hezbollah and Hamas.  These groups actually glorify death for Allah, as their leadership have been recorded as saying many times.  Civilians caught in the crossfire are considered martyrs.  Like most paramilitary organisations, both Hezbollah and Hamas delight in targeting civilians rather than military units. 

Thus, in the last 12 months and, to a lesser extent, the last seven years, Israel has been faced with a choice.  Does it allow terrorist atrocities to be brought to its people, or does it take warfare to its enemies?

There isn't a state in the world that wouldn't choose the latter.  And it's true that whenever Israel has launched large-scale operations against terrorists it has been effective - the incidents of terrorist attacks afterward have plummeted.  But at the same time, Palestinian or Lebanese civilians have died in the crossfire.  Not only is the cutting down of innocent life a tragedy, but one effect is the increase of support for the terrorist organisation being targeted. 

A solution, therefore, might seem to be the withdrawal by Israel from the territories.  Israel tried - on numerous occasions - to do this with negotiations, but Palestinian intransigence foiled them every time.
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Israel thus attempted unilateral withdrawal.  Unfortunately, Palestinians didn't take advantage of the lack of Israeli occupation in Gaza over the last 20 months to build something - anything - positive.  Instead, they've cast the Israeli withdrawal as a military victory.  More violence, the Palestinian media have been saying, and Israel will withdraw from the West Bank, then Jerusalem - and then Tel Aviv.  Which is why rockets from Gaza have been incessant.  The only reason no rockets are fired from the West Bank is because Israel has refused to agree to a ceasefire there.  Israeli presence and constant arrests of West Bank terrorists (not to mention willing Jordanian border control - something the Egyptians haven't bothered with) has prevented them from building a rocket-making infrastructure.

So, where have the last 40 years brought us?  Israel’s immediate neighbours have given up trying to destroy the Jewish state, but don’t mind hosting or aiding terrorist groups that still want to try.  The Palestinians – who weren’t even mentioned in Resolution 242 – were given the chance to make a state and instead brought up a generation on a culture of violence.  Violence over negotiations was taught in schools, on television and elsewhere.  Thus, there is little surprise at the internal chaos now being witnessed.

Forty years ago, the Arab world rose against Israel in the spirit of Arab nationalism.  Today, it’s Islamic nationalism – Islamism – that is inspiring Israel’s enemies.  This is the common thread binding Sunni Hamas, Arab Shi’ite Hezbollah and Persian Shi’ite Iran.

Iran, a country that has never been at war with Israel, is developing nuclear weapons in a stated attempt to wipe Israel off the map.  That Iran has been so emboldened by the West’s lack of will to block its march to acquiring the Bomb, plus the regional leverage it has gained from the chaos in Iraq, has intoxicated the Islamic Republic.  Its violent rhetoric is being listened to by others.  There are a growing number in the Middle East that are beginning to think – for the first time in over thirty years – that perhaps Israel actually can be destroyed.
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The anniversary of the Six Day War comes in the wake of the Winograd Report, which has slammed the sitting, as well as previous, Israeli governments for failures in the lead up to, plus the first few days, of last year’s Second Lebanon War.  The report has highlighted Israel’s weaknesses, and suggested ways Israel can fix them.  It has done this because its drafters, like many Israelis, realise that danger is still all around.

In 40 years, the threat has evolved.  Iranian nukes aside, the very existence of Israel isn’t threatened like it was on June 4, 1967.  But Israel has well funded, well armed and well trained enemies – who, believing in Allah’s pre-ordained divine victory - cannot be deterred, and are determined to bleed Israel as much and as often as they can.
Bren Carlill  -  28 May 2007
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