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In his article “The Myth of An- 
nihilation and the Six-Day War” 
( WorMutew, September, 1973) Fa- 
ther .Joseph L. Ryan of Beirut, 
Lebanon, quotes Israeli generals to 
the effect that Israel really did not 
face annihilation on the eve of the 
Six-Day War in 1987. From these 
statements he infers that the .war 
was fought unnecessarily, that Israel 
was not compelled to move against 
an Egypt allegedly about to make 
peace, that there might have been 
a reasonable and just political set- 
tlement, I find his arguments a dis- 
torted, unproven thesis, as well as 
an exercise in irrelevance. 

Quite apart from tenuous conclu- 
sions and dubious inferences, Father 
Ryan is unwilling to accept the 
fundamental fact of the 1987 con- 
flict: Nasser‘s closing of the Straits 
of Tiran. to Israeli shipping was in 
reality the first aggression, the casus 
belli, recognized as such by inter- 
national law. Israel’s air raids on the 
morning of June 5, 1907, were in 
response to Egypt’s blockade,. and 
few would argue that “justification” 
was needed when the strangler’s 
rope w e  already choking Israel. ’ 

Even if one were ‘to adopt Father 
Ryan’s academic approach in analyz- 
ing Israel’s motives, the Ryan con- 
clusions seem to me nevertheless to 
be illogical. The international dia- 
logue prior to the Six-Day War re- 
veals that neither Israel nor her 
American supporters were talking of 
“annihilation.:’ On the contrary, 
Arab leaders, editors and radio 
spokesmen put the statement into 
active circulation with their asser- 
tions that Israel’s destruction was at 
hand: 

1. On May 17, 1987, as Egyp 
tian tanks rolled into the Sinai, 
Cairo’s “Voice of the Arabs” cried: 

“All Egypt is now prepared to 
plunge into total war which will put 
an end to Israel.” 

‘2 .  The following day, after Presi- 
dent Nasser expelled the UNEF of 
United Nations military observers, 
the same source disparaged the 
U.N. and declared: “The sole 
method we shall apply against Israel 
is a total war which results in the 
final extermination .of . Zionist ex- 
istence.” 

3. On May 27 Nasser himself 
said: “Our basic objective will be 
the destruction ,of Israel. The Arab 
people want to fight.” 

4. On May 19 the Palestine Lib- 
eration Organization leader Ahmed 
Shukairy had warned: “Israel will 
be totally destroyed.”, 

5. Both Shukairy and Nasser 
were echoed on June 1 by Iraq’s 
Aref: “We are resolved, determined 
and united, to achieve our clear aim 
of wiping Israel off the map.” 

6. Boumedienne of Algeria joined 
the chorus on June 4: “The true 
freedom of the entire homeland 
must be won through the liquida- 
tion of the Zionist State.” 

I have been to the Middle East 
twice since that time, and I do not 
know many Israelis who really be- 
lieve that Israel was doomed to be 
thrown into the sea; but many 
thoughtful Israelis honestly believed 
their country would suffer substan. 
tial losses in a prolonged, defensive 
war: possibly 10,000 to 20,000 lives 
-only a fraction of “genocide” per- 
haps, but, in equivalent terms, the 
United States would in such a situa- 
tion confront the specter of nearly 
two million dead. I have found that 
Israelis were further concemed-and 
understandably swthat their. nation, 
drawing reserves from fields and 
factories, could not long endure the 

economic consequences of complete 
mobilization and a continuing siege 
by their enemies. If there was to be 
a war, a conflict made quite ap- 
parent and seemingly inevitable by 
Nasser’s threats and the Arab lands’ 
actions, then it  had to be fought 
swiftly and successfully. 

As I remember those days Israel 
and her American friends were con- 
cerned, not about the threat of an- 
nihilation, but rather about strangu- 
lation, for they h e w  that Nasser, 
astride the Straits of Tiran and less 
than forty ‘miles from Tel Aviv, 
would dictate a second “Peace of 
Munich” and render Israel increas- 
ingly vulnerable to boycott, block- 
ade and siege in the future. 

Father Ryan appears to be in- 
sensitive to the fact that Nasser was 
now in a position to close, and thus 
control, the Straits. To him it is a p  
parently unimporiant that Israel 
would then have had but one out- 
let to the sea, mainly its western 
coastline, and no direct outlet to 
the countries in Africa and Asia-a 
crushing blow indeed. 
. When he quotes from Resident 
Lyndon B. Johnson’s autobiography, 
The Vantage Point, to assert that 
the United States was confident of 
an Israeli victory, Father Ryan over- 
looks the statement President John- 
son made after the war, on June 19, 
1987: “If a single act of folly was 
more responsible for this explosion 
than any other, it was the arbitrary’- 
and dangerous announced decision 
[by Nrrsser] that the Straits of Tiran 
would be closed.” 

During ’ the ’ month of May that 
year, Israel’s friends were urging the 
United States to take action affirm- 
ing the international character of 
the Straits. But the U.S. faltered. 
Only two senators rose on the floor 
of the Senate to propose that a U.S. 
vessel transit the Suez Canal. It was 
clear that neither the U.N., im- 
mobilized by the Soviet veto, nor 
the US., preoccupied with Vietnam, 
would or could roll Nasser back. 
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Thus Israel had to 3ct alone. 
On May 29, 1967, the Near Easl 

Report declared that Nasscr had 
“won a major skirmish” by occupy- 
ing a base “which permits him to 
strangle Israel’s economy and to 
carry his war against Israel to a con- 
clusion” and warned that the cost 
of appeasing Nasser would be “in- 
calculable,” taking a toll which 
“would demoralize every Western- 
oriented regime in the Near East, 
. . . shatter U.S. prestige, influence 
and power, . . . and enthrone Nas- 
ser and the Soviet Union in a dom- 
inant position in the region.” The 
author of these comments, hfr. I. L. 
Kenan, chairman of the American 
Israel Public Affairs Committee, 
published his editorial on the Sun- 
day before the Six-Day War began, 
and reminded his readers: “Instead 
of pressures on Egypt to stop ag- 
gression, there may be pressures on 
Israel to surrender her rights and 
to make concessions.” (See his full- 
page advertisement in the New York 
Times, June 4, 1967.) 

These are significant statements. 
It seems to me that the implications 
Father Ryan draws from Eric 
Rouleau’s interview in Le Monde 
with General [Israeli ambassador to 
the U.S.] nabin are pointless, for 
Nasser’s “concessions” would have 
been no concessions at all. Would 
the flame-breathing Nasser have 
banked his fire after being handed 
such a victory? It appears to me 
folly to believe that Nasser, em- 
boldened by U ,Thant’s dutiful with- 
drawal of the U.N. Emergency 
Forces at N?sser’s request, might 
have adopted a “live-and-let-live” 
attitude if only the Israelis had been 
willing. to listen to his grievances 
and complaints. 

Since Father .Ryan refers to the 
Israel Government’s publication The 
Threat: Ecents which led to the Six- 

Day War, he should be reminded 
that several of his assertions are riot 
factual: 

1. Two armored divisions did 
enter Sinai on May 14, 1987, but 
Father Ryan neglected to add that 
they were accompanied by five in- 
fantry divisions. Were not the 
90,000 soldiers and 900 tanks stand- 
ing in Sinai by early June really “not 
. . . enough to unleash an offensive 
against Israel”? 

2. General Matituahu Peled may 
have becn rash enough to tell the 
Zavta Club in Tel Aviv in the spring 
of 1972 that “Israel had hundreds 
of thousands of men poised against” 
the Egyptian soldiers in Sinai; but 
if he did utter such words, then he 
erred seriously, indulging in gross 
misstatement. Including its fully 
mobilized reserves, Israel deployed 
264,000 troops on three different 
fronts, and had them also available 
throughout their small and exceed- 
ingly vulnerable territory. In con- 
trast, the combined Arab armies of 
Egypt, Jordan, Syria and Iraq 
(those directly involved in the war) 
numbered 485.000, and more than 
a million men were ready in reserve. . 

These statements are confirmed by 
the authoritative publication of the 
Shiloah Center, The Middle Emt 
Record, 1967 (Jerusalem, 1971). 

Instead of weaving an illusory 
argument which leads to the con- 
clusion that Israel sparked the war 
to seize more territory, Father Ryan 
might consider this fact: The hel- 
ligerent process was set in motion 
by false Soviet reports of an Israeli 
troop buildup on the Syrian border. 
If the United States Defense De- 
partment concluded three times in 
their analyses that, as President 
Johnson reassured Ambassador Abba 
Eban, Israel would “whip hell” out 
of the Arabs, could not the Russians 

have reached the same conclusion? 
It is quite likely that the USSR 
miscalculated and misrepresented 
the situation to such an extent that 
they instigated the Arab war far 
ahead of Nasser’s timetable in the 
mistaken belief that Israel would be 
forwd to surrender and thus insure 
Soviet hegemony in the Middle 
East; on the other hand, it may be 
possible that the Soviets calculated 
their misrepresentations and thus 
helped to begin a’ w3r which would 
increase Arab reliance on Moscow 
-the eventual outcome. 

Israel’s victory was hailed because 
most Americans realized that Israel 
had no altemative but to meet the 
Arab threat and break the blockade. 
The ambiguity lay in U.S. motiva- 
tions, for, as James Reston of the 
New York Times wrote in mid-June, 
1967: “The Israelis . . . had the 
courage of our convictions, and they 
won the war we opposed.” His col- 
league on the Times, Cyrus L. Sulz- 
berger, noted: “The United States 
can claim no credit for Israel’s swift 
victory, but the fact of that victory 
was of strategic benefit to us, al- 
though our role was confined to 
waffling. Despite ourselves, .Amer- 
ican prestige 1 1 ~  risen.” 

AI1 of these statements in rebuttal 
are now rendered not only academic 
but also inwnsequential by events 
of these past few weeks in the 
Middle East. Is there now any 
doubt but that Israel has been fight- 
ing for its very life? Did Prime 
Minister Golda Meir exaggerate 
when she told her fellow-Israelis 
they faced a threat to their very 
existence? What now about first 
strikes and acts of retaliation? Did 
the Israelis err, perhaps fatally, in 
not having struck at the Syrians 
and the Egyptians before they sent 
their planes across Israel’s borders 
to destroy her? 


