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Introduction

The Egyptian-Israeli Peace Treaty of 1979 was
a watershed moment in the Arab-Israeli conflict and the
path to peace in the Middle East. The catalyst for this
breakthrough was the October 1973 Yom Kippur War.
For the first time throughout Israeli history its armies
were not victorious on the battlefield, which the militar-
ily constituted a draw. While it was not a defeat for the
Israelis either, it was indisputably a political victory for
the Arabs, particularly the Egyptians. The significance
of this strategic victory cannot be overemphasized,
especially in light of the June 1967 War, which was a
crushing, demoralizing defeat for the Arabs.

Under the circumstances that the 1967 defeat
created, no Arab country could negotiate with Israel.
Thus, the status quo was upheld for the next six years.
When the October War destroyed the status quo, the
Egyptians were finally in a position to come to the nego-
tiating table and formulate a treaty that they had hoped
would advance the peace process in the Middle East,
resolve the Palestinian issue, and solidify their position
as the leader of the Arab World. The military draw and
political victory that the October War represented for
the Arabs was the key factor leading to the Peace Treaty
between Israel and Egypt, which has proven success-
ful and resilient for nearly thirty years. Nevertheless,
the political capital that Egypt expended to achieve this
milestone has not paid the dividends that Egypt had
hoped it would provide.

Six Days in June

To understand the significance of the October
War, it is necessary to examine the situation that the
Six Day War created. On June 5, 1967 Israeli air forces
launched a surprise attack on enemy airfields (Shlaim,

2000, p. 241). In less than a week, the Israel Defense
Forces had captured all of the Sinai Peninsula up to the
Suez Canal and the Gaza Strip from Egypt, the West
Bank, including East Jerusalem, from Jordan, and the
Golan Heights from Syria, thus tripling their territory.
The armies of Egypt, Syria, and Jordan were devas-
tated, and morale in the Arab World was at an all-time
low. Israel seemed invincible, and it was a foregone
conclusion that the new regional order in the Middle
East would revolve around Israeli military and eco-
nomic supremacy at the expense of the traditional Arab
powers (Shlaim, 2000, p. 320).

Gamal Abdel Nasser, the president of Egypt
who had seized power in a military coup in the 1950s,
had established himself as leader of the Arab World fol-
lowing the Suez War (Shlaim, 2000, p. 186). His ver-
sion of Pan-Arabism took hold in the 1960s and led to
Egypt’s increased involvement in the Palestinian ques-
tion (Sirriyeh, 2000, p. 54). The Nasserist ideology saw
Palestine as the “conscience of the Arabs,” yet Sirri-
yeh (2000) “implicitly understood that the policy on
the question of Palestine was to be a major criterion by
which the political righteousness of Arab states was to
be judged” (p. 56). Thus Nasser’s charismatic speeches,
in which he envisioned the annihilation of the Jewish
State in a war that would unite the Arabs under his po-
litical leadership, captivated the Arab World for much
of the 1960s (Shemesh, 2007, p. 29).

In a way, what Nasser perceived as his role as
the “leader of the Arabs” deluded him and led to the
1967 defeat. According to his successor, Anwar Sadat:

Nasir [sic] was preoccupied with the fable, which
came to be associated with his name both in Egypt
and the Arab world—that he was a hero who had
defeated the armies of two great empires, the Brit-
ish and the French. Having completely disregarded
the real part played by Eisenhower to that end,
which turned military defeat into political victory,
he became the first to believe that he had won. He
could never see that he had in fact been militarily
defeated (Shemesh, 2007, p. 29).
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Arabs an even bigger political victory then the one they
one they were already set to achieve.

However, the war was also a failure of the policy
advocated by hawks such as Meir. Until the day of the

relations with the United States. Sadat decided that an
increased presence in the West was the key to Egypt’s
economic growth and political prestige. If Nasser saw
himself as a sort of modern Saladin, Sadat was the Arab

attack, Israel had followed a policy of maintaining the .?;*>%;?&#>&R?%.)&S";;"%(?.&/-$?1?;$2&344495&
status quo. It was not realized that the status quo con- & $7&;,=3J7;,&>08& () *#&+%,&)."+&"%&HS?&@ . #&
stituted an untenable situation for Israel’s neighbors, of the war provided the momentum needed to achieve
mostly because of the domestic political circumstances their political aims. The Egyptian army was able to plow
I"#$"%& '()*#& +%,& -)."+& [-$0+"12& 344428 *5& 67 85 E=Fp&H#$?& $"($0)& O>#"@?,& B+.CT?Q& 0"%?& >%
policy also mistakenly assumed that Israel possessed Bank of the Suez Canal, while the Syrians launched

the military and strategic capacity to continue the status an effective campaign in the Golan. Although unsuc-
<=>&"%,?@%"#?0)&/-$0+"12&344428&*5&678958A ;&lss&] 1 ¥@oapturing the territory from the Israelis, it

strated during the war, this was not the case.
The Arab campaign ranks among the most suc-
cessful surprise attacks in the annals of military his-

demonstrated how far the Syrian army had come since
1967. Additionally, it diverted Israeli attention from
the Sinai front, aiding the Egyptians in their seemingly

#>.)&/B+.CD>;?7*$2&344E2&*5& F4895&:$7&A.+G; H&0 ¥ R H* HBHBRE=; P& #$.>=($& #$?& *?%"%;=0+& /B+.ClI
October War were not necessarily to achieve a military 2008, p. 320).

victory, which frankly would have been impossible. In- The fundamental importance of the initial

stead it was a political strategy on the part of the Arabs, stages of the campaign was not only that it proved the
domestically, regionally, and internationally. According Arabs possessed an effective military force, but that
#>8&-$0+"1&/344492&1:$?)&$+,&%>&"00=;">%&#$+H&HBR)MItireO,&ortality” of the IDF. Thus, the myth

defeat Israel or dislodge it from all the territories it had of the Israeli’s invincible military that had been per-
J+#=.2,&"%& 78KLM&/*5&67895&A;&,";J=;;?,& 2+.p¢d&d &trce the Six Day War was shattered. This
0"#"J+0& ;?##0?1?%#H& #>& #$?& #$?%C3F& ) ?+.& ML aHoh d#tain]§ by the element of surprise. It is

unthinkable while the status quo prevailed. In order to
make progress, a new situation on the ground had to be
created. This theory is the basic cause of the Yom Kip-
pur War.

Anwar Sadat held a more nuanced view of the
world than his predecessor. While Nasser was preoc-
cupied with his image as the national hero of the Arabs,
Sadat was a foreign policy realist who recognized the
need to reach a political settlement for the sake of na-
tional security and in order to increase the strength of

important to note that the Israelis did recover from the
initial shock of the Arab attack, and in fact launched a
powerful counteroffensive. By the end of the war the
IDF was sixty miles from Cairo and twenty miles from

U+1+;J=;&/-$0+"12&34442&*5&63495&V?Q?.#$?07?;;2&

not enough to destroy the sense of euphoria that had
set in after the successful Egyptian and Syrian offen-
sive, and for all intents and purposes, the war ended in

+&,.+12&+;&07+;#&1"0"#+."0)&/-$0+"12&34442&*5&637
"1*> #+90#H0)2& #S?&#H. A=1+& #PHHE& $+,& G?7%E& "%N"J;

'()*#&"%&(0>G+0&+00+".;&/-$?17;$2&344495& P=At$B sy @R&in 1967 was effectively healed.

Sadat resented Nasser’s handling of foreign policy, and
the conundrum it left him in after the latter’s death.
Nasser, the “hero of the Arabs,” had cultivated no real
strategic, economic, or political relationship with any
country, Arab or otherwise, aside from the Soviet Union

Like Nasser’s victory in the Suez War, Sadat’s
victory was largely political rather than military. None-
theless, there are several crucial points of distinction
between Suez and Yom Kippur. First, American poli-
cy during the Suez Crisis was extremely favorably to

[-$?1?;$2& 3444958& :$?& ->Q"?#C'()*#"+%& .?0+#a%6:$"1& essence, it was American opposition to the
I+;&>%?&#$+#2&=*>%&I>#CG?%? @#&+%+0);"; 28t Qb 2@ R¥tthe British-French-Israeli effort to re-

mined to be worth continuing at the expense of friendly

claim the Suez Canal to fail. Secondly, Nasser’s politi-

17

VOL 5, NO 1 - FALL 2009



DISRUPTING THE STATUS QUO

cal victory was unaccompanied by a military victory.
But the political victory that resulted gave rise to the
myth of military victory. This was advanced by Nass-
er’s propaganda mechanisms so effectively that Nasser
himself began to believe them (Shemesh, 2007, p. 29).
The Yom Kippur War was not a military victory per se
for Sadat, but it certainly was not a defeat. In fact, that
it was not a defeat was sufficient for it to become a vic-
tory, practically speaking. This provided Sadat with the
political capital needed to pursue peace with Israel.

Perhaps the most enduring legacy of the Yom
Kippur War, and the reason that it was instrumental in
forming an Egyptian-Israeli peace agreement, was the
change in American policy that resulted. Once it was
determined that the status quo antebellum could not
be restored, Shlaim (2000) writes, “Kissinger moved
with remarkable speed to develop an Arab dimension
to American foreign policy. His aim was to use the
fluid situation created by the war in order to move the
parties, step by step, toward a political settlement” (p.
321). This in turn led to a concerted effort on behalf
of Kissinger, and later President Jimmy Carter and his
Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, to bring a final settle-
ment to the Egyptian front of the Arab-Israeli conflict,
and by so doing, eventually achieve a comprehensive
peace in the region.

Sadat in Jerusalem

The October War allowed Egypt to reclaim its
position as the leader of the Arab World, particularly
in regard to matters concerning Israel. According to
Shemesh (2007), Sadat was received at the 1974 Arab
Summit in Rabat as “the hero of the [canal] crossing”
(p. 46). Sadat’s purpose was to bring about an end to
the Arab-Israeli conflict by “transforming the strategic
victory into a new political reality” (Shemesh, 2007,
p. 46). Sadat was the driving force behind the change
in Arab policy, including the repeal of the “three no’s”
policy adopted in Khartoum, thereby giving the go-
ahead for talks with the Israelis (Shemesh, 2007, p. 47).
But the Rabat summit also prohibited individual states
from reaching a separate settlement with Israel “due to

the unified and pan-Arab nature of the problem” (Shem-
esh, 2007, p. 47). Nevertheless, Shemesh (2007) writes,
“Sadat attributed less importance to the Rabat decisions
than Syria did, and gave them a flexible interpretation
in order to safeguard his moves in the political process
and preserve his maneuverability, to the extent that it
would enable him to reach another ‘military agreement’
with Israel, namely that of September 1975” (p. 47).

The September 1975 interim agreement rep-
resented what Sadat believed to be the “final step” on
the road to a peace agreement, meaning that both sides
were in a position in which they were comfortable
pursuing a permanent peace (Shemesh, 2007, p. 47).
Though Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin concluded the
agreement on the Israeli side, further strides were made
under Menachem Begin, who was elected Premier in
1977. At first glance this seemed unlikely, given Be-
gin’s membership in the newly-formed Likud, a conser-
vative party that advocated the idea of “Greater Israel;”
that the Jewish people were entitled to the West Bank
and Gaza despite Palestinian claims to the region. Be-
gin, conscious of the fact that outside Israel he was per-
ceived as a religious and political extremist, as well as
a “warmonger,” appointed the moderate Moshe Dayan
as Foreign Minister (Shlaim, 2000, p. 354).

Carter, continuing the approach to American
policy in the Middle East began in the aftermath of the
1973 War, was the first American president who sup-
ported a Palestinian homeland (Shlaim, 2007, p. 355).
Given that Carter’s stance was much less pro-Israel than
that of his predecessors, as well as Israel’s dependence
on American aid, Begin realized the political need of
advancing the peace process. On November 9, 1977,
Sadat declared to the Egyptian legislature his intent to
“go to the ends of the earth for peace, even to the Knes-
set itself” (Shlaim, 2000, p. 359). Four days later Begin
issued an invitation to Sadat to visit Israel.

The theme of Sadat’s visit can be summed up
as ‘“no more war,” a phrase that had a profound im-
pact on the Israeli public (Shlaim, 2000, p. 359). He
made a very favorable impression on the Knesset in
his November 20 address, and his peaceful overtures
were apparent in everything from his arrival in a civil-
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ian aircraft to his joint press conference with Begin in
which the two affirmed their commitment to preserving
peaceful relations between the two nations.
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Thus the groundwork was laid for the Camp
David Conference, when the peace process between Is-
rael and Egypt reached its zenith. When the Israeli and
Egyptian delegations arrived at the American presiden-
tial retreat Camp David in the Maryland countryside,
both sides were closer than ever to a formal cessation
of hostilities. Egypt now moved beyond rhetoric about
“peace” and “stability,” and was willing to come to the
bargaining table, being in a much more confident posi-
tion due to its strategic victory in the Yom Kippur War,
something that was sorely missing after the 1967 war.
The politics of the war, as well as Sadat’s conduct in its
aftermath, allowed Egypt for the first time to demand
Israeli concessions in return for peace.

Even so, the success of the thirteen-day confer-
ence in September 1978 was far from assured. In fact,
several times during the course of the negotiations, one
or both sides seemed ready to pack up and return home
due to the disparate interests of the parties (Shlaim,
2000, p. 372). Anwar Sadat was, at the core, a dictator
intent on staying in power. Despite this harsh reality, he
was genuinely interested in crafting a lasting peace in
the Middle East, for reasons that went beyond his own
political survival. A Middle East that was at peace with
itself would create the necessary preconditions for eco-
nomic growth, global influence, and Arab prosperity.

Begin, however, was determined to make
peace with Egypt for two key reasons: American aid
and preserving the idea of “Greater Israel.” The Carter
Administration put perhaps more pressure on Israel
than any American administration since 1948. Given
the Israeli’s dependence on American aid for security
and economics, Begin needed to appease Carter. Fur-
thermore, concluding a peace deal with Egypt would
eliminate Israel’s strongest ally from any future war. By
making territorial concessions with Egypt, Israel could
maintain its claims over the West Bank and Gaza. Thus

Begin needed to appease Carter. Furthermore, conclud-
ing a peace deal with Egypt would eliminate Israel’s
strongest ally from any future war. By making territo-
rial concessions with Egypt, Israel could maintain its
claims over the West Bank and Gaza. Thus Begin pur-
sued peace for a variety of political and security rea-
sons. Ultimately, Begin knew, peace with Egypt was a
vital prerequisite for Israel’s future security and territo-
rial integrity.

Due to careful negotiating, as well as skillful
mediating on the part of Carter, Vance, and National
Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski, the landmark
Camp David Accords were reached after thirteen days
of tense debate. They consisted of two documents. The
first, “A Framework for Peace in the Middle East,”
was a convoluted mess that was largely meant to fulfill
Egypt’s obligations to the Arab League, pan-Arabism,
and the Palestinian people. It was mostly ignored by
an Israel that was still clinging to the idea of “Great-
er Israel.” The second document, “A Framework for
the Conclusion of a Peace Treaty between Israel and
Egypt,” was much more straightforward and set certain
preconditions that must be met by both sides in order to
achieve peace. It envisaged a treaty being worked out
within three months that would rest on four principles:
“complete Israeli withdrawal from Sinai and recogni-
tion of Egyptian sovereignty over this territory, demili-
tarization of most of Sinai, the stationing of UN forces
to supervise demilitarization and to ensure freedom of
navigation in the Gulf of Suez and the Suez Canal, and
full normalization in the relations between Egypt and
Israel” (Shlaim, 2000, p. 375).

Six months, rather than the prescribed three,
were needed in reality to hammer out the final details of
the peace treaty. In the end, however, the treaty largely
conformed to the principles set out in the Camp David
Accords. Still, the issue of Palestinian sovereignty was,
for all intents and purposes, ignored in the treaty. In
the end, Egypt regained the Sinai, and Israel neutralized
their strongest and most bitter enemy.

Despite the limited success of Egyptian negoti-
ating in the short-term, Egypt hoped that the agreement
would pay dividends in the future. Arab public opin-
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ion was outraged over Sadat’s “betrayal” of the Arab
Nation, and Egypt was expelled from the Arab League
soon thereafter. But Sadat courageously operated under
what he saw as the strategic interests of the Egyptian
Nation, a glaring symbol of the evolution of Egyptian
foreign and security policy since the days of Nasser-
ism. Moreover, Sadat assumed that by being the first
nation to reach a political settlement with the Jewish
State, Egypt would be in a prime position to facilitate
dialogue between the Arabs and the Israelis. By doing
so, they were cementing their leadership position in the
Middle East and reaping the economic benefits. This
proved to be somewhat of a miscalculation.

Conclusion: A Cold Peace

Anwar Sadat’s efforts to establish peace in the
region cost him his life when he was assassinated in
1981. Moreover, the strategic reasoning behind the
Egyptian Peace Treaty with Israel turned out to be less
than prescient. Egypt was isolated from Arab affairs for
nearly a decade, and when it was reinstated to the Arab
League in the late 1980s, it did not possess the same
prestige that it had enjoyed in the 1960s and 70s.

Essentially, the Egyptians had hoped that by
establishing peace with Israel they would become the
“gatekeepers” that Arab States must pass in order to in-
stigate dialogue with the Israelis, form economic ties
with the Jewish State, and even obtain American aid
(Gerges, 1995, p. 71). These goals have shown them-
selves to be somewhat elusive, as in the last fifteen or
so years Israel has taken the initiative in establishing
economic bonds with Arab and Muslim states (most no-
tably Morocco) (Gerges, 1995, 71). Furthermore, hos-
tility in the Egyptian media towards the Jewish people,
which characterizes them as “immoral, hypocritical,
unreliable, unmanly, intransigent, insecure, greedy, il-
lintentioned, and chronically suspicious” (Stein, 2007,
p. 2), has become a major point of contention in Israeli-
Egyptian relations post-Peace Treaty. This has led to a
sort of “cold peace.”

Nevertheless, despite the political hostility be-
tween Cairo and Jerusalem, as well as on an “average

Egyptian-to-average Israeli” level, the nearly thirty-
year-old peace treaty has survived cultural misconcep-
tions, shake-ups in the international political order, and
domestic upheaval (Stein, 2007, p. 1). When Sadat and
Begin sat down in Maryland thirty years ago, both were
in a position where it was politically and militarily nec-
essary to negotiate, thus crafting a peace that endures to
this day. While not a “warm” peace, the fact that these
two nations, who fought five wars in twenty five years,
costing tens of thousands of causalities and billions of
dollars in resources, are no longer hostile. Indeed they
are even cordial to one another, which is a major in-
dicator of the success of the 1979 agreement. Such a
successful agreement was only possible after the Arab
gains in 1973.

The UN demanded a ceasefire on June 10, 1967.
Had the UN not taken this action, and had the United
States not advocated the maintenance of the status quo
(which the Israelis accepted), it is reasonable to as-
sume the Israelis may have pursued a peace treaty with
its Arab neighbors. If the Israelis had imposed such a
peace deal in 1967, it likely would have been unfairly
punitive. The 1919 Treaty of Versailles that ended the
First World War may be an effective historical parallel.
The treaty only served to aggravate the original con-
flict, resulting in the far more devastating World War I1.
If not for the Arab military success in 1973, any peace
between Israel and Egypt would have an artificial and
contrived feel. The October War provided the basis for
a firm and lasting peace between these two nations.
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