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Opinion

The June war that changed the Middle East

Iran’s dangerous quest for superpower status

T
he June war of 1967 — 
perhaps better known 
as the six-day war in 
the West — may have 
taken place nearly 50 
years ago but it 

contributed to the reality the 
Middle East faces today, changing 
the shape of history in the region, 
particularly in the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict.

The conflict between Israel 
and an Arab coalition, composed 
mainly of troops from Egypt, 
Jordan and Syria, resulted in a 
shocking defeat for the Arabs. 
Israel was able to annex even more 
territory, including the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip as well as Egypt’s 
Sinai peninsula and Syria’s Golan 
Heights. Israel quickly and easily 
defeated three major Arab powers, 
countries promoting a new idea of 
socialism and Arab nationalism. 
This was exemplified by Egypt 
under its charismatic president 
Gamal Abdel Nasser.

The June war revealed the 
frailty that underpinned these 
resurgent Arab states, politically, 
economically and socially. It 
confirmed that the Arab world, 
as opposed to the various slogans 
and boastful claims that were 
being thrown about, ultimately 
came from a single fabric. This 
can be seen in the reaction to 
the defeat in all Arab countries, 
which saw the rise of the security 
state as opposed to one in which 
citizens’ rights were prioritised. 
This was based on the idea that 
the necessity of confronting Israel 
required Arab citizens to make 
sacrifices, including their own 
national and personal interests.

Arab regimes, backed by 
supporting players 
from political 
parties to media 
outlets, initially 
sought to cover up 
the sheer scale of 
this defeat. Some 
tried to claim 
this as a partial 
victory, saying 
that the Israelis 
had not been 
able to destroy 

these Arab states. As for the sound 
defeat of three Arab armies and 
the occupation of Arab territory, 

they claimed this as a minor issue 
that did not bear thinking about.

Arab regimes sought to 
avenge this defeat by unleashing 
Palestinian fedayeen from Jordan, 
Lebanon and Syria to vent the 
frustrations of the Arab world and 
play down the extent of the crisis. 
This served as the birth of the 
Palestinian national movement, 
filling a vacuum that had been 
taken until then by Arab states and 
their official actions against Israel.

There was also a major shift in 
Arab politics away from talk about 
confronting the existence of Israel 
to confronting Israeli aggression 
and the Zionist state’s new 
expanded borders. Prior to 1967, 
Arabs had been more concerned 
about doing away with Israel. After 
the June war, that was no longer 
an option and the Arab world 
became more concerned about 
ensuring a Palestinian state.

At the time, the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict was predictably 
viewed through a pan-Arab 

lens. After the 1967 defeat, the 
Palestinian cause became a 
more nationalist struggle, with 
increasing focus on supporting 
the Palestinian people, rather than 
fighting on their behalf.

Israel’s gains, on the other 
hand, emboldened its citizens and 
there was increased talk about 
establishing a Greater Israel, 
something that had previously 
been a strictly religious concept 
until then.

Israel was able to unite its 
territory and people in an 
unexpected way, including its 
capital, Jerusalem. There was a 
major shift in Israeli politics with 
an increasing confluence between 
the religious idea of Zionist and 
political secular Zionism.

Tel Aviv had confirmed itself 
as a major regional power and 
ally of the West in the eyes of its 
own citizens as well as the rest of 
the world. Even Israel’s economy 
was strengthened following the 
territorial gains, which included 

rich agricultural land and water 
resources.

Of course, not everything was 
positive for Israel. The occupation 
of the West Bank and Gaza Strip 
strengthened the commitment of 
the Palestinians. Israel, of course, 
was not able to hold onto the Gaza 
Strip and West Bank, let alone the 
Sinai peninsula.

One of the main repercussions 
of 1967 was that Israel became 
known as a colonialist force, 
occupying territory by force 
and seeking to control the 
Palestinian people through fear 
and oppression. This is a view that 
continues to be held today, almost 
50 years later.

The June war changed the face 
of the Middle East well beyond 
the repercussions it had on the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict. These 
are changes we are contending 
with today.

Majid Kayali is a Palestinian 
writer.

H
istory, of course, 
does not repeat 
itself but those who 
do not learn from 
their past are 
condemned to 

repeat it. This warning, attributed 
to George Santayana, finds a 
contemporary application in Iran.

Every now and then, an Iranian 
official makes overbearing claims 
about the revival of the ancient 
Persian empire. However, such 
claims follow a pattern in Iran’s 
behaviour that began 150 years 
ago. The Qajar and the Pahlavi 
dynasties each made its own bid at 
superpower status and both ended 
in defeat and humiliation.

The fate of the current bid by the 
Islamic Republic is unlikely to be 
much different.

In the 19th century, Iran’s 
attempt to assert itself came under 
Mohammad Shah Qajar, who 
tried to capture parts of western 

Afghanistan. This 
drew the attention 
of the British and an 
ensuing 10-month 
military operation 
ended in the 
humiliation — and 
a loss of territory — 
for Persia.

In the 1970s, 
Mohammad Reza 
Pahlavi tried to 
make Iran the 

regional powerhouse, suggesting 
Tehran was a sole defence of the 
West against communism and oil-

rich Arab countries. He also tried 
to make the country more modern 
and secular. That stab at power 
ended internally, as the shah 
was overthrown by the Iranian 
revolution of 1979.

Now, the mullahs who inherited 
power from those who chased the 
shah out are seeking their own 
superpower status.

The most vital part of the Iranian 
strategy involves creating turmoil 
in Arab countries by agitating Shia 
communities, which never before 
turned to Iran for guidance and 
inspiration.

Two crucial developments 
curtail the Iranian agenda: The 
outcome of the civil war in Syria 

and the Arab response in Yemen.
The fall of Syrian President 

Bashar Assad would constitute 
a humiliating defeat for Tehran, 
dealing Iran’s superpower 
aspirations a severe blow. That 
defeat would send shockwaves 
through Shia communities, which 
Iran eagerly mobilised to fight 
on Assad’s side, throughout the 
world. Anti-Iranian sentiment — 
considerable among learned Shias, 
especially the clergy — would 
become widespread and explicit.

An equally significant loss for 
Iran is Yemen, which is vital for 
Iran’s regional designs because it 
can be used to directly threaten 
Saudi Arabia, the bastion of 

Arabism and Sunni Islam.
However, the Saudi-led response 

took the Iranians by surprise. The 
air campaign mostly destroyed the 
Iranian arsenal that was created 
over several years, bringing 
Tehran’s scheme in that country to 
a humiliating conclusion.

Since the early days of the 
Islamic Republic, Iran has used 
terrorism as a low-cost method 
to project power beyond its 
borders. The list of terrorist attacks 
committed by Iranian-backed 
groups in the Gulf states and 
beyond is long.

The problem of Iran is not with 
its Arab neighbours. It is with its 
own history. More precisely, it is 
with its failure to come to terms 
with its past. Regardless of who 
ruled Iran, since Mohammad Shah 
Qajar to the Islamic Republic, 
the Iranian psyche has been 
dominated by a yearning for the 
past.

While Iranians have every 
reason to be proud of their 
cultural heritage, their attempts 
at reconstructing their past has 
unavoidably created enemies 
where permissible rivalry might 
have existed.

Many empires have come and 
gone; all have moved on. Only 
Iran gives credence to Santayana’s 
warning.

Bassem Ajami, a Lebanese-British 
journalist, has been reporting 
on Lebanon and the region for 25 
years. He lives in Beirut.

The June war revealed the 
frailty that underpinned 
these resurgent Arab 
states, whether politically, 
economically or socially.

Now, the mullahs who 
inherited power from 
those who chased the 
shah out are seeking their 
own superpower status.
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