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 OVERVIEW 
After Israel's swift victory over its Arab neighbors in the Six-Day War (June 5–10, 1967),
Israeli foreign minister Abba Eban spoke before the United Nations. He defended Israel's use
of force and called for peace in the Middle East.

 GUIDED READING  As you read, consider the following:
• According to Abba Eban, what act of aggression did Egypt commit against Israel?
• Why do you think Eban remarks on who fired the first shot?

he subject of our discussion is the Middle East, its past agony and its
future hope. We speak of a region whose destiny has profoundly affected

the entire human experience. In the heart of that region, at the very centre of
its geography and history, lives a very small nation called Israel. This nation
gave birth to the currents of thought which have fashioned the life of the
Mediterranean world and of vast regions beyond. It has now been re-
established as the home and sanctuary of a people which has seen six million of
its sons exterminated in the greatest catastrophe ever endured by a family of
the human race.

In recent weeks the Middle East has passed through a crisis whose shadows
darken the world. This crisis has many consequences but only one cause.
Israel’s rights to peace, security, sovereignty, economic development and
maritime freedom—indeed its very right to exist—has been forcibly denied
and aggressively attacked. This is the true origin of the tension which torments
the Middle East. All the other elements of the conflict are the consequences of
this single cause. There has been danger, there is still peril in the Middle East
because Israel's existence, sovereignty and vital interests have been and are
violently assailed.

The threat to Israel's existence, its peace, security, sovereignty and
development has been directed against her in the first instance by the
neighbouring Arab states. But all the conditions of tension, all the impulses of
aggression in the Middle East have been aggravated by the policy of one of the
Great Powers which under our Charter bear primary responsibilities for the
maintenance of international peace and security. I shall show how the Soviet
Union has been unfaithful to that trust. The burden of responsibility lies
heavy upon her.

T
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I come to this rostrum to speak for a united people which, having faced
danger to the national survival, is unshakably resolved to resist any course
which would renew the perils from which it has emerged.

The General Assembly is chiefly pre-occupied by the situation against
which Israel defended itself on the morning of June 5. I shall invite every
peace-loving state represented here to ask itself how it would have acted on
that day if it faced similar dangers. But if our discussion is to have any weight
or depth, we must understand that great events are not born in a single instant
of time. It is beyond all honest doubt that between May 14 and June 5, Arab
governments led and directed by President Nasser, methodically prepared and
mounted an aggressive assault designed to bring about Israel’s immediate and
total destruction. My authority for that conviction rests on the statements and
actions of Arab governments themselves. There is every reason to believe what
they say and to observe what they do.…

An Act of War
When we examine, then, the implications of this act, [Nasser's closing of

the Straits of Tiran], we have no cause to wonder that the international shock
was great. There was another reason, too, for that shock. Blockades have
traditionally been regarded, in the pre-Charter parlance, as acts of war. To
blockade, after all, is to attempt strangulation—and sovereign states are
entitled not to have their State strangled.

The blockade is by definition an act of war, imposed and enforced through
violence.

Never in history have blockade and peace existed side by side. From May
24 onward, the question of who started the war or who fired the first shot
became momentously irrelevant. There is no difference in civil law between
murdering a man by slow strangulation or killing him by a shot in the head.
From the moment at which the blockade was imposed, active hostilities had
commenced and Israel owed Egypt nothing of her Charter rights. If a foreign
power sought to close Odessa, or Copenhagen or Marseilles or New York
Harbour by the use of force, what would happen? Would there be any
discussion about who had fired the first shot? Would anyone ask whether
aggression had begun? Less than a decade ago the Soviet Union proposed a
draft resolution in the General Assembly on the question of defining
aggression. The resolution reads:

'In an international conflict, that State shall be declared an attacker which
first commits one of the following acts:

a. Naval blockade of the coastal ports of another State.'
This act constituted in the Soviet view aggression as distinguished from

other specific acts designated in the Soviet draft as indirect aggression. In this
particular case the consequences of Nasser's action had been fully announced
in advance. On March 1, 1967, my predecessor announced that:
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’Interference, by armed force, with ships of the Israel flag exercising free
and innocent passage in the Gulf of Akaba and through the Straits of Tiran,
will be regarded by Israel as an attack entitling it to exercise its inherent right
of self-defence under Article 51 of the United Nations Charter and to take all
such measures as are necessary to ensure the free and innocent passage of its
ships in the Gulf and in the Straits.’

The representative of France declared that any obstruction of free passage
in the Straits or Gulf was contrary to international law ’entailing a possible
resort to the measures authorized by Article 51 of the Charter.’

The United States, inside and outside of the United Nations, gave specific
endorsement to Israel’s right to invoke her inherent right of self-defence
against any attempt to blockade the Gulf. Nasser was speaking with acute
precision when he stated that Israel now faced the choice either between being
choked to death in her southern maritime approaches or to await the death
blow from Northern Sinai.

Nobody who lived through those days in Israel, between May 23 and June
5, will ever forget the air of doom that hovered over our country. Hemmed in
by hostile armies ready to strike, affronted and beset by a flagrant act of war,
bombarded day and night by predictions of her approaching extinction, forced
into a total mobilization of all her manpower, her economy and commerce
beating with feeble pulse, her main supplies of vital fuel choked by a
belligerent act, Israel faced the greatest peril of her existence that she had
known since her resistance against aggression 19 years before, at the hour of
her birth. There was peril wherever she looked and she faced it in deepening
solitude. On May 24 and on succeeding days, the Security Council conducted
a desultory debate which sometimes reached a point of levity. The Soviet
Representative asserted that he saw no reason for discussing the Middle
Eastern situation at all. The Bulgarian delegate uttered these unbelievable
words.

’At the present moment there is really no need for an urgent meeting of the
Security Council.’

A crushing siege bore down upon us. Multitudes throughout the world
trembled for Israel’s fate. The single consolation lay in the surge of public
opinion which rose up in Israel’s defence. From Paris to Montevideo, from
New York to Amsterdam, tens of thousands of persons of all ages, peoples and
affiliations marched in horrified protest at the approaching stage of genocide.
Writers and scientists, religious leaders, trade union movements and even the
Communist parties in France, Holland, Switzerland, Norway, Austria and
Finland asserted their view that Israel was a peace-loving State, whose peace
was being wantonly denied. In the history of our generation it is difficult to
think of any other hour in which progressive world opinion rallied in such
tension and agony of spirit.

To understand the full depth of pain and shock, it is necessary to grasp the
full significance of what Israel’s danger meant. A small sovereign State had its
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existence threatened by lawless violence. The threat to Israel was a menace to
the very foundations of the international order. The State thus threatened bore
a name which stirred the deepest memories of civilized mankind and the
people of the remnant of millions, who, in living memory had been wiped out
by a dictatorship more powerful, though scarcely more malicious, than
Nasser’s Egypt. What Nasser had predicted, what he had worked for with
undeflecting purpose, had come to pass—the noose was tightly drawn.

On the fateful morning of June 5, when Egyptian forces moved by air and
land against Israel's western coast and southern territory, our country's choice
was plain. The choice was to live or perish, to defend the national existence or
to forfeit it for all time.

From these dire moments Israel emerged in five heroic days from awful
peril to successful and glorious resistance. Alone, unaided, neither seeking nor
receiving help, our nation rose in self-defence. So long as men cherish
freedom, so long as small states strive for the dignity of existence, the exploits
of Israel's armies will be told from one generation to another with the deepest
pride. The Soviet Union has described our resistance as aggression and sought
to have it condemned. We reject this accusation with all our might. Here was
armed force employed in a just and righteous cause, as righteous as the
defenders at Valley Forge, as just as the expulsion of Hitler's bombers from the
British skies, as noble as the protection of Stalingrad against the Nazi hordes,
so was the defence of Israel's security and existence against those who sought
our nation's destruction.

What should be condemned is not Israel's action, but the attempt to
condemn it. Never have freedom, honour, justice, national interest and
international morality been so righteously protected. While fighting raged on
the Egyptian-Israel frontier and on the Syrian front, we still hoped to contain
the conflict. Jordan was given every chance to remain outside the struggle.
Even after Jordan had bombarded and bombed Israel territory at several points
we still proposed to the Jordanian monarch that he abstain from general
hostilities. A message to this effect reached him several hours after the
outbreak of hostilities on the southern front on June 5.

Jordan answered not with words but with shells. Artillery opened fire
fiercely along the whole front with special emphasis on the Jerusalem area.
Thus Jordan's responsibility for the second phase of the concerted aggression is
established beyond doubt. This responsibility cannot fail to have its
consequences in the peace settlement. As death and injury rained on the city,
Jordan had become the source and origin of Jerusalem's fierce ordeal. The
inhabitants of the city can never forget this fact, or fail to draw its conclusions.

Soviet Role in the Middle East Crisis
Mr. President, I have spoken of Israel's defence against the assaults of

neighbouring states. This is not the entire story. Whatever happens in the
Middle East for good or ill, for peace or conflict, is powerfully affected by
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what the Great Powers do or omit to do. When the Soviet Union initiates a
discussion here, our gaze is inexorably drawn to the story of its role in recent
Middle Eastern history. It is a sad and shocking story, it must be frankly told.

Since 1955 the Soviet Union has supplied the Arab States with 2,000
tanks, of which more than 1,000 have gone to Egypt. The Soviet Union has
supplied the Arab States with 700 modern fighter aircraft and bombers, more
recently with ground missiles, and Egypt alone has received from the U.S.S.R.
540 field guns, 130 medium guns, 200 120 mm mortars, anti-aircraft guns,
175 rocket launchers, 650 anti-tank guns, seven destroyers, a number of Luna
M and SPKA 2 ground-to-ground missiles, 14 submarines and 46 torpedo
boats of various types including missile-carrying boats. The Egyptian Army
has been trained by Soviet experts. This has been attested to by Egyptian
officers captured by Israel. Most of this equipment was supplied to the Arab
States after the Cairo Summit Conference of Arab leaders in January 1964 had
agreed on a specific programme for the destruction of Israel, after they had
announced and hastened to fulfil this plan by accelerating their arms purchases
from the Soviet Union. The proportions of Soviet assistance are attested to by
the startling fact that in Sinai alone the Egyptians abandoned equipment and
offensive weapons of Soviet manufacture whose value is estimated at two
billion dollars.

Together with the supply of offensive weapons, the Soviet Union has
encouraged the military preparations of the Arab States.

Since 1961, the Soviet Union has assisted Egypt in its desire to conquer
Israel. The great amount of offensive equipment supplied to the Arab States
strengthens this assessment.

A Great Power which professes its devotion to peaceful settlement and the
rights of states has for 14 years afflicted the Middle East with a headlong
armaments race, with the paralysis of the United Nations as an instrument of
security and against those who defend it.

The constant increase and escalation of Soviet armaments in Arab
countries has driven Israel to a corresponding, though far smaller,
procurement programme. Israel’s arms purchases were precisely geared to the
successive phases of Arab, and especially Egyptian, rearmament. On many
occasions in recent months we and others have vainly sought to secure Soviet
agreement for a reciprocal reduction of arms supplies in our region. These
efforts have borne no fruit. The expenditure on social and economic progress
of one half of what has been put into the purchase of Soviet arms would have
been sufficient to redeem Egypt from its social and economic ills. A
corresponding diversion of resources from military to social expenditure would
have taken place in Israel. A viable balance of forces could have been achieved
at a lower level of armaments, while our region could have moved forward to
higher standards of human and social welfare. For Israel’s attitude is clear. We
should like to see the arms race slowed down. But if the race is joined, we are
determined not to lose it. A fearful waste of economic energy in the Middle
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East is the direct result of the Soviet role in the constant stimulation of the
race in arms.

It is clear from Arab sources that the Soviet Union has played a provocative
role in spreading alarmist and incendiary reports of Israel intentions amongst
Arab Governments.

On June 9 President Nasser said:
’Our friends in the U.S.S.R. warned the visiting parliamentary delegation

in Moscow at the beginning of last month, that there exists a plan of attack
against Syria.’

Similarly an announcement by Tass of May 23 states:
’The Foreign Affairs and Security Committee of the Knesset have accorded

the Cabinet special powers to carry out war operations against Syria. Israeli
forces concentrating on the Syrian border have been put in a state of alert for
war. General mobilization has also been proclaimed in the country . . .’

There was not one word of truth in this story. But its diffusion in the Arab
countries could only have an incendiary result.

Cairo Radio broadcast on May 28 (0500 hours) an address by Marshal
Gretchko at a farewell party in honour of the former Egyptian Minister of
Defence, Shams ed-Din Badran:

’The U.S.S.R., her armed forces, her people and Government will stand by
the Arabs and will continue to encourage and support them. We are your
faithful friends and we shall continue aiding you because this is the policy of
the Soviet nation, its Party and Government. On behalf of the Ministry of
Defence and in the name of the Soviet nation we wish you success and
victory.’

This promise of military support came less than a week after the illicit
closing of the Tiran Straits, an act which the U.S.S.R. has done nothing to
condemn.…

The Vision of Peace
In free negotiation with each of our neighbours we shall offer durable and

just solutions redounding to our mutual advantage and honour. The Arab
states can no longer be permitted to recognize Israel's existence only for the
purpose of plotting its elimination. They have come face to face with us in
conflict. Let them now come face to face with us in peace.

In peaceful conditions we could imagine communications running from
Haifa to Beirut and Damascus in the north, to Amman and beyond in the
east, and to Cairo in the south. The opening of these blocked arteries would
stimulate the life, thought and commerce in the region beyond any level
otherwise conceivable. Across the southern Negev, communication between
the Nile Valley and the fertile crescent could be resumed without any change
in political jurisdiction. What is now often described as a wedge between Arab
lands would become a bridge. The Kingdom of Jordan, now cut off from its
maritime outlet, could freely import and export its goods on the Israeli coast.
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On the Red Sea, cooperative action could expedite the port developments at
Eilat and Akaba, which give Israel and Jordan their contact with a resurgent
East Africa and a developing Asia.

The Middle East, lying athwart three continents, could become a busy
centre of air communications, which are now impeded by boycotts and the
necessity to take circuitous routes. Radio, telephone and postal
communications, which now end abruptly in mid-air, would unite a divided
region. The Middle East, with its historic monuments and scenic beauty,
could attract a vast movement of travellers and pilgrims if existing
impediments were removed. Resources which lie across national frontiers—the
minerals of the Dead Sea and the phosphates of the Negev and the Arava—
could be developed in mutual interchange of technical knowledge. Economic
cooperation in agricultural and industrial development could lead to
supranational arrangements like those which mark the European community.
The United Nations could establish an economic commission for the Middle
East, similar to the commissions now at work in Europe, Latin America and
the Far East. The specialized agencies could intensify their support of health
and educational development with greater efficiency if a regional harmony
were attained. The development of arid zones, the desalination of water and
the conquest of tropical disease are common interests of the entire region,
congenial to a sharing of knowledge and experience.

In the institutions of scientific research and higher education of both sides
of the frontiers, young Israelis and Arabs could join in a mutual discourse of
learning. The old prejudices could be replaced by a new comprehension and
respect, born of a reciprocal dialogue in the intellectual domain. In such a
Middle East, military budgets would spontaneously find a less exacting point
of equilibrium. Excessive sums devoted to security could be diverted to
development projects.

Thus, in full respect of the region's diversity, an entirely new story, never
known or told before, would unfold across the Eastern Mediterranean. For the
first time in history, no Mediterranean nation is in subjection. All are endowed
with sovereign freedom. The challenge now is to use this freedom for creative
growth. There is only one road to that end. It is the road of recognition, of
direct contact, of true cooperation. It is the road of peaceful co-existence. This
road, as the ancient prophets of Israel foretold, leads to Jerusalem.

Jerusalem, now united after her tragic division, is no longer an arena for
gun emplacements and barbed wire. In our nation's long history there have
been few hours more intensely moving than the hour of our reunion with the
Western Wall. A people had come back to the cradle of its birth. It has
renewed its link with the memories which that reunion evokes. For 20 years
there has not been free access by men of all faiths to the shrines which they
hold in unique reverence. This access now exists. Israel is resolved to give
effective expression, in cooperation with the world's great religions, to the
immunity and sanctity of all the Holy Places. The prospect of a negotiated
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peace is less remote than it may seem. Israel waged her defensive struggle in
pursuit of two objectives—security and peace. Peace and security, with their
territorial, economic and demographic implications, can only be built by the
free negotiation which is the true essence of sovereign responsibility. A call to
the recent combatants to negotiate the conditions of their future co-existence
is the only constructive course which this Assembly could take.

We ask the great powers to remove our tormented region from the scope of
global rivalries, to summon its governments to build their common future
themselves, to assist it, if they will, to develop social and cultural levels worthy
of its past.

We ask the developing countries to support a dynamic and forward-
looking policy and not to drag the new future back into the out-worn past.

To the small nations, which form the bulk of the international family, we
offer the experience which teaches us that small communities can best secure
their interests by maximal self-reliance. Nobody will help those who will not
help themselves; we ask the small nations in the solidarity of our smallness, to
help us stand firm against intimidation and threat such as those by which we
are now assailed. We ask world opinion, which rallied to us in our plight, to
accompany us faithfully in our new opportunity. We ask the United Nations,
which was prevented from offering us security in our recent peril, to respect
our independent quest for the peace and security which are the Charter's
higher ends. We shall do what the Security Council decided should be done—
and reject the course which the Security Council emphatically and wisely
rejected. It may seem that Israel stands alone against numerous and powerful
adversaries. But we have faith in the undying forces in our nation's history
which have so often given the final victory to spirit over matter, to inner truth
over mere quantity. We believe in the vigilance of history which has guarded
our steps. The Guardian of Israel neither slumbers nor sleeps.

The Middle East, tired of wars, is ripe for a new emergence of human
vitality. Let the opportunity not fall again from our hands.
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