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CAN ISRAEL 
WIN ANOTH

ER WAR? 
T̂REWMIDDLETON 

The sun was bright and comfor tably 
warm on the terrace of the cas ino at 
Suez . T h e young Israeli soldiers took 
turns peer ing th rough field g lasses at 
the E g y p t i a n s of the Th i rd A r m y , 
t rapped a quar te r mile away . It was 
D e c e m b e r , 1973; they were in Egyp t , 
the w a r was over and , they thought , 
w o n . 

" N o more war s , no more f ighting, 
all ove r n o w , " a l ieutenant said. 

Tha t w a s D e c e m b e r , 1973 . O n e 
w o n d e r s h o w the l i e u t e n a n t f ee l s 
today . For war s , like e lec t ions , whi le 
set t l ing s o m e q u e s t i o n s , inev i tab ly 
raise new ones in the mili tary as well 
as the poli t ical sphere . The Y o m Kip 
pur W a r was no except ion . N o w , 18 
mon ths later, it is apparent that the 
overall mil i tary si tuation in the Middle 
East is drast ical ly changed from what 
it was when Genera l S h a r o n ' s tanks 
came to a halt a scant 60 miles from 
Ca i ro . The balance of mili tary power , 
then t ipped in Is rae l ' s favor, is c l imb
ing toward a dynamic equi l ib r ium, in
fluenced by new w e a p o n s , new tac
t ics , and by old mi s t akes and sur
viving misconcep t ions . 

Each of the four Arab-Israel i wars 
has had a dis t inct ive mili tary charac
ter. T h e W a r of Independence was a 
t r iumph of gueri l la tactics carried out 
by Israeli forces in wh ich fervent pa
triotism was mixed with exper ience 
gained on the batt lefields of W o r l d 
W a r II. T h e J e w s fought and won ove r 
A r a b a rmies that were bet ter a rmed 
and more n u m e r o u s , but poor ly led. 

The Suez W a r of 1956, on the Is
raeli s ide at least , demons t ra ted bril
liantly h o w far Israel had gone in fash
ioning modern f ighting forces . The 

Egyp t i an per formance revealed that 
the advent of Nasse r and his bel l icose 
co l leagues had had little effect on the 
c o u n t r y ' s mili tary capabi l i t ies . Fight
ing b e t w e e n Israelis and Egyp t i ans 
conf i rmed the belief that the former 
were better t rained and tactically more 
flexible in the mechanica l c o m p l e x 
ities of m o d e r n war . 

T h e 1967 w a r produced the legend 
of Israeli invincibil i ty; a legend ulti
mately d a m a g i n g to Israeli psycholog
ical p repa redness . It was the Six Day 
W a r , but from a mili tary s tandpoint , it 
could have been called the O n e Day 
War . For on the first day , the Israeli 
Air Force knocked out the Egypt ian 
Air Force , the strongest A r a b air a rm, 
thus para lyz ing the strongest of the 
A r a b a rmie s . S o m e Egypt ian a rmy 
uni ts fought we l l . T h e J o r d a n i a n s , 
also fighting without air cover , dis
p l a y e d d i s c ip l i ne and r e s o l v e . But 
modern a rmies cannot operate wi thout 
air cove r and g round suppor t , and once 
the Israeli pi lots had done their j ob on 
the first morn ing of the war , the con
flict was won . 

The ease with which Israel won the 
Six Day W a r a lmost proved her undo
ing six years later. Visi t ing the Bar 
L e v Line a long the east bank of the 
Suez Cana l in 1971 , I was told by a 
young colonel that he had only two 
unders t rength bat tal ions in l ine, plus a 
third, a lso be low batt le s t rength, in 
reserve . Th i s , he conceded , would not 
be enough if his br igade were facing 
Amer i cans or Bri t ish, but it would suf
fice to deal with anything 
t h e E g y p t i a n s c o u l d 
m o u n t against h i m . B e 
s i d e s , he p o i n t e d ou t , 
the Israeli Ai r Force had control of the 
a i r s p a c e from the canal west to Ca i ro . 
" N o t to w o r r y , " he said, proud of his 
Engl ish id iom. 

T h i s o v e r - c o n f i d e n c e w a s t h e 
source of many of I s rae l ' s p rob lems 
early in the Y o m Kippur War . There 
was a refusal, unusual in a people of 
such p resc ience , to bel ieve that the 
A r a b F o r c e s , S y r i a n o r E g y p t i a n , 
could improve , or that Soviet weapons 
p o u r i n g t h r o u g h A l e x a n d r i a a n d 
Latak ia and the drastic overhaul of 



c o m m a n d , f rom g e n e r a l s d o w n to 
l ieutenants , would m a k e any differ
ence . 

In the e n d , Israel w o n , but by a 
margin far less than her suppor ters in 
this count ry be l ieved . 

B e c a u s e t h e f i g h t i n g on t h e 
Israel i -Egypt ian front was the most 
fluid and spectacular , and because the 
Sinai desert was the scene of the hard
est f ighting, there was a tendency to 
see the entire w a r in te rms of Wor ld 
W a r I I d e s e r t b a t t l e s b e t w e e n 
R o m m e l ' s A f r i k a K o r p s a n d t h e 
British Eighth A r m y . There was some 
similarity but not m u c h . T h e fighting 
in the Sinai and , against Syria , on the 
Go lan He igh t s w a s inf luenced sig
nif icantly by new w e a p o n s . T h e s e 
weapons , p red ic tab ly , p roduced new 
tactics. Ra ther than be ing another of 
the old style war s , it p robably was the 
first of the new . 

Cons ide r two factors. T h e fighting 
devoured mater iel at a rate u n k n o w n 
in Wor ld W a r II save in one or t w o of 
the fiercest bat t les . Th is w a s the result 
ot the deve lopmen t of new " o n e shot , 
one k i l l " w e a p o n s which knocked out 
tanks and aircraft in unpreceden ted 
numbers cons ider ing the n u m b e r of 
these engaged . A l s o , the advances in 
surface-to-air and surface- to-surface 

missi les resul ted in a reduct ion in ef
fect iveness of the tank-f ighter -bomber 
team and m a y well have fo reshadowed 
a new tactical e ra when a single infan
t r y m a n wi th a h igh ly soph i s t i ca ted 
missi le can knock out an aircraft cost
ing $15 mil l ion or a tank priced at 
$ 8 0 0 , 0 0 0 . 

The use of these w e a p o n s will have 
f a r - r e a c h i n g c o n s e 
q u e n c e s . D e p l o y e d in 
conjunct ion wi th o the r 
a n t i - t a n k and an t i -a i r 
craft w e a p o n s , they may 
alter the battlefield bal
ance in favor of the de 

fense ove r the offense, where it has 
rested since the G e r m a n Panzers and 
Stukas swarmed ove r Poland 36 years 
a g o . 

The del ivery by the Uni ted States 
and the Soviet Union of these w e a p o n s 
sys tems that are even more sophist i 
cated than those avai lable in 1973 ar
gues that a l though a fifth Arab-Israel i 
w a r m a y b e g i n s o m e w h a t l ike the 
fourth, it wi l l , with the new w e a p o n s , 
change into a different type of conflict: 
o n e t h a t w i l l h a v e n o n e a t , c i r 
c u m s c r i b e d bat t lef ie lds such as the 
Sinai and that will inevitably involve 
civil ian casual t ies and ci t ies far from 
the c o m b a t zone . 

C o n s e q u e n t l y , I s r a e l ' s c u r r e n t 
mili tary posi t ion should be measured 
against the probabil i t ies of the fifth 
war rather than the facts of the fourth. 
Does the Israel Defense Force still 
p o s s e s s t h e t r a i n e d m a n p o w e r , 
w e a p o n s sys t ems , logist ical support 
and leadership to fight and win a fifth 
wa r? The answer mus t be a highly 
qualified " y e s . " 

Is rael , a l t hough inferior in m a n 
power , has the mos t technologica l ly 
advanced forces in the Middle East 
competen t to employ to the greatest 
advan tage sophis t icated w e a p o n s sys
t ems that compensa t e for lack of n u m 
bers . 

T h e Israeli Ai r Force , at this writ
ing, retains its qual i ta t ive superiori ty 
over the c o m b i n e d Egypt ian , Syr ian , 
Iraqi and Jordan ian air forces. This 
superiori ty goes well beyond the ex
per ienced skill of the Israeli a i r c r e w s . 

It ex tends as well to the air force ' s 
ability to mainta in their aircraft and to 
the air c o m m a n d e r s ' abil i ty, p roven in 
many a bat t le , to der ive the fullest ben
efit from that qual i ta t ive superiori ty 
through flexible and often unor thodox 
tact ics . 

" I s r ae l i pilots m a d e some mis takes 
at the start of the w a r , " a Bri t ish w ing 
c o m m a n d e r told me in 1973 . " T h e i r 
virtue is that they never m a k e the same 
mis take t w i c e . " 

Since 1973, this air force has been 
immeasurab ly s t rengthened by the ac
quis i t ion from the Uni ted States of the 
new " s m a r t " b o m b s or , as the Uni ted 
States Air Force officially calls t hem, 
P r e c i s i o n G u i d e d M u n i t i o n s . A 
fur ther i n c r e a s e in a i r c a p a b i l i t i e s 
would result in the purchase of any one 
of three new Amer ican f ighters , the 
F -14 , F-15 or F -16 . 

Final ly , the in tangibles , so difficult 
to measu re in peace , so desperate ly 
impor t an t in war : t r a in ing , c o m b a t 
leadersh ip , mora l e . ' 

Four wars have not b lunted the h igh 
mora le and efficient aggress iveness of 
the I . D . F . There is probably no other 
force in the wor ld so h ighly mot iva ted . 
T h e c o m p l a c e n c y of the years be tween 
1967 and 1973 has g iven way to a 
sober recogni t ion of A r a b improve-



ment and the real izat ion that another 
war will d e m a n d more from the tank 
c r ew , the infantryman and the pilot . 

A ques t ion mark mus t be placed be
side c o m b a t leadersh ip . I s rae l ' s mos t 
g r ievous b low in 1973 was the very 
h igh casual ty rate a m o n g officers, par
t icularly cap ta ins , majors and l ieuten
ant co lone ls . Such m e n , wi th exper i 
ence in t w o or m o r e war s , cannot be 
easi ly rep laced . N e w men have c o m e 
forward , but at the outset , at least , they 
will lack exper ience in c o m m a n d . 

S tandards of t raining today appear 
h igher than they were in the years be
tween the t w o last wa r s . In addit ion to 
the salient lesson that it is unwise to 
underra te an e n e m y , the I . D . F . ap 
pears to have assimilated ano ther basic 
lesson, one that apparent ly mus t be 
re learned by every service after every 
war: victories are won by the com
bined efforts of all serv ices . 

In 1967, the air force and tanks had 
been so effective that in 1973 there 
was a tendency to re legate the infantry 
and arti l lery to suppor t ing ro les . T h e 
fighting proved that the air and the 
a rmor could not d o it all t hemse lves 
aga ins t m u c h i m p r o v e d , be t t e r led 

A r a b f o r c e s . T r a i n i n g s i n c e h a s 
stressed the coordina t ion of all a rms in 
bat t le . 

In I s r a e l ' s a r s e n a l , t h e " s m a r t " 
b o m b s are perhaps the mos t signifi
c a n t . T h e W a l l e y e b o m b a n d t h e 
Maver ick a i r - to-ground miss i le , both 
gu ided by T V dev ices , and the family 
of laser gu ided b o m b s , provided by the 
U n i t e d S t a t e s s ince 1 9 7 3 , a re un 
ma tched on the A r a b s ide . T h e Rus 
s i a n s a r e k n o w n to b e w o r k i n g 
fever ishly on s imi la r w e a p o n s , but 
thus far none has reached Sovie t air 
squadrons in E u r o p e , and none is be 
lieved to be in A r a b hands . 

Wi th these w e a p o n s , 
an air force that in the 
p a s t h a s c o n s i s t e n t l y 
demons t r a t ed a super i 
or i ty in flexibil i ty and 

tactical skill ove r the Arabs enjoys 
a significant advantage over its poten
tial a d v e r s a r i e s . T r a n s l a t e d to bat
tlefield t e rms , their possess ion by the 
Israelis m e a n s that in a new war E g y p 
tian br idges across the Suez Cana l , 
such as those which survived Israeli air 
and arti l lery at tack in 1 9 7 3 , wou ld be 
taken out in a mat ter of hou r s . 

A c c o r d i n g t o P r i m e M i n i s t e r 
Yi tzhak Rab in , Israel n o w has 85 per 
cent more guns or approximate ly 700 ; 
nearly 50 per cent more t anks , a total 
of 2 , 250 ; 25 per cent more a rmored 
p e r s o n n e l ca r r i e r s and half t r a c k s , 
a round 1,250; and 20 per cent more 
f ighter aircraft , abou t 4 0 0 , than in 
1973 . 

W h y , then, is it necessary to qualify 
an assumpt ion of Israeli victory in a 
fifth war? S imply because the ba lance 
of mil i tary power , whe the r it is ex
pressed in w e a p o n s or trained man
p o w e r , shifts cont inual ly . Israel has 
s t rengthened her pos i t ion . But so h a v e 
the Arabs . 

Cons ide r the A r a b posi t ion in a fifth 
war in wh ich , to take the wors t possi
ble case for Israel , all the comba tan t s 
of 1973 (Egyp t i ans , Syr ians , Iraqis 
and Jordanians) r enew their a t tacks . 
Israel wou ld again b e f ighting o n t w o , 
poss ibly three fronts , and because of 
the improvemen t in A r a b surface-to-
surface miss i le ry , the interior l ines of 

communica t i on that in previous wars 
enab led her to shift forces from one 
front to another would be vulnerable in 
another conflict . 

Until 1973 , assessments of the bal
ance of p o w e r in the Midd le East , 
whi le conced ing the Arab advantage 
in m a n p o w e r , stressed that to a con
s iderable extent this was ba lanced by 
the greater mechan ica l ap t i tude , and 
superior t raining and mora le , of the 
Israel is . T o d a y , the Arabs retain their 
e d g e in m a n p o w e r : 5 7 5 , 0 0 0 ac t ive 
forces at the outbreak of w a r compared 
wi th 3 7 5 , 0 0 0 Israelis on mobilization; 
in aircraft: 1,384 compared with ap
proximate ly 500 . H o w e v e r , the Arabs 
are c los ing the gap in mechan ica l ap
t i tude and t ra ining. In the 1973 war 
their f ighting quali t ies ma tched those 
of the I s r a e l i s — b a d l y t r a ined , un
m o t i v a t e d s o l d i e r s d o not t ake on 
m e d i u m batt le tanks wi th hand-held 
surface-to-surface anti- tank w e a p o n s 
as the Arabs did. 

This s tr iking improvemen t in train
ing and leadership mus t be recognized 
in mos t of the A r a b forces. C o m m a n d 
and control of large uni t s , anyth ing 
more than a d ivis ion, r emains ra ther 
s l ipshod in the Syrian and Iraqi forces 
especial ly where allied opera t ions are 
conce rned . Gene ra l ly , h o w e v e r , Is
rael cannot a s sume any longer that , 
man for m a n , her soldiers are greatly 
super ior to those in the A r a b forces , 
pa r t i cu la r ly the E g y p t i a n s , Sy r i ans 
and Jo rdan ians . 

O n the A r a b s ide , E g y p t is the 
major ques t ion mark . But not because 
of the fighting quali ty of her soldiers . 
The p rob lem is equ ipment . T h e E g y p 
tian a rmored format ions suffered seri
ous losses in the last week of the Y o m 
Kippur war , part icularly in their at
tacks against the corr idor east of the 
Suez Cana l t h rough which Genera l 
S h a r o n ' s m e n p a s s e d to c r o s s the 
wa te rway . The air force also suffered 
heavy losses both of aircraft and ex
per ienced pi lots . 

T h e c o n t e m p o r a r y r idd le of the 
Sph inx is to wha t extent the losses in 
a d v a n c e d w e a p o n s s y s t e m s , t a n k s , 
aircraft, and missi les have been m a d e 
up by Soviet sh ipments and the size of 



Russ ian del iver ies of spare parts to the 
a rmy and air force. E g y p t ' s ability to 
fight ano ther war successfully depends 
o n t h e a n s w e r . O b v i o u s l y , C a i r o 
could l aunch another offensive today . 
But it could not be sustained wi thout a 
larger stock of sophist icated w e a p o n s 
sys tems and adequa te suppl ies of spare 
par ts . 

Pres ident A n w a r Sadat has c la imed 
that h e will buy the w e a p o n s he needs 
from France and e l sewhere . H e has , in 
fact, bought 22 Mi rage F-1 ' s from the 
French for early del ivery and 22 Mir 
age F - l E ' s , a m u c h more formidable 
aircraft, for del ivery in 1978. But it is 
clearly imposs ib le to rearm the very 
large Egypt ian forces from Weste rn 
E u r o p e . T h o s e forces — air, land and 
s e a — a r e e q u i p p e d w i t h S o v i e t 
w e a p o n s firing Russ ian ammuni t ion . 
T o suddenly shift to western w e a p o n s 
w o u l d b r i n g a b o u t a l o g i s t i c i a n ' s 
n ightmare and , of cour se , impose a 
serious delay on E g y p t ' s capaci ty to 
make war . T roops and a i rmen would 
have to be trained in the use of the new 
weapons . Supply sys t ems and main te
nance regula t ions would have to be 
refashioned to suit the new suppl ies . 

T h e realistic assumpt ion must be 
that Pres ident S a d a t ' s r emarks were 
intended to put pressure on M o s c o w 
for t h e r e s u p p l y o f s o p h i s t i c a t e d 
w e a p o n s ra ther than to a n n o u n c e a 
n e w p o l i c y of a r m s p r o c u r e m e n t . 
There is some ev idence that his words 
had the desired effect. Early in Feb
ruary, 18 M i g - 2 3 ' s arr ived at Alexan
dria from the Soviet Union . Twe lve 
more are expec ted by May and another 
18 by au tumn; 4 8 aircraft in all or four 
squadrons in the Egypt ian table of or
ganizat ion. At the same t ime , an intel
l igence service (unworr ied by C o n 
gressional invest igat ion) reported that 
T-62 tanks and sophist icated miss i les 
also were arr iving from the U . S . S . R . 

Caut ious folk at the Pentagon con
ceded that M i g - 2 3 ' s were arr iving in 
Egypt . But they stressed that it wou ld 
take a long t ime before Egypt ian pilots 
were ready to emp loy these sophist i
cated aircraft in bat t le . Th is w a s an 
odd e c h o of the w a r n i n g s of 1972 
that, a l though the Egypt ians did have 

T-62 tanks and sophist icated miss i les , 
it wou ld take many m o n t h s , pe rhaps 
years , before the c rews would mas te r 
their use . In 1973 the Egyp t i ans dem
onstra ted they were able to use the 
w e a p o n s with deadly eff iciency. 

Israel and her suppor t e r s in th is 
count ry would m a k e a ser ious mis 
take if they bel ieve that Egyp t will 
not be able to use the new aircraft by 
the au tumn of th i s year . W h e t h e r she 
will use them depends upon polit ical 
factors outs ide the l imits of this as 
sessment . 

Sy r i a ' s forces mus t be cons idered 
better p repared for w a r than E g y p t ' s . 
The Soviets had m a d e u p S y r i a ' s los
ses in w e a p o n s by early 1974. T h e 
first M i g - 2 3 ' s to appear outs ide the 
Soviet Union were sent to the Syr ian 
Ai r Force . The re are approximate ly 
3 ,000 Soviet officers, instructors and 
technic ians in Syria work ing with the 
forces. 

T h e s e f o r c e s w e r e f o r m i d a b l e 
e n o u g h in 1973 . T o o little a t tent ion 
has been paid to the f ierce ba t t les 
fought on the Golan Heigh ts in the 
initial three days of the w a r when the 
first, furious Syr ian thrust was held 
by ou tnumbered (but not out fought) 

Israeli forces. On the first day , the 
Syr ians c a m e very c lose to b reak ing 
t h rough , a d e v e l o p m e n t that would 
have altered the whole charac ter of 
the w a r by forcing Israel to d iv ide 
he r fo rces b e t w e e n the t w o f ronts 
ra ther than dep loy larger forces in the 
Sinai and carry out an inspired hold
ing opera t ion in the Golan He igh t s . 

T h e S y r i a n s , t h e n , m u s t b e a c 
c o u n t e d wel l a r m e d and , ope ra t ing 
on their o w n , well led. Syrian tank 
s t rength h a s surpassed the 1973 total . 
S y r i a n p i lo t s h a v e b e n e f i t e d f rom 
Sovie t tu te lage . T h e difficulties m u l 
t ip ly , h o w e v e r , w h e n Syr ian forces 
are e m p l o y e d wi th a l l ies : I raqis o r 
Jo rdan ians , for e x a m p l e . 

O n e other factor is impor tant . M y 
impress ion is that the Syr ians , unl ike 
the Egyp t i ans , were unhappy about 
the cease-fire of 1973 . Cross ing the 
S u e z C a n a l and f i g h t i n g on e v e n 
t e rms wi th the Israel is for the first 
w e e k satisfied m a n y Egypt ian lead
ers . T h e Syr ians , on the o ther hand , 
felt then and feel now that , had the 
war con t inued , they would have been 
a b l e to r e t r i e v e the i n i t i a t i v e and 
d r i v e t h e I s r ae l i s off the H e i g h t s . 
T h e y m a y be mis taken in th is . But 



CAN ISRAEL WIN 
ANOTHER WAR? 

t h e b e l i e f w i l l s t i m u l a t e t h e m in 
another conflict . 

T h e mil i tary contr ibut ion that Iraq 
could m a k e to the A r a b cause in a 
fifth M i d d l e Eas t w a r is ques t i on 
ab le . T h e track record of the Iraqi 
a rmy and air force in 1973 was un
i m p r e s s i v e . T h e t r o o p s f o u g h t 
reasonably wel l , but it was obv ious 
to neutral observers that the functions 
of c o m m a n d and c o n t r o l in ba t t l e 
were badly handled by inexper ienced 
c o m m a n d e r s and that coopera t ion b e 
tween air and ground forces was min
imal . 

Since then the Iraqis have rece ived 
l a rge s t o c k s of S o v i e t e q u i p m e n t . 
O n e Israeli es t imate is that approxi 
mate ly one third of the mili tary sup
p l i e s l a n d e d b y t h e R u s s i a n s at 
La tak ia in Syria goes to Iraq. A s the 
S y r i a n s , the I r a q i s h a v e r e c e i v e d 
M i g - 2 3 in t e rcep to r s to s u p p l e m e n t 
their one hundred M i g - 2 1 ' s and 60 
S u - 7 f i g h t e r - b o m b e r s . T h e 6 0 0 
Sov ie t a d v i s o r s and t e c h n i c i a n s in 
I raq l a s t a u t u m n h a v e b e e n a u g 
m e n t e d by 2 5 0 n e w c o m e r s . I r aq i 
surface- to-ai r miss i le ry , par t icular ly 
the S A - 6 ' s , has been reinforced by 
new sh ipments from the U . S . S . R . 

H o w e v e r , full Iraqi intervent ion in 
a fifth war would give Israel a seri
ous p rob l em. T h e dep loymen t of the 
t w o a rmored divis ions th rough east
ern Jordan could be the pre l iminary 
to an at tack on the right flank of the 
Israelis f ighting Syr ia . 

T h e consensus is that the Jordan
ian a r m y is the best t ra ined of all 
t h e A r a b a r m i e s . I t s e q u i p m e n t , 
h o w e v e r , leaves m u c h to be des i red , 
and the t iny air force of 50 p lanes , 
mos t of them old, could not be an 
i m p o r t a n t f a c to r in a n y n e w w a r . 
Jo rdan ian par t ic ipa t ion , like that of 
I raq , would open a third front for Is
r a e l , t h u s s t r e t c h i n g h e r c o m m i t 
men t s . 

O v e r a l l , t h e p i c t u r e is o n e o f 
Syrian and Iraqi forces that are better 
e q u i p p e d t o d a y t h a n in 1 9 7 3 , of 
Egypt ian forces that must assimilate 
n e w aircraft and t anks before they 
regain their old e d g e , and of Jordan
ian t roops and a i rmen w h o s e skill is 
of little use until they acquire modern 
w e a p o n s . 

If it c o m e s , wha t shape will the 
fifth war t ake? 

Israel is unl ikely to be surprised 
again as she was in 1973 . Defense 
i n t e l l i g e n c e r e c e i v e d a t h o r o u g h 
overhaul in 1974, especia l ly at the 
h igher levels . It is worth r e m e m b e r 
ing that intel l igence officers at lower 
levels did not err in their es t imates of 
A r a b s t r eng th and i n t e n t i o n s . T h e 
m i s t a k e s w e r e m a d e in the u p p e r 
eche lon where the mass ing of E g y p 
t i a n a n d S y r i a n f o r c e s w a s d i s 
c o u n t e d a s o n l y a n o t h e r a u t u m n 
m a n e u v e r s t aged for po l i t i ca l pur 
poses . H o w e v e r , it is c lear from the 
v o l u m i n o u s wr i t ing on the subject , 
m a d e public s ince the war , that the 
Israeli cabinet did cons ider p r e e m p 
tive act ion against the A r a b forces , 
but in the end , agreed with Defense 
M i n i s t e r M o s h e D a y a n ' s e s t i m a t e 
that such act ion before the outbreak 
of w a r w o u l d a l i ena te 
Amer i can and European 
public op in ion . 

If the signs of an im
pending A r a b offensive 
b e c o m e as c lear as they 

were on Oc t . 5 , 1973 , Uni ted States 
and European defense analysts agree 
t ha t I s r a e l w i l l u s e i t s a i r f o r c e , 
e q u i p p e d w i t h " s m a r t " b o m b s , 
against A r a b missi le s i tes , especial ly 
the surface-to-surface m e d i u m range 
S C U D miss i les , airf ields, supply de 
po t s and t r o o p c o n c e n t r a t i o n s in a 
p reempt ive s t r ike. 

T h e strategic object would b e to 
d e p r i v e t h e A r a b f o r c e s o f t h e 
sophist icated weapon ry necessary to 
s u p p o r t an o f f e n s i v e by g r o u n d 
forces. Success would mean that the 
Israeli a r m y , backed by the- tac t ica l 
air a r m , would fight the Arabs on far 
be t te r t e rms than it en joyed in the 
opening bat t les of 1973. 

A successful p reempt ive -strike is 
l ikely to be far more difficult in a 
d a y of e x t e n s i v e r a d a r n e t w o r k s , 
h igh per formance interceptor aircraft 
a n d we l l s i ted s u r f a c e - t o - a i r m i s 
s i l e s — t h o s e a r o u n d D a m a s c u s are 
m a n n e d by R u s s i a n s , a cco rd ing to 
the I s rae l i s—than it would have been 
in 1973 and was in 1967. The dis
p e r s a l of a i rc ra f t t o c o n c r e t e and 
steel hanga r s , built under Soviet in
struct ion, is another obstacle to suc
cess . It is prudent to a s sume that , al
though the Israelis would be able to 
knock out a s izeable percen tage of 
the A r a b s ' a d v a n c e d w e a p o n s sys
tems and do ex tens ive d a m a g e to de 
pots , the at tacks would not be 100 



per cent effective and that the Arabs 
would retain enougl i s trength in this 
i m p o r t a n t c a t e g o r y of w e a p o n s to 
suppor t the ground forces for a l im
ited per iod . 

T h e A r a b h i g h c o m m a n d s a r e 
a w a r e of the d a n g e r to t h e m of a 
p reempt ive str ike of this k ind , and 
they a lso have be t rayed their concern 
over another type of surprise mil i tary 
m o v e . T h i s is an I s r ae l i a r m o r e d 
thrust t h rough the A r k u b hill m a s s 
on to the val ley of the Beqaa r iver in 
L e b a n o n and t hence n o r t h e a s t w a r d 
on to the Horns plain in Syr ia . The 
consequences of such a dr ive would 
be Israeli possess ion of the nexus of 
r o a d s c e n t e r e d on Horns , e n a b l i n g 
them to halt all g round traffic south 
to D a m a s c u s and east to I raq. 

W h a t is the scenar io if Israel does 
not imp lemen t e i ther or both of these 
p reempt ive s t ra tegies? 

If, at the start, the boundar ies re
main at the pos t -Yom Kippur l ines , 
the first few days of the w a r would 
r e s e m b l e the first few d a y s of the 
Y o m K i p p u r W a r e x c e p t t ha t the 
Egypt ian start ing line would be east 
ra ther than west of the Suez Cana l 
and h e n c e c lose r to the Mi t l a and 
Gidi passes through the moun ta in s . 
I s rae l ' s possess ion of these passes is 
a b lue ch ip in her barga in ing for a 
peace se t t lement wi th the Egyp t i ans . 
B u t , in t h e a l t e r e d c o n d i t i o n s of 
1975, it is wor th ask ing whe ther , in a 
day of a d v a n c e d miss i le ry on both 
s i d e s , t h e p a s s e s s t i l l h a v e t h e 
eno rmous tactical advantage ass igned 
to them by Israeli pol i t ic ians. 

In a fifth war , it is likely that the 
Egyp t i ans wou ld use their sur face-
to-surface miss i les against the passes 
and the Israeli air base and supply 
cen te r a t Bi r Gafga fa fur ther eas t . 
U n d e r c o n t e m p o r a r y c o n d i t i o n s , 
Egypt ian a rmored penetra t ion of the 
pas se s is un l ike ly unt i l t h e y h a v e 
been saturated wi th miss i les and the 
Bir Gafgafa base neutral ized. 

S h o u l d E g y p t a v o i d the u s e of 
m e d i u m range miss i les , and instead 
follow the tactical pattern of 1973 , 
a rmor , c o v e r e d by mob i l e surface-
to-a i r m i s s i l e s and i n t e r c e p t o r s , is 

l i ke ly to p u s h t o w a r d the p a s s e s . 
Younge r Egypt ian field c o m m a n d e r s 
b e l i e v e t h a t the h i g h c o m m a n d ' s 
failure to m o v e out of the southern 
b r i d g e h e a d a c r o s s the S u e z C a n a l 
t o w a r d the p a s s e s w a s o n e of the 
cardinal tactical e r rors of the Y o m 
Kippur W a r . O n e a rmored c o m m a n d 
er told me in D e c e m b e r 1973 that 
his leading tank w a s 40 minu tes from 
the Mi t l a P a s s w h e n it w a s w i th 
d rawn on orders from headquar ters in 
Ca i ro . 

I s rae l ' s h igh es t imate of the value 
of holding the passes is unders tand
a b l e , if the h igh c o m m a n d in Te l 
Aviv is conv inced that the Egypt ians 
will fight a fifth war exact ly as they 
f o u g h t t h e f o u r t h . It is u n l i k e l y , 
h o w e v e r , t ha t the h i g h c o m m a n d 
would m a k e this mis take . T h e Y o m 
K i p p u r W a r p r o v i d e d the s a l u t a r y 
l e s s o n tha t A r a b s , t o o , c a n l ea rn 
from exper ience and shift tact ics . 

H o w e v e r , in th i s s i t u a t i o n , t h e 
mot iva t ing e l emen t is not wha t the 
high c o m m a n d cons iders the passes 
wor th in the t w o tactical s i tuat ions 
out l ined a b o v e — t h e use of miss i les 
to neutral ize the passes or an all-out 
E g y p t i a n a r m o r e d t h r u s t t h r o u g h 
t h e m — b u t w h a t I s rae l i d i p l o m a c y 
can obtain from the Egypt ians in re
turn for wi thdrawing forces from the 
passes . For their par t , the Egypt ians 
mus t cons ider possess ion of the passes 
by their forces , o r even by Uni ted 
Nat ions forces , as a tangible guaran
tee aga ins t a fur ther Israel i a t tack 
toward the Suez Cana l . 

The Syr ians wou ld , in a fifth war , 
r e sume their thrust across the Golan 
Heights toward northern Israel hop 
ing that , this t ime , an Iraqi offensive 
would be powerful e n o u g h to divert 
Israeli forces from the Golan Heigh ts 
front. Such a d ivers ion is m o r e likely 
if the Jordan ians en te r the war and 
deploy more than the single a rmored 
br igade which fought wi th dist inct ion 
in 1973 . 

For their o w n purposes , the Arab 
guerri l las have exagger 
ated the role they would 
play in a new conflict . 
Undoub ted ly , guerri l las 

have been a troubling but not militarily 
serious p rob lem for Israel a long the 
Lebanese frontier. But their cont r ibu
tion in a general w a r is l ikely to be 
min ima l . Guerr i l la war f lourishes in 
m o u n t a i n o u s a n d h e a v i l y fo r e s t ed 
terrain; it is at a d i sadvantage in open 
coun t ry b e c a u s e of h igh v is ib i l i ty . 
Guerr i l las f ighting in the Sinai would 
r e p r e s e n t l i t t l e m o r e t h a n a s u p 
p lementa ry i rregular force ill-trained 
to fight t anks and all too visible to 
r e c o n n a i s s a n c e aircraft o r h e l i c o p 
t e r s . T r u e , g u e r r i l l a s m i g h t m a k e 
s o m e impress ion in the north around 
the Golan Heigh ts . But that was and 
p robab ly wi l l be a re la t ive n a r r o w 
front occupied by s izeable a r m i e s — 
not the most advan tageous area for 
guerr i l la opera t ions . 

A n y realistic scenar io of the fifth 
war must take into account the p rob
ability that the sophist icated w e a p o n s 
on both sides will gradual ly s low the 
pace of offensive opera t ions and that 
c o m b a t m a y d e c e l e r a t e in to s ta t ic 
warfare , a s ta lemate comparab le to that 
which exis ted for nearly four years in 
Europe in Wor ld W a r I. W h e n that 
kind of si tuation deve lops , genera ls 
and the i r w a r m i n i s t e r s i nva r i ab ly 
cas t abou t for w e a p o n s wh ich can 
break the s ta lemate . Bo th sides have 
such w e a p o n s . 

Since 1973 , the Soviet Union has 
supplied Egyp t , Syria and Iraq with 
S C U D - B surface-to-surface miss i les . 
T h e s e h a v e a r ange of 2 5 0 m i l e s , 
enough to br ing Israeli c i t ies , supply 
depo t s , and internal communica t i ons 



under at tack. Of course , the S C U D S 
would be a priori ty target for Israeli 
aircraft in a p reempt ive strike or in 
normal opera t ions after the outbreak 
of hos t i l i t i e s . Bu t the mi s s i l e s are 
mob i l e and it can be a s sumed that 
they would b e well h idden and ade 
qua t e ly p ro t ec t ed by su r face - to -a i r 
miss i les . 

T h e S C U D w o u l d p r o v i d e t h e 
Arabs wi th a m e a n s of b reak ing the 
s ta lemate , soar ing ove r batt lefields to 
strike targets long kept inviolate by 
the Israel i A i r F o r c e . T h e I s rae l i s 
h a v e c o m p a r a b l e w e a p o n s : t h e i r 
J e r i c h o s u r f a c e - t o - s u r f a c e m i s s i l e 
with a range bel ieved to b e approxi 
m a t e l y 2 8 0 m i l e s , e n o u g h fo r 
D a m a s c u s a n d C a i r o t o b e c o m e 
targets , and the L a n c e miss i le to be 
supplied by the Uni ted Sta tes . 

Miss i le w a r does not au tomat ica l ly 
mean the use of nuclear warheads al
though the S C U D , the Je r icho and 
the Lance all have a nuclear " c a p a 
b i l i t y ; " that i s , they can b e fit ted 
with nuclear w a r h e a d s . Whi l e most 
in te l l igence c o m m u n i t i e s f irmly be 
lieve that the Israelis have a nuclear 
capabi l i ty , few analysts be l ieve that 
the g o v e r n m e n t wou ld sanct ion the 
initial u s e of n u c l e a r w e a p o n s in 
war . A s far as the Arabs are con
cerned , there has never been any o b 
j e c t i v e e v i d e n c e t h a t t h e S o v i e t 
Un ion has eve r suppl ied e i ther the 
Egypt ians or the Syr ians with nuclear 
w e a p o n s of any kind. 

T h e u s e of l o n g - r a n g e m i s s i l e s 
— l o n g , that is , for the Midd le East 
e n v i r o n m e n t — w o u l d c h a n g e t h e 
cha rac t e r of the conf l ic t , w i d e n i n g 
the w a r to include areas hi therto out 
of range and creat ing destruct ion and 
c o n f u s i o n b e h i n d the b a t t l e l i n e s . 
The re are no historical guidel ines to 
tell us which way the w a r would go 
as a result of the uninhibi ted use of 
miss i lery . W e do k n o w , from the ex
per ience of the British and the Ger
mans in Wor ld II , that h o m o g e n o u s , 
deeply patr iot ic peoples can endure 
much m o r e pun i shment than pre -war 
predic t ions ant ic ipated. 

The re is a reasonable prospect that 
a s ta lemate on the ground and in the 
a i r , e n f o r c e d b y s o p h i s t i c a t e d 
w e a p o n s , would lead to a far wider 
w a r that , inevi tably , would cause the 
super -powers to stand behind the two 
s i d e s — t h e S o v i e t U n i o n for t h e 
Arabs and the Uni ted States for Is
rael . (It should be taken for granted, 
I be l ieve , that the A r a b oil e m b a r g o 
will be re imposed on the outbreak of 
w a r . ) Wha t courses are open to the 
t w o giants? 

O n e c o u r s e , o b v i o u s l y , w o u l d 
have both nat ions replenish losses in 
w e a p o n s and equ ipmen t and res tock 
miss i les , shells and small a rms am
muni t ion used in the open ing rounds . 
This will be an impos ing j o b for both 
t h e S o v i e t U n i o n and t h e U n i t e d 
Sta tes , for one of the con tempora ry 
lessons of the Y o m Kippur W a r was 

the h igh rate of was tage in mater ia l . 
A pro longed conflict would represent 
a d ra in even on the la rge R u s s i a n 
war s tocks and would impose a seri
ous reduct ion of the smal ler Amer i 
can suppl ies , par t icular ly tanks and 
the newes t miss i les . 

Amer i ca would face ano ther hand
icap in r e supp ly ing Israel du r ing a 
fifth war . In 1973 , the United States 
had the use of Por tuga l ' s Azore is
lands for refuel ing the giant C - 5 A 
t ranspor ts . Th is enabled the C - 5 ' s to 
carry their full pay load of approxi 
m a t e l y 1 4 0 , 0 0 0 p o u n d s t o I s r a e l . 
T h e use of the Azores in another war 
is h ighly doubtful in v iew of the ad
vent of a left- leaning gove rnmen t in 
L i sbon . Consequen t ly , the Amer ican 
suppl ies would not get to Israel as 
rapidly as they did in 1973 . 

B e y o n d t h e p r o b l e m of s u p p l y 
looms the m o m e n t o u s quest ion of ac 
tive mil i tary intervent ion by ei ther o r 
both of the supe r -powers . 

W h a t would be the condi t ions that 
would lead to Soviet in tervent ion? 

O n e , p robab ly , is c lear ev idence 
that the Israelis were successful on 
a l l f r o n t s a n d t h a t C a i r o a n d 
D a m a s c u s were in danger of be ing 
taken or , more probably , cut off and 
put u n d e r aer ia l s iege by b o m b e r s 
and mi s s i l e s . U n d e r these c i r c u m 
s tances , Soviet intervent ion to save 
R u s s i a ' s A r a b c l i en t s w o u l d b e a 
p o s s i b i l i t y . T h e c o n c e n t r a t i o n of 
Sovie t a i rborne d iv is ions , which led 
to the Uni ted States alert in Oc tober 
1 9 7 3 , occu r r ed w h e n Israeli forces 
on the southern front had thrust wes t 
o f t h e c a n a l a n d s u r r o u n d e d t h e 
Egypt ian Thi rd A r m y , with the op 
t i o n o f p u s h i n g o n t o C a i r o a n d 
Alexandr ia , and when Israeli guns on 
the northern front were shell ing the 
outskir ts of D a m a s c u s . 

T h e s e c o n d s i tua t ion that migh t 
lead to Soviet intervent ion would b e 
p r i o r l a n d i n g s b y U n i t e d S t a t e s 
forces in support of an Israel that was 
reel ing under the b lows of Arab ar
mies and A r a b miss i les . Admi t t ed ly , 
it is difficult to envisage such a bat
tlefield si tuation in the light of the 
past . But it is well to r e m e m b e r that 



it w a s difficult in March 1973 to en
v i sage E g y p t i a n t roops fo rc ing the 
Bar Lev l ine a long the S u e z Cana l in 
an af ternoon, or Syr ian t roops dr iv
ing to wi th in five mi les of the shores 
of Lake T ibe r i as . 

T h e possibi l i ty of Amer i can inter
ven t ion in that s i tua t ion w o u l d b e 
he ightened , as an added ra t iona le , by 
the A r a b oil b lockade . T h e landing 
of A m e r i c a n t r o o p s w o u l d not b e 
solely to he lp defend a friend and 
political a l ly , but could well be the 
precursor of a larger opera t ion a imed 
at the oil s tates of the Persian Gulf. 
Such Amer i can opera t ions certainly 
would lead the Sovie t s to cons ide r 
t h e m i l i t a r y o p t i o n , fo r w h e t h e r 
Amer icans like it o r no t , the Persian 
Gulf and its oil fields today are one 
of the strategic centers of the wor ld . 
The Soviet Un ion , p r e sumab ly , has 
as much interest in deny ing their oc 
cupation by the United States as the 
United States has in assur ing a sup
ply of oi l . 

Beyond that is the Sovie t sensi t iv
ity to Amer i can mil i tary act ivi ty , no 
matter h o w smal l , in the area from 
the eastern Medi te r ranean Sea to the 
Arabian Gulf which Soviet strategists 
consider a glacis guard ing the southern 
areas of the U . S . S . R . 

All these scenar ios are capable of 
endless p e r m u t a t i o n s . In the i r con 
siderat ion, one factor should b e kept 
in mind: the Soviet Un ion , today , is 
infinitely bet ter p repared to fight a 

w a r of i n t e r v e n t i o n in the M i d d l e 
East than is the Uni ted S ta tes . 

T h e Sovie t advan tage in the im
media te theater rests on a n u m b e r of 
factors. 

T h e f i rs t is g e o g r a p h i c a l . T h e 
Middle East is c loser to the centers 
of Soviet mil i tary p o w e r than it is to 

the American military re
sources . The Amer ican 
" a l e r t " in 1973 was tr ig
gered by the concent ra 
tion of four Soviet air

borne d ivis ions in the Budapes t area 
and by the m o v e m e n t of t ransport air
craft, addit ional to those being used in 
the air lift to Syria and Egyp t , to the 
same area . T h e 82nd Airborne Divi 
sion of the United States A r m y was in 
Fort Bragg ; there was one airborne 
bat tal ion in G e r m a n y and t w o Mar ine 
Corps bat tal ions with the Sixth Fleet . 

At sea , the Six th Fleet rece ived 
the r e i n f o r c e m e n t of an add i t iona l 
aircraft carr ier task force, whi le the 
S o v i e t s q u a d r o n in t h e E a s t e r n 
Medi te r ranean Sea m o v e d to an all-
t i m e h igh of 9 8 sh ips : c o m b a t a n t s 
and service . 

T h e assumpt ion mus t be that if the 
s u p e r - p o w e r s d e c i d e d to r e i n f o r c e 
their c l ients in the Midd le East with 
act ive forces , the Russ ians stand the 
better chance of " g e t t i n ' thar fustest 
w i t h the m o s t e s t . " Q u a l i t a t i v e l y , 
Amer i can airborne and Mar ine uni ts 
a r e c o n s i d e r e d b e t t e r t h a n t h e i r 
Sovie t oppos i t e s . But this e d g e might 
not c o m p e n s a t e for the earl ier R u s 
sian arr ival . 

T h e Soviet Ai r Force would have 
the use of fields in Egyp t , Iraq and 
Syria . P lanes from the Uni ted States 
Air F o r c e s , from E u r o p e , o r from 
the Sixth Fleet , could use only the 
Israeli fields. 

Shou ld Sovie t and A m e r i c a n in
te rven t ion in the a rea d e v e l o p into 
o p e n conf l i c t , o the r fac tors w o u l d 
c o m e into p lay . T h e closest and mos t 
powerful Amer i can re inforcement is 
the Seventh A r m y in G e r m a n y . But 
w i t h d r a w i n g u n i t s f rom that force 
w o u l d w e a k e n t h e N o r t h A t l a n t i c 
T rea ty Organ iza t i on on the cri t ical 
cent ra l f ront . T h e R u s s i a n s w o u l d 

have no such p rob lem. They would 
be able to in tervene in the Midd le 
E a s t w i t h g r o u n d a n d a i r u n i t s 
s t a t i o n e d in t h e w e s t e r n S o v i e t 
U n i o n , leaving the Soviet Forces in 
G e r m a n y in an even greater posi t ion 
of quan t i t a t ive super ior i ty o v e r the 
N A T O forces facing them. 

A n y scenar io cons ider ing A m e r i 
can or Russ ian in tervent ion , or bo th , 
mus t take into account the probabi l 
ity that this intervent ion could lead to 
a r m e d conf l ic t b e t w e e n the supe r 
p o w e r s . If it d id , it w o u l d b e ex 
t remely difficult to local ize the batt le 
and w e might be faced with the im
m e d i a t e p rospec t of a third W o r l d 
W a r . 

T h e fifth war : if it c o m e s , will it 
be s imply another round in the long 
duel be tween A r a b and J e w fought 
over the old batt lefields and for the 
o ld o b j e c t i v e s , o r w i l l it b e A r 
m a g e d d o n , a confrontat ion be tween 
the super -powers that could set the 
wor ld a l ight? N o one , natural ly , can 
say . W h a t can b e said wi th confi
dence is that another war will not be 
like the last. * 


