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Background
The Six Day War ended with a resounding military defeat for the Arab 
states. Indeed, in Israel’s War of Independence, the Arab armies failed in 
their efforts to stop the creation of the State of Israel, which at the end of 
the war held a larger area than it had been allotted by the UN Partition Plan. 
However, the Arab armies at that time were weak, and the lack of agreement 
among the Arab countries, which were ruled by the old regimes, prevented 
effective cooperation between them. In the 1956 Sinai Campaign, the 
Egyptian army was defeated and the entire Sinai Peninsula fell to the IDF 
within four days. Yet in all fairness to the Egyptian army, it was forced to 
fight simultaneously against British and French forces that had penetrated 
into the northern Suez Canal. 

In contrast to these two conflicts, the Six Day War was a total military 
failure for the Arabs. Within six days, the three most powerful Arab armies 
were defeated; the IDF captured large expanses of territory from three 
Arab countries; and the State of Israel now possessed natural borders—the 
Suez Canal, the Jordan River, and the Golan Heights—while creating a 
threat to the strategic depth of the Arab countries. This time there were 
no justifications for defeat: The Egyptian army was a product of the Free 
Officers Movement; the Egyptian and Syrian armies were equipped with 
up-to-date Soviet weapons; and since 1964, there was a joint Arab command 
and initial cooperation between the armies of Egypt, Syria, and Jordan, with 
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an Egyptian commander in charge of the eastern front. Although in both 
1949 and 1956 Israel captured Egyptian territory, these areas were returned 
to Egypt within a few months. This time, it would take years (and the Yom 
Kippur War) until the Sinai Peninsula was returned, and until today the 
Golan Heights and the West Bank remain under Israeli control. 

This time, the Arab leadership did not try to embellish the reality. The 
shock of the defeat in the Six Day War forced the leaderships of Egypt, Syria, 
and Jordan to admit their failure and reexamine their security concepts; 
consider how they were applied before and during the war; and reevaluate 
their attitudes to Israel, the Arab world, and the superpowers. Common to 
the three countries were two main changes in their security concepts. First, 
in their view, the results of the war increased the Israeli threat, particularly 
in light of the surprising speed of the Israeli victory on the three fronts; 
Israel’s air superiority, which left the Arab armies unable to respond and 
saddled them with a sense of helplessness; and the new deployment of 
the IDF forces, which reduced the Arab threat against Israel, gave Israel 
strategic depth, and increased the Israeli threat against Arab strategic targets. 
The second change was that Arab leaders were convinced that Israel had 
achieved overall military superiority over every Arab country and over 
every relevant coalition of Arab states. This sense, which began to form 
already in the 1950s following the Sinai Campaign, became even stronger 
as a result of the growing commitment of the United States to the existence 
and security of Israel, which since the early 1960s was also reflected in the 
supply of American weaponry. This understanding led to a less ambitious 
Arab objective with regard to Israel. Thus, whereas until the mid-1960s Arab 
leaders defined their objective as the “elimination of the 1948 outcome,” 
i.e., the destruction of the State of Israel, after the Six Day War, their defined 
objective was the “elimination of the 1967 outcome,” or in other words, the 
return of the territory captured by Israel in that war. 

This essay seeks to examine the effects of the Arab defeat in the Six Day 
War on the security concepts of the three main countries that took part in 
the war: Egypt, Jordan, and Syria. The focus is on changes that occurred 
in their perception of the Israeli threat; in the definition of their strategic 
objectives, primarily with respect to Israel; and in the response that they 
sought to construct with respect to Israel, including their ability to rely on 
the Arab world and the superpowers. 
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The Implications for Egypt’s Security Concept
Egypt suffered the worst defeat in the Six Day War, the second war in which 
the entire Sinai Peninsula had been captured by Israel. However, while in 1956 
international pressure led to a rapid resolution whereby Sinai was returned 
to Egypt in exchange for its demilitarization, in 1967 it was not possible to 
reach such a resolution. Israel was prepared to withdraw from Sinai only 
in exchange for a peace agreement, and the United States refrained from 
pressuring Israel to make concessions, since it was Egypt that undermined 
the previous arrangement. Other channels were likewise closed to Egypt: 
Its army was not prepared for an all-out war against Israel with the goal of 
forcing it to withdraw from Sinai, or even for a limited engagement.1 On 
the other hand, Nasser had ruled out making peace with Israel, and it was 
clear that this option could not be considered after such a humiliating defeat. 
Yet as leader of the Arab world, Nasser could not allow himself to refrain 
from any type of military confrontation with Israel, as Jordan and Syria did 
during the initial period following the war. 

Nasser was forced to choose a way that was summed up as “what was 
taken with force will be returned by force.” The statement ruled out both 
a negotiated solution with Israel and a policy of passivity. However, any 
military option had to overcome serious problems. The Egyptian army had 
lost much of its weaponry in the war; it suffered extensive casualties; and no 
less important, its fighting spirit was broken. The Egyptian leadership had 
also lost much of its potency: Nasser after 1967 was not the same Nasser; his 
minister of war committed suicide; and senior officers were put on military 
trial for their behavior during the war. Another major problem facing Egypt 
was that any military effort to capture Sinai, or parts of it, would involve 
crossing a major water barrier, i.e., the Suez Canal, a feat that even more 
experienced armies would find difficult and at this point was beyond the 
capability of the Egyptian army. 

These considerations led the Egyptian command to decide on a limited 
military move, which would not require crossing the canal, but would begin 
to rebuild Egyptian military power, renew the Egyptian army’s fighting 
spirit, and wear down the IDF. The operation had four stages: (a) the “firm 
stance” stage (June 1967–August 1968), during which the Egyptian army 

1 Saad al-Din el Shazli, Crossing the Canal (Tel Aviv: Maarachot, 1987), pp. 11–17 
[Hebrew].
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aimed to restore its capability and strengthen the defensive positions on the 
west side of the Suez Canal, while in general maintaining quiet on the front; 
(b) the “active defense” stage (September 1968–February 1969), in which 
the Egyptian army opened fire from across the canal in order to cause IDF 
casualties; (c) a war of attrition (March 1969–August 1970), which aimed 
to cause heavy IDF casualties and strengthen the Egyptian army’s fighting 
spirit and its self-confidence; and (d) preparations for war (August 1970–
October 1973), in which the Egyptian army would prepare for crossing the 
canal and destroying the Bar Lev Line.2 

There was disagreement among the Egyptian leadership as to the value 
of the War of Attrition, primarily since Israel had, during the war, managed 
to surprise the Egyptians by attacking deep within its territory. This changed 
the balance of power and forced Egypt to request the Soviet Union to send 
squadrons of fighter aircraft and air defense systems manned by Russian teams 
in order to bolster the defense of the Egyptian rear. Others in the Egyptian 
leadership viewed the War of Attrition as essential since it demonstrated 
Egypt’s determination and made a critical contribution to the preparation 
for war in 1973.3 

The Six Day War was an important contribution to Egypt’s realization 
of the problematic nature of military cooperation with the Soviet Union and 
the Arab world. Egypt’s military reliance on the Soviet Union began in 1955 
and ended in 1974 when Nasser’s successor, Anwar Sadat, began moving 
toward the United States as part of a comprehensive strategic policy change. 
The turn westward was seen more clearly after the Yom Kippur War, but 
its origins can be found already in the Six Day War. The Soviet Union was 
unable to deter Israel from going to war against two of its allies, Egypt and 
Syria; it was not able to prevent the defeat of the two Arab armies during the 
war; and it did not make any real effort to have the captured territory returned 
to Arab hands. Egypt still maintained a close military relationship with the 
Soviet Union until after the Yom Kippur war, since it needed Soviet military 
assistance in order to rehabilitate its army, but when that need became less 
important, it made the final turn toward the United States.

2 Abed al-Ghani el-Gamasi, The Memoir of el-Gamasi: The October War 1973 
(Internal Publication, Intelligence Corps, IDF, 1994) [Hebrew].

3 Ibid., pp. 97, 105.



The Efect of the Six Day War on Arab Security  oncepts   I  89

The Six Day War also affected Egypt’s view of its role in the Arab world. 
Since 1964, Egypt had tried to build a pan-Arab military coalition, led by 
a joint command, with the objectives of fostering cooperation, division of 
efforts, and coordination between the Arab armies against Israel. The test of 
this coalition was the Six Day War, and it failed. Although toward the Yom 
Kippur War, another effort was made to carry out a coordinated military 
move against Israel on the Egyptian and Syrian fronts (during the war, Iraqi 
and Jordanian forces reinforced the Syrian front when it was in need), during 
the war, however, the lack of coordination, the conflicting interests, and the 
lack of trust between the Arab armies was evident. This cooperation, with 
all of its shortcomings, was the last sign of the joint pan-Arab effort, and 
no such attempts have been made since. 

There were several reasons for the failure of the collective Arab effort 
since the Six Day War: the crushing defeat of the Arab armies during the 
war; the lack of a joint military command for the three fronts before and 
after the war; Nasser’s loss of prestige in the Arab world following the war; 
the separate efforts by Egypt, Syria, and Jordan to regain their territory;4 
Jordan’s lack of interest in another war against Israel; the preoccupation of 
Iraq in the war against Iran starting in 1980; and above all Egypt’s change 
in strategy under Sadat in the conflict with Israel, which in the end led to 
the signing of a bilateral peace treaty. 

There were several motives behind Sadat’s decision to abandon the path 
of war and to sign a peace treaty, which had to do with his personality and his 
world outlook. Nonetheless, it is important to emphasize the contribution of 
the two wars—the Six Day War and the Yom Kippur War—to his decision. 
The Six Day War convinced Sadat that Israel’s military and technological 
superiority prevented the Arab armies from defeating it on the battlefield, 
while the Yom Kippur War convinced him that even a limited military 
campaign, under the best possible conditions, could produce only limited 
success (the Syrian effort in that war was a complete failure). Nonetheless, 
the Yom Kippur War restored Egypt’s self-respect, which had been lost 
in the Six Day War, and enabled it to make peace with Israel not from a 
position of humiliation. 

4 Ibid., pp. 112, 140.
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The Implications for Syria’s Security Concept
For Syria, the Six Day War caused a major reversal. Until the war, the 
Syrian deployment on the Golan Heights presented a threat to northern 
Israel, which involved both the threat of invasion in time of war and the 
threat, sometimes realized, of artillery fire on the northern settlements. This 
situation also limited the ability of the IDF to threaten Syria and to deter 
it from aggressive moves. Israel’s capture of the Golan Heights not only 
removed the Syrian threat from the north of Israel but also created an Israeli 
threat to Damascus and its environs. 

Israel’s ability to deter Syria as a result of its control of the Golan Heights 
was reflected in Syrian policy. Like Egypt under Nasser, Syria advocated 
a military solution to the conflict with Israel and ruled out any negotiated 
settlement. However, the weakness of the Syrian army did not allow it to 
recapture the Golan Heights by military means, and Syria never went to 
war against Israel without Egypt. 

Until early 1969, the Syrian border was quieter than Israel’s other borders, 
and the primary military activity on the Golan Heights involved infiltrations 
by terrorists from al-Saiqa, a Palestinian organization connected to the Syrian 
regime. The Syrian army was mainly occupied with rebuilding its defensive 
ability around Damascus and launching the development of an offensive 
ability. From early 1969, there were increasing numbers of terrorist attacks 
on the Golan Heights, and from the summer of that year, the Syrian army 
also started to heat up the border, following a decision made at a meeting 
of the Arab chiefs of staff.5 

When Hafez el-Assad came to power in November 1970, Syria took a new 
approach, which mainly involved the creation of a pan-Arab front for war 
against Israel. In this framework, the Syrian army became much stronger, 
including with the large scale acquisition of arms from the Soviet Union 
and assistance from Soviet advisors. In parallel, it began preparing for war. 
Thus, in 1971 plans began for a joint Egyptian-Syrian attack, on the basis 
of a coordinated effort on two fronts. The planning led to the decision of 

5 Moshe Dayan, Milestones (Jerusalem: Idanim, Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1976), p. 549 
[Hebrew]. 
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both countries, in February 1973, to carry out a coordinated attack, where 
Syria’s goal was to regain all of the Golan Heights.6

While Egypt began to change its strategy after the Six Day War and 
completed the change after the Yom Kippur War, Syria did not follow suit. 
Its military weakness and the Israeli threat to the Damascus environs led it 
to the conclusion that it would be better not to act alone in order to recapture 
the Golan. Nor did the Syrian regime limit its relations with the Soviet 
Union, essentially until the Soviet collapse in 1989–1991, even though the 
Soviet Union opposed any Arab military move to regain Arab territories 
captured in 1967 and refused some of the Arab requests to purchase arms.7 
Furthermore, Syria refused to join Sadat’s peace initiative in 1977. Only in 
the 1990s, after Syria found itself without any Arab or superpower allies, 
did it show any willingness to negotiate with Israel for the return of the 
Golan. However, this effort did not lead to the closing of the gaps between 
the sides, primarily regarding the future border between them. 

The Implications for Jordan’s Security Concept
Jordan was dragged into the Six Day War against its will and against its 
own interests, as a result of pressure from Nasser, the fear of internal unrest, 
insufficient understanding of the critical situation on the Egyptian front, 
and a mistaken assessment of the military balance with Israel and the IDF’s 
operational possibilities on the Jordanian front. The immediate objective 
of the Jordanian regime at the end of the fighting was to regain the West 
Bank. However, from the outset, it was clear to Jordan that the return of 
the West Bank by military means was not practical, neither in the short run 
nor in the long run, not by a pan-Arab effort, and certainly not an operation 
by Jordan alone, after Israel had just demonstrated its military superiority. 
Based on this assumption Jordan occupied itself in rehabilitating its army for 
defensive purposes, in part in view of the fear in Amman after the war that 
Israel would try to capture additional territory in the Kingdom on the east 
side of the Jordan and primarily in the northern part of the East Bank. At the 
same time, Jordan needed to improve its ability to deal with Arab enemies, 

6 Danny Asher, ed., The Syrians on the Fences (Tel Aviv: Maarachot, 2008), pp. 
17–18, 22 [Hebrew].

7 Gamasi, Memoirs of el-Gamasi, p. 121.
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mainly Syria and Palestinian organizations that had set up strongholds in 
various regions of the Kingdom since 1967. 

Thus, Jordan never attempted to construct a military offensive option in 
order to regain the West Bank, nor was it asked to do so by Egypt or Syria. 
The relations between King Hussein and Nasser, which were tense before 
the Six Day War, improved to a great extent subsequently, since Nasser 
was grateful to the king for joining him in the fighting on the morning of 
June 5 and having paid a high price for doing so. The Egyptian respect for 
Jordan’s participation, which also contributed to Jordan’s status in the Arab 
world, alongside recognition of the Jordanian army’s weakness, led to the 
situation in the autumn of 1973 in which Egypt and Syria refrained from 
putting pressure on Jordan to join them in the Yom Kippur War. 

In view of the lack of a military option, King Hussein tried to promote 
a negotiated settlement that would return most of the West Bank to Jordan. 
The effort relied on three elements: American mediation; Egyptian support; 
and the secret diplomatic channel that existed with Israel. Hussein’s proposal 
was to create an arrangement based on the return of the West Bank, with 
small modifications of the border made on a mutual basis. In the end, this 
effort failed since the gap between Jordan and Israel remained too large. 

As time passed, a number of developments led Hussein to understand that 
the West Bank would not return to Jordanian control: The Jordanian regime 
increasingly lost the support of the traditional power brokers in the West Bank 
for continuing the relationship with Jordan; the Palestinian organizations, 
led by Fatah, gained power on both sides of the Jordan River and competed 
with Jordan for stature; and there was growing influence among the Jordanian 
leadership of individuals who, in contrast to the king’s opinion, preferred to 
give up the West Bank and build a more homogeneous kingdom on the East 
Bank. These developments compounded the fact that the Arab world never 
supported the rule of the Hashemite Kingdom in the West Bank. Hussein 
tried again in 1972 to propose a plan for Jordanian-Palestinian federation, 
but it did not gain the support of the Arab world or the Palestinians. In July 
1988, the king came to the conclusion that he must abandon the West Bank 
and declared the end of Jordan’s responsibility there. 

The loss of the West Bank in the end was outweighed by the benefit 
in terms of security and internal stability. This is primarily due to the fact 
that its annexation in 1949 was a burden on the Hashemite Kingdom, and 
the addition of its population—all of it Palestinian—to the Kingdom upset 
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Jordan’s demographic balance. The increasing strength of the Palestinian 
organizations from 1965 endangered the stability of the Hashemite Kingdom, 
and had it continued to rule the West Bank, it was not guaranteed that Jordan 
could have held on to it over time. Its participation in the Six Day War and 
its separation from the West Bank helped improve the Kingdom’s position in 
the Arab world, and after 1967 the charge that Jordan is an artificial creation 
without any inherent right to exist was sounded less often. Furthermore, the 
presence of the Jordanian army in the West Bank until 1967 contributed to 
recurring confrontations with the IDF. The end of its presence in the West 
Bank, and subsequently the repression of the Palestinian organizations in 
Jordan in late 1970, led to peaceful coexistence between Jordan and Israel, 
which was highlighted by King Hussein’s decision in 1994 to follow in the 
footsteps of Egypt and sign a peace agreement with Israel. 

The Pan-Arab Coalition
The Six Day war led to two additional changes in Arab strategy. The first 
was the role of pan-Arab unity in the conflict with Israel. After the Arab 
world failed in its efforts to prevent the creation of the State of Israel in 1948, 
Egypt tried in the 1960s to build a pan-Arab alliance under its leadership that 
would provide a response to Israel’s capabilities. This attempt essentially 
met with failure in the Six Day War, and even in the Yom Kippur War, its 
success was limited primarily to the war’s opening stages. Subsequent to 
1973 (and until today), there were no further attempts to build a united pan-
Arab coalition against Israel. 

The Six Day War contributed to the disillusionment of the Arab countries 
with the superpowers’ willingness to assist them in the struggle against Israel. 
This was specifically the result of the Soviet Union’s limited willingness 
and ability to provide assistance to Egypt and Syria during the war, in part 
because events proceeded too quickly for it to intervene in the conflict 
beyond the supply of arms. Presumably the Soviet Union was hesitant to 
become overly involved in the Six Day War in order to avoid a confrontation 
with Israel and perhaps even the United States. Only later, during the War 
of Attrition of 1969–1970, did the Soviet Union expand its intervention to 
assist Egypt by sending fighter squadrons and air defense systems manned 
by Soviet teams in order to protect the Egyptian home front. Yet even 
these efforts were insufficient in Sadat’s view, and as a result he decided to 
remove the Soviet presence from Egypt in the summer of 1972. Following 
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the short-lived fighting in the West Bank, Jordan also came to realize that 
while it was in conflict with Israel, the United States would refrain from 
intervening against Israel. 

Conclusion 
A war is one of the prime reasons for important changes in strategy among 
the sides in a conflict and among other relevant actors, and all the more so 
in the case of the Six Day War, which had such dramatic outcomes, both 
for Israel and the Arab participants. Since the war ended in a crushing Arab 
defeat, which even the Arab leaders acknowledged, they understood that the 
Arab pre-war security concept was lacking and misdirected, and therefore 
its main components had to be changed. 

The Six Day War led to major changes in the strategies of the three main 
Arab participants. Of the two most important changes, the first is the Arab 
recognition of Israel’s military and technological superiority over the Arab 
countries, which prevents them from destroying it. This recognition finally led 
Egypt and Jordan to sign peace agreements with Israel, which also required 
significant revisions of their strategies. The crushing defeat in the Six Day 
War and the willingness of Egypt and Jordan to change their relationship 
with Israel led Syria to also change its strategy. Thus, particularly after 
the Yom Kippur War, Syria maintained quiet on the border with the Golan 
Heights and later even tried to arrive at a negotiated settlement with Israel. 

The second change in the strategies of the Arab countries was a result of 
the loss of territory in the Six Day War. Egypt lost the Sinai Peninsula and 
only regained it through a peace agreement with Israel; the Golan Heights 
remains under Israeli control even after fifty years, and it is questionable 
under what conditions it might be returned, if at all; and the West Bank 
will not return to Jordanian control even if its fate is settled in a negotiated 
settlement, since the Kingdom relinquished its responsibility for the West 
Bank in 1988. Clearly, the states that lost territory in the war have been 
forced to reexamine their security concepts, just as the peace treaty with 
Egypt forced it to reconstruct its security concept. 

Thus in examining the evolution of the Arab security concepts, it is not 
correct to consider the effects of the Six Day War on their own. The war 
initiated a continuum of major developments, which continued for more than 
two decades and influenced the evolution of Arab strategy. Among these 
were two additional wars, two peace processes, and changes in the Arab 
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world and the involvement of the superpowers in the Middle East. Even 
after these events, additional waves of events influenced the Arab security 
concepts, such as the rise of the Iranian threat, the three wars in the Gulf, and 
the upheaval that began with the Arab Spring. Nonetheless, among all these, 
the Six Day War was undoubtedly fundamental in determining the security 
concepts of the Arab states that were involved in it, as well as that of Israel. 




