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PREFACE

"The behavior of peoples and states is conditioned not by abstract truth
but by their own perception of the truth."
Muhammad
Hasanain
Heikal
«
•
In late 1967, in the aftermath of a disastrous war with Israel,
Jamal ^Abd al-Na§ir, President of the United Arab Republic, abdicated, for
tactical reasons, a significant part of his responsibilities by delegating
to the Soviet Union the important task of conducting with the United States
all discussions pertaining to political or diplomatic solution to the
Palestine question.

In March, 1970, Soviet combat troops including anti

aircraft missile and aircraft crew assumed responsibility for the air
defense of Egypt west of the Suez Canal.

With these momentous events the

Soviet Union came into its own as one of the two major powers that determined
the fortunes of Egypt and the Arab World.

That was a culmination of a long

and tortuous journey in its relations with Egypt which began in earnest in
September, 1955.

The impact of this accomplishment on the global East-

West geopolitical balance can be gauged through an appraisal of the Soviet
position in the Eastern Mediterranean, and in Egypt in particular, prior
to 1955 when the West was the predominant power in contradistinction to
the almost non-existent influence of the Soviet Union.
This work is the story of Egyptian-Soviet relations, 1952-1970,
as viewed in the Egyptian experience.

It seeks, through critical analysis,

to determine the primary factors that influenced or facilitated EgyptianSoviet cooperation.

These included the Palestine question, the desire of

the West to retain its predominant influence, the antithetical determination
iv

of Egypt to a-hieve complete independence, the Egyptian perception of the
Soviet Union, both in the pragmatic and ideological spheres, and the Soviet
perception of Egypt in the same context.

Of paramount significance to this

study is the role of ideology in determining, or indeed even in influencing,
the initiation and maturing of these relations.
Since this study focuses on Egyptian perceptions of the Soviet
Union over a period of eighteen tumultuous years, the author deems it
necessary to trace the evolution of these perceptions.

Conversely, the

Soviet perceptions of Egypt are also presented in a similar fashion.

This

is especially true of controversial issues which created severe tensions
in Egyptian-Soviet relations such as undisguised Egyptian anti-communism,
rejection of Marxism-Leninism, and disdain for the Soviet experience and
social system.
It should, however, be pointed out that this is not a study or an
evaluation of Jamal. ^Abd al-Nasir's^era, occasionally referred to as
"Nasirism".

It is simply the study of one dimension of the recent history

of Egypt as seen from the Egyptian perspective.

It touches only on those

domestic social, economic and political developments that solicited a
Soviet reaction or evaluation.

This work admittedly suffers from a lack

of archival material since it depends totally on published Egyptian sources
but this is principally due to the relative inacessibility of official or
private archives to researchers and students.

On the Soviet side, since

its view of Egypt was supplementary, the author used Soviet sources in
English translation.
The reader will note countless multiple citations.

This is not an

idle exercise in pedantry.

It is an effort by the author to offer students

of the subject one, two, or more publications which emphasize similar themes.
The author trusts that this effort will be helpful to students with limited
access to archival sources regarding UAR-Soviet relations.
In this work the English transliteration system of the International
Journal of the Middle East was used.

Any deviations that appear in this

work, e.g., Mohamed, Neguib, Hassanein, etc...were the result of the exact
citation from the original source in the English language.

The reader will

also note that the same Russian words are spelled differently by different
publications; e.g. Belyayev, Belyaev, Yvgeny, Evgeny.

This study employs

the spelling which appears in the original source.
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and social interaction.
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ABSTRACT

The Cold War and the Palestine question determined the course of
Egyptian-Soviet entente, a course both tortuous and tragic.

In pursuing

the completion of Western containment of the Soviet Union, the United
States and its allies proposed the inclusion of the Arab world in a Middle
Eastern alliance which was directed against the Soviet Union but which ig
nored Arab anxieties about Israel, at whose hands the Arab nation had re
cently suffered a crushing defeat.

Egypt, under the newly established

revolutionary regime led by Jam£l kAbd al-N^sir, refused to join any mili
tary blocs.

Instead, it opted for non-alignment.

Following Egypt's lead,

all Arab states except Iraq refrained from participating in the proposed
alliance.

In effect, Egypt succeeded in scuttling Western military ar

rangements, thereby incurring Western displeasure which was manifest in
political, economic, and military pressures.
The Soviet Union was impressed by *-Abd al-Nctsir's success.

It

overcame its initial suspicion of ^-Abd al-Nasir's military regime and de
cided to come to its aid in order to withstand Western pressures, thus
'commencing a constant view which identified the survival of the NSsirist
regime with the security of the Soviet Union.

It extended military, eco

nomic, and diplomatic support to sustain Egypt's independent, non-aligned,
anti-imperialist, and anti-colonial foreign policy which, in effect,
worked to the detriment of Western interests.
of this attitude was the security interest

The primary determinant

of the Soviet Union as a state

involved in a global contest with the United States.
xi

Marxism-Leninism took a back seat to political decisions and was
utilized to justify these decisions.

Soviet ideologues responded to the

calls of their political leaders and attempted to establish a lowest com
mon ideological denominator which would justify Egyptian-Soviet cooperation.
Accordingly, Egypt was gradually reevaluated until it was identified as
a progressive state along the non-capitalist path of social development.
Egypt's attitude toward the Soviet Union was equally pragmatic and
was governed by strict compartmentalization.

^Abd al-Nasir never tired of

clearly distinguishing between the Soviet Union as a state and the Soviet
Union as the fortress and guardian of Marxism-Leninism.

With the former

he was willing to cooperate because of the convergence of interests.
the latter he consistently retained disdain and hostility.

With

He refused

even to tolerate Soviet relations with or Soviet intercession on behalf
of Arab communists.

When the Soviet Union defended them, it was engaged

by Egypt's potent media machine in an unequal and eventually losing
propaganda war.

Only after the Soviet Union abandoned Arab communists

to their fate did relations between the two countries deepen.

The best

proof of this contention may be found in the non-existence of a communist
party in Egypt in 1970.
'Abd al-Nasir launched a social revolution in Egypt whose ideological underpinning was Arab Socialism.

The adherents of Arab Socialism

exerted every effort to distinguish it from Marxism-Leninism, both in
principle and in application—especially those elements which dealt with
Islamic justification, private property, and social harmony.

This should

be contrasted with the concerted Soviet endeavors to establish affinities
between Marxism-Leninism and Arab Socialism.

xiii

Both the Soviet Union and the United Arab Republic, as 'Abd alNasir's Egypt was known, pursued opportunistic policies.
exploited UARf-Western conflicts.
West rivalry.

The Soviet Union

The UAR, similarly, exploited East-

Ironically, however, these same conflicts and rivalries

caused them to part company.

This became abundantly clear in the aftermath

of tbo UAR's defeat at the hands of Israel in June of 1967.

The Soviet

Union could not recover what Egypt had lost without a confrontation with
the United States which would not permit a Soviet solution to the
Palestine question.

Conversely, the Soviet Union could not permit an

American solution which the United States seemed able to achieve.

The

community of interests between the UAR and the Soviet Union was trans
formed by the consequences of the Six-Day War into a conflict of
interests of the two states.
inevitable.

Thus Egyptian-American rapprochement became

It was left to Anwar Sadat, ("Abd al-Nasir's successor, to

carry it out.

CHAPTER I
THE DAWN OF REVOLUTIONARY EGYPT
July 1952-March 1955

The formative years of the Cold War created the climate for the
birth of Egyptian-Soviet entente.

Western pressures on Egypt to parti

cipate in an anti-Soviet alliance which did not meet its immediate
security needs were counter-productive.

They catalyzed cooperation

between Egypt and the Soviet Union in spite of their mutual suspicions.

Egypt and the World
Worldwide communist activities between 1946 and 1954 and
Western responses polarized the world into two hostile camps.

Soviet

near-absolute domination of Eastern Europe inspired Winston Churchill's
speech in Fulton, Missouri on March 5, 1946 which eloquently described
the division of Europe astride both an imaginary and real "iron
curtain."

Russia refused to evacuate its troops from Iran and simul

taneously demanded that Turkey alter the status of its straits which
control access to the Black Sea.

The Soviet Union supported communist

combatants in the Greek Civil War.

On December 19, 1946 communist-

dominated Viet Minh launched a war of independence which culminated
in a defeat of the French forces in Dien Bien Phu on May 8, 1954.
The Chinese Civil War ended in 1949 with the victory of Mao Tse-tung
and was soon followed by the Korean War which began on June 25, 1950.
The West, led by the United States of America, reacted to Soviet

2

activities by erecting a series of alliances devised to contain the
Soviet Union and protect Western interests.

On March 12, 1947, the

United States announced the "Truman Doctrine" which promised all
necessary aid to Greece and Turkey to allow them to withstand overt or
covert communist subversion.

The European Recovery Program, otherwise

known as the Marshall Plan, was launched on June 5, 1947.

It promised

and delivered unprecedented economic aid to rehabilitate Western
Europe and render unsuccessful communist subversion.

It was soon

followed by the establishment of the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza
tion (NATO) on April 4, 1949 and its subsequent expansion to include
Greece and Turkey in 1952, and West Germany in 1954.

With NATO

securely institutionalized, the West turned its attention to the
Far East where it successfully devised and structured the South-East
Asia Collective Defense Treaty, usually called SEATO, on September 8,
1954.^"

Containment was complete except for a gap between Turkey and

Pakistan, which could be filled only by Iran and the Arab World.
Participation of the Arab states would have completed the ring
around the Soviet Union and its allies.
In a highly polarized world, participation of the Arab World,
with Egypt as its linchpin, would have afforded the West defense in
depth and provided a secure path to the soft underbelly of the
Soviet Union.

But the Arab nation was an extremely complex social

organism with its divisions, rivalries, as well as the fact of its

1. Louis J. Halle, The Cold War as History (New York: Harper
and Row, 1971), pp. 103, 105-107, 145-149, 128-129, 184, 303.

past struggle for independence from the very powers it was asked to
defend.

The bitter memories of French occupation of Syria and Lebanon

the reality of existing French colonies of Tunis, Algeria, and Morocco
British predominence in Iraq, Jordan, and the Gulf Emirates, British
sponsorship of a Jewish state in Palestine, but most importantly the
continued presence of British troops in Egypt; all these elements
coalesced into a stumbling block in the path of Western-sponsored
defense schemes for the Arab Middle East.

The Arab nation experienced

various legimizations of foreign troops on its soil.

It perceived

the proposed Middle East Defense Command or the Middle East Treaty
Organization as another devious means of perpetuating foreign
occupation and concomitant foreign domination.

To it the reality

of the struggle for independence superceded any fears of communist
domination, imaginary or real.
Among the Western powers, Britain was the prime mover for an
alliance to protect her extensive strategic and economic interests in
the Middle East.

As in the Second World War, defense of British oil

interests in Iraq and the Persian Gulf was anchored in the Suez Canal
2
bases.

Another factor which enhanced the significance of Egypt to

the defense of the Arab World was American preference for Egypt, an
ally of Saudi Arabia.

The U.S. held exclusive control of oil

2. G.F. Hudson, "The Great Catastrophe," in The Middle
East in Transition, ed. Walter Z. Laqueur (New York: Frederick A.
Praeger, 1958), p. 115.

4

exploitation in Saudi Arabia which was involved in a long-standing
3
feud with Hashimite Iraq.
Egyptians were at once blessed and cursed by the strategic
position of their country.

From the initial stages of the Cold War,

it was subjected to various levels of pressure to participate in the
Western defense schemes.

On February 17, 1949 and on Octobers 3, 1951

Egypt was "invited" to become a founding member of the Middle East
Treaty Organization.

But Egypt's concerns were focused on differences

with Britain over the presence of British troops in the Suez Canal
Zone, and therefore it declined to participate until these differences
with Britain were resolved.

Egypt demanded evacuation of British

troops and revision of the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty of 1936.

British

unresponsiveness to these requests helped to metamorphose diplomatic
differences into guerilla warfare which sputtered intermittently
throughout 1951-1952.

Egyptian resentment against Britain was danger

ously exacerbated on January 25, 1952 when British tanks levelled
the Isma 'iliyyah police station, killing many Egyptian policemen.
Retribution followed on January 26, on what has since been called
"Black Saturday."

Mobs burned and looted parts of Cairo.

The Egyptian Revolution
The intensification of the struggle with Britain aggravated
already pervasive political instability and prepared the people for

3.

Ibid.

5

the coup of July 23, 1952.

Egypt was already seething.

were formed and dismissed at the whim of King F£ri-tq.

Governments

Corrupt and

inefficient political parties maneuvered for political power.

The

educated elite, the military, the middle class, workers, and peasants
grumbled.

Revolution was in the air.

It was successfully and

bloodlessly launched by a segment of the armed forces led by young
middle grade officers who belonged to the secret "Free Officers
Association."
The genesis of the Free Officers Association has been a matter
of dispute, but all authors have agreed that direct intervention by
British forces in Egyptian domestic politics on February 4, 1942 and
the defeat of Egypt's army in the first Palestine War in 1948-1949
constituted the two significant motives for the expansion and develop4ment of the association.
The Free Officers, who soon after their successful coup
established the Revolutionary Command Council (RCC), were an
amorphous coalition of socialists, Muslim Brothers, and indepedent
reformers.

They were keenly aware of widespread corruption but, more

importantly, they were ardent nationalists who resented British
domination of Egyptian political life.

Hence they rallied around and

put forth a limited set of objectives that comprised the elimination

4. Jean and Simone Lacouture, Egypt in Transition, trans.
Francis Scarf (New York: Criterion Books, 1958), pp. 130-49; Jean
Lacouture, Nasser (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1973), pp. 44-45, 48-49,
68-78; Muhammad Neguib, Egypt's Destiny (London: Victor Gollancz,
1955), pp. 30-32; Anthony Nutting, Nasser (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1972),
pp. 32-41; Anwar
Sadat, Revolt on the Nile (New York: J. Day, 1957),
pp. 12-13; Idem, In Search of Identity (London: Collins, 1978), p. 17-18.
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of corruption, evacuation of foreign troops, establishment of justice
and social welfare, and the reformation of the political system.^

The

implementation of this seemingly simple program was to be carried out
by purged and reformed political parties.

The leadership, however, was

shocked by the incompetence and pettiness of the educated and political
g
elite who were consulted for advice and guidance.

The inability

or unwillingness of the old political leaders to implement rudimentary
reforms under the watchful eye of the youthful officers induced the
leaders of the coup to come to grips with Egypt's complex"social,
economic, and political ills.

Internal Reform
The problems of Egypt were more complex and entrenched than
the Free Officers had anticipated.
social classes was staggering.

The disparity of wealth among the

Between a very small minority who

owned much of the wealth and the vast majority who lived in abject
poverty stood an embryonic middle class. Population increased at
7
a burdensome 2.54 percent in 1951.
As a basically agrarian nation,

5. Fu^ad Matar, Bi Sarahah ''an ^Abd al-N£sir: Hiw3r ma'"
Muhammad Hasanain Haikal [Frankly about1Abd al-N^sir: a Discussion
with Muhammad Hasanain Haikal] (Beirut: D£tr al-Qad3y£, 1975), p. 55;
Patrick O'Brien, The Revolution in Egypt's Economic System (London:
Oxford University Press, 1966), p. 204.
•

7

i

6. Jam&l^Abd al-NSsir, Falsafat al-Thaurah [The Philosophy
of the Revolution] (Cairo: n.p., n.d.), pp. 17-20; Idem, Majmu(at
Khutab wa TasrihUt al-Ra^is Jam£l^Abd al-Nasir [Collection of Speeches
and Statements of President Jamgil^.bd al-N&sir], 4 vols. (Cairo:
Maslahat a±-^lsti1lamSt, n.d.;, 1: Z18-iy.
•

•

7. Saad M. Gadalla, Land Reform in Relation to Social
Development in Egypt (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1962),
p. 26.

7

Egypt, by virtue of its topography, utilized a mere six million
g
feddans, which production constituted the major sector of its economy.
Whatever industry existed in Egypt was closely related to agriculture.
Among the agrarian population three million owned land but the
distribution of landownership was appalling.
To cure Egypt's ills, the new leaders put forth "Six Principles"
as the objectives of the revolution:

"The eradication of colonialism,

feudalism, monopoly, and the hegemony of capital, the establishment
of social justice, the structuring of a sound democratic society,
9

and the building of a strong patriotic army."

The young officers

set out to implement their program and issued, in quick succession,
edicts that would facilitate the realization of their objectives.
They abolished all titles and ranks.
sions of the royal family.

They confiscated all the posses

They tried to cajole political parties

into purging themselves of corrupt elements but, failing this, they
rounded up political leaders including those of the Communist Party.
Then followed the establishment of a government-sponsored party,
the Liberation Rally whose platform included several principles which
dealt with complete independence of the Valley of the Nile—Sudan
and Egypt—and the establishment of a welfare state.

8.

Finally,they

1 feddan = 1.038 acres.

9. Nadim al-Bit&r, al-Nasiriyyah wa Ma^ahiduna al-Thauriyyah
[Nasirism and our Revolutionary Institutions] (Cairo: Matabi1al-Ahram
al-Tijctriyyah, 1972), p. 67; the same theme may be found in George
Gardner and Sami A. Hanna, Arab Socialism: A Documentary Survey
(Salt Lake City: Utah University Press, 1969), p. 101.

8

proclaimed a provisional constitution and replaced monarchical
Egypt with the first republic in Egyptian history.^
Social and economic reforms were also instituted.

From the

early days of the revolutionary regime, industry received substantial
infusion of public funds as well as fiscal inducements designed to
encourage private investment.

The government injected Ek34 million in

1953, Ek53 million in 1954, and Ek60 million in 1955.^

It also in

stituted protective tariffs, reduced import duty on capital goods,
set a grace period from taxation, and increased government guarantees
to the Industrial Bank
industries.

12

in order to encourage investments in capital

Of all the socio-economic reforms, the most profound

13
and most appreciated was the distribution of land among the peasants.
The idea of land reform was not initiated by leaders of the
revolution.

10.

It was the dream of peasants and intellectuals throughout

Neguib, Egypt's Destiny, pp. 183-87.

11. Taufiq al-Hakim et al., Malaf^Abd al-N^sir Bain al-Yas£r
al-Misri [fAbd al-N^sir's Record and the Egyptian Left] (Beirut: D3r
al-Qad&yl, 1975), p". 238; Muhammad.'Ab'd al-Majid Mar1 i, al-Islah al-Zira^i wa Tanmiyat al-Mujtama' [Land Reform and Social Growth] (Cairo:
Dar al-Kitab al-'Arabi li al-Tiba'ah wa al-Nashr, n.d.), p. 73.
12. Ibid., p. 74; Mahmud Murad, Man Kana Yahkumu Misr?
Shahadah WathiO iquiyyah [Who Ruled Egypt? Documentary Evidence]
(Cairo: Mat&bi al-Ahram al-Tijariyyah, 1975), p. 13.
13. ^Abd al-^Azlm Ramadan, "al-Thaurah wa al-Isiah al-Zirct^i al-Awwal [The Revolution and the First Land Reform]al-Katib
no. 125 (August 1971): 22-23.

9

the modern history of Egypt.

From 1944 onward, social thinkers such as

Mahnnld Mandtir and political activists such as Muhammad al-Khatt£b
called for restrictions on landownership and distribution of land
among the peasants as one way of easing the burden of poverty and
ignorance and as a manifestation of elemental social justice.

Even

some high officials of the government conducted studies that recom14
mended land reform, but these recommendations were not implemented.
But to the new leaders land reform was the first item on their agenda.
In fact, they unsuccessfully tried to persuade the leaders of existing
political parties to implement agrarian reform.

Their failure

reinforced the views of some officers on Egypt's need for a social
as well as political revolution."^

The priority of land reform was

perfectly understandable considering that
the majority of the revolutionaries originated from rural areas.
They felt the burdens and pains of the peasants who suffered
the oppression of the feudalists who practically owned the
peasant, his cattle, land, vote, sweat, and toil. ^Abd alMsir, the founder of the Free Officers Association, hailed
from Bani Murr, a poor little village in the Asyut district
where , he felt the pains of the multitudes...and like ^Abd ^
al-N&sir, a number of the revolutionaries shared his goals.

14. Ibid.;
al-Siy^si [Literary
Hai^ ah al-Misriyyah
126; Matar, Frankly

Khairi''Aziz , al-^Udaba1 ^al& Tariq al-NidSl
Men and the Political Struggle] (Cairo: alal-'Ammah li al-Ta1lif wa al-Nashr, 1970), p.
about ^Abd al-Nasir, p. 55.

15. Matar, Frankly about ''Abd al-N3sir, p. 55; Mur&d,
Who Ruled Egypt?, p. 13.
16.

Murfid, Who Ruled Egypt?, p. 13.
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Land reform had even more pressing objectives.

It was seen

as the means to agricultural growth which was a prerequisite for
industrialization.

The creation or the increase of small landowning

peasants who tied their welfare to the new order would insure their
loyalty and establish stability in rural Egypt.

The breakup of large

estates would also destroy the political hold of large landowners on
the countryside and achieve an important objective of the revolution,
the liquidation of feudalism and its political power.^
On the surface, the number of landowners was very impressive.
There were approximately three million landowners.

Yet, "94.2 per

cent held 35.5 percent of the land while 5.8 percent held the remaining
64.5 percent.

At the top, 0.4 percent of the owners held 34.3 percent,

and at the extreme bottom 72 percent of the owners held 13 percent of
the land.""^
The RCC perceived economic relief for the peasantry as
imperative.

It issued the first land reform decree on September 9,

17. Mar ft, Agrarian Reform and Social Growth, p. 4; Ramadan,
"The Revolution and Agrarian Reform," p! 26; Gabriel Saab, Egyptian
Agrarian Reform, 1952-1962 (London: Oxford University Press, 1967),
p. 17.
18. Gadalla, Land Reform, p. 13. The same statistics with
minor variations are found in: Saab, Egyptian Agrarian Reform, p. 9;
Doreen Warriner, Land Reform and Development in the Middle East, a
Study of Egypt, Syria and Iraq, 2nd ed. (London and New York: Oxford
University Press, 1962)', p. 24; Mar^i, Agrarian Reform and Social
Growth, 36-37; Peter Mansfield, Nasser's Egypt (Middlesex: Penguin
Books, 1965), p. 170; ^Abd Allah ImSm, al-N3siriyyah; Dir3sat bi alWatha^-iq fi al-Fikr al-Nasiri [Nasirism: A Documentary Study of
Nasirist Thought (Cairo: Matbfl'at Dar al-Sha'b, 1971), p. 335.
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1952.

The decree set forth in detail limits on individual and family

landownership.

It limited the former to 200 feddans and the latter

to 300 feddans.

It allowed a period of five years for large land

owners to dispose of any excess over the legal limits as they saw fit,
after which the state '.aid expropriate and redistribute it.

The

government also deterir -*ed both compensation for landowner and cost
to the peasant for his new parcel.

The state set the price of

expropriated land at seventy times the assessed land tax to be paid by
interest-bearing government bonds.

This was a brilliant stroke

against landowners who abused their influence and obtained low tax
assessments.

The new owners, the peasants who tilled the land,

paid to the government the cost of their land and an additional 15
percent administrative charge.

The decree also regulated land rent by

establishing its value at seven times the assessed land tax.

In order

to insure against reduced production and financial hardship for the
peasants resulting from fragmentation of the land, the decree provided
19
credit, facilities and called for the creation of cooperatives.
The RCC reflected the amorphous and unideological nature of
the Free Officers Association.

Its contradictions surfaced as the

practical requirements of running the state replaced its unity of
purpose.

Among the most important differences within the RCC was

the very nature and objective of the revolution.

The chairman of

the RCC, General Muhammad Najib, was a distinguished officer.

He was

19. All works cited in notes 17 and 18 discuss the details
of the Land Reform Law of 1952.
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not a member of the Free Officers Association, but as a father figure
he was called upon to become its

titular leader.

20

He was of the

opinion that the army should initiate only basic reforms and then turn
the state over to purged political parties.

However, the actual master

mind and acknowledged leader of the Free Officers, Lt. Colonel Jam&l
^Abd al-N&sir, believed that a long transitional period was needed to
implement the Six Principles before a return to civilian rule was
possible.

As long as the RCC ruled behind the scenes the differences

and contradictions could be camouflaged.

But on July 18, 1953, due to

disagreements with the civilian prime minister, the Council of Minis
ters was replaced by a new one headed by General Najib who also
became president of the Republic.

In the new cabinet, JamSl 'Abd al-

N&sir held the position of Deputy Premier and filled the Interior
Ministry portfolio.
between

fAbd

Under the new political structure, the differences

al-N&sir and Najib and their respective supporters in

evitably led to a struggle for power which erupted openly on February
February 22, 1954 and ended on November 14, 1954 with the decisive
victory of

fAbd

al-N&sir.

put under house arrest.
RCC and the premiership.

Najib was removed from all his posts and was
fAbd

21

undisputed ruler of Egypt.

al-Nasir assumed the chairmanship of the

From that day until his death, he was the
He propelled her to a zenith of glory and

dragged her into an abyss of defeat.

20.
Informed writers on the Free Officers Association,
Lacouture, Nutting, Sadat, and others are unanimous in their assess
ment of the role of General Najib in the planning and execution of the
coup of July 23, 1952.
21.
Hakim, fAbd al-Nasir's Record, pp. 68-69; Sadat, In Search
of Identity, pp. 132-133.
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In his public utterances and his Philosophy of the Revolution,
Jamal ''Abd al-Nasir admitted that the revolution had no plan, no
ideology, but only the Six Principles that were vague enough to embrace
almost any kind of social organization.

In his speeches, as he

attacked feudalism and the domination of capital over the government
and promised social justice, he seemed in search of an ideological
content for his objectives.

The first time he uttered the term
22

"socialism" was on May 19, 1955,

He defined it as closing the gaps

between the classes and the vehicle for achieving social justice.
In that speech, he seemed to have grasped a feeble yet enduring
intellectual thread of Egyptian socialist thought first spun by the
father of Egyptian Socialism, Rifa^ah Badawi al-Tahtawl,

Egypt's Socialist Heritage
Rifa^ah al-Tahtawi was a member of the first Egyptian educa
tional mission dispatched to France in 1824.

There, he read Voltaire,

Montesquieu, Adam Smith, David Ricardo, and Saint Simon.

He returned

to Egypt and enriched its social and political thought.

He called for

participatory government, dynamic Shari^ah (Islamic jurisprudence),
and free education.

He rejected the concept and applicaticn of a free

market which benefitted capital to the detriment of labor which is

22. Leonard Binder, The Ideological Revolution in the
Middle East (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1964), p. 223.
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the source of capital.

His thoughts centered on justice and equity

23
as called for by human ethics and divine commandments.
Whereas Tahtawi hinted at the religious justification for
his social system without actually calling it socialism, Jamil al-Dln
al-Afghani found socialism an integral element of Arabic and Islamic
heritage.

He wrote:

Socialism is ingrained in the bedouin's mentality as may
be seen from his generosity and selflessness as exemplified
by the famous Hatem Tai and Talhah. It is also an integral
element in Islam and of the ethical values of its adherents.
The first practitioners of socialism are the great successors
of the prophet,24
Another pioneer of socialist thought in Egypt was Sal&mah
Mtisa.

He represented another European intellectual influence, for he

carried back to Egypt and disseminated the fruits of his experiences
in Europe among which was his membership in the British Fabian Society,
his avid reading of Dostoevsky, Ibsen, H.G. Wells, George Bernard
Shaw, and L'Humanity.

To him capitalism was repugnant as the

23. Albert Hourani, Arab Thought in the Liberal Age, 17891939 (London: Oxford University Press, 1962), pp. 70-71; 'Aziz,
Literary Men, pp. 35-36; al-Ahram, November 26, 1969; ^Al± al-Ddin
Hilal, al-Tajdid fi al-Fikr al-Siyasi al-Misri al-Haditji: Usui
al-Fikrah al-Ishtirikiyyah fi Misr [The Renovation of Modern
Egyptian Political Thought: Origins of the Socialist Idea in Egypt]
(Cairo: Dar al-Nafi'li al-Tiba1 ah, 1975), pp. 60-61; Rif1 at al-Sa'id,
"Rifa^ah al-Taht&wi wa Bidayat al-Fikr al-Ishtiraki fi Misr [RifS'ah
al-Tahtawi and the Beginning of Socialist Thought in Egypt"],
al-Katib no. 83 (February, 1968): 104.
24. ^Abd al-^Aziz Sayyid al-Ahl, ed., Khatirat Jamal al-Ddin
al-Afghani TReflections of Jamal al-Ddin al-Afghani] (Cairo: Dar
Hara'1 , 1969), p. 33.
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cause of social fragmentation, materialistic preoccupations, and
25
hatred and envy.

He stated: "By socialism I understand the

26
practical application of humanitarian principles."

are economic freedom and equal opportunity.

Its objectives

He called for a

gradualist and evolutionary approach to achieve these objectives.
27
That was why he decried Bolshevik methods of coercion and suppression.
To implement socialism, Mtisa called for free education, decent housing,
free medical care, unemployment and disability insurance, graduated
income tax, liquidation of class differences, and the creation of a
•28

public sector in the economy.

In his later years he evolved toward

Marxist materialism and became an active exponent of economic
29
determinism.

His significance may be measured by his success in

25. Riff at al-Sa^id, T&rikh al-Harakah al-Ishtirakiyyah fi
Misr, 1900-1925 [History of the Socialist Movement in Egypt: 1900-1925],
2nd. ed. (Cairo: Par al-Thaqafah al-Jadxdah, n.d.), pp. 86-87;
Salama Musa, The Education of Salama Musa, trans. L.O . Schuman
(Amsterdam: The Institute of Modern Near Eastern Studies, 1961), pp. 58,
63, 71-78; Hanna and Gardner, Arab Socialism, pp. 53-62.
26.

Musa, Education, p. 229.

27. Hilal, Renovation in Modern Egyptian Political Thought,
p. 157; al-Sa^id, Egyptian Socialist Movement, pp. 80, 81, 84-85, 9192; ''Aziz, Literary Men, pp. 42, 45-56 ; '"Abd al-'Azim Muhammad Ramadan,
Tatawwurat al-Harakah al-Wataniyyah fi Misr, 1918-1936 t^he Evolution
of the Nationalist Movement in Egypt, 1918-1936], 2 vols. (Cairo:
D&r al-Katib al-'Arabi li al-Tiba ah wa al-Nashr, n.d.), 1: 532;
al-Sa id, Egyptian Socialist: Movement.» p. 82; Hilal, Renovation in Mod
ern Egyptian Political Thought, pp. 140-141.
28. al-Sa^id, Egyptian Socialist Movement, p. 93, Hanna and
Gardner, Arab Socialism, pp. 285-87; Hilal, Renovation in Modem
Egyptian Political Thought, pp. 158-62.
29.

Musa, Education, pp. 83-85, 195.
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gathering a sizeable following, among whom are many of today's Arab
socialists, and by the significant affinities between the program of
his early non-Marxist days and that adopted by the revolutionary
leaders of Egypt.

30

One of Egypt's literary giants, ''Abbas Mahmtfd al- ^Aqqad was,
in his way, a socialist but his reflections on socialism were in
fluenced by religious and ethical considerations that were purely
indigenous.

Between 1916 and 1922 he dealt with socialism.

"The

socialist idea is not based on mercy; it calls not for equality but
for equity.

It requires that a worker be equitably compensated for

31
his labor."

Since socialism has been equated with equity or

justice, revolutionary struggle against injustice and inequity was
inspired by it.

This was also true in modern times when, as he wrote,

"science produced machinery whose owners enjoyed the fruits of the labor
of thousands of workers.

Toil and want were suffered by the many and

profit and leisure enjoyed by the few so that the old abuses re-emerged
32
and socialism reappeared,"
as a new ideology which preaches the unity
of brotherhood or human solidarity which is understood by the masses
as socialism.

33

30. Kernel S. Abti Jaber, "Salama Musa: Precursor of Arab
Socialism," The Middle East Journal 20 (Spring, 1966): 202; al-Sa id,
Egyptian Socialist Movement, p. 94.
31. ''Abbas Mahmud al-^Aqqad, al-Fijsul [Chapters], 2nd ed.
(Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al- Arabi, 1967), pp. 31, 209-210.
32.

Ibid., p. 213.

33. Ibid. p. 216; al-^Aqqad's reflections on socialism are
also discussed by Aziz, Literary Men, pp. 81-85, and by al-Sa^id,
Egyptian Socialist Movement, pp. 70-72.
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Among the pioneers of socialist thought in Egypt was the first
avowed Marxist, Mustafa Hasanain al-Mansuri.

Yet his reformist program,

announced in 1915, bore little resemblance to Marxism.

It called for

34
basic guarantees of freedom, cancellation of the "capitulations,"
land reform, graduated income tax with limitations on income,
35
selective price controls, a central bank, and other reforms.
Egypt's socialist heritage included political movements that
were closely associated with labor unions in which the majority were
36
foreign workers.

These non-Egyptians played a significant role in

the formation of the first socialist party in Egypt.

The increase in

the number of native workers resulted from expanded British require
ments during World War I.

This was reflected in the increased

activities of European socialists who were encouraged and influenced
by the Bolshevik revolution.

These elements combined with the nation

alist fury against the British in 1919 to form the Egyptian Socialist
Party (ESP).

The charter members included, other than Greeks, Russians,

and Armenians, Egyptians that were prominent in the amorphous socialist
circles:

37
Salama Mi2sS, ^Ali al-^Ansini, Husni al-^Urtbi, and others.

34. Capitulations were guarantees that were extended to
foreigners which effectively granted them immunity from prosecution
and thus enabled them to participate in certain political activities
in which native Egyptians could not be safely involved.
35.

al-Sa^id, Egyptian Socialist Movement, pp. 139-140.

36. See note 34 above; al-Sa^id, Egyptian Socialist Movement,
pp. 34, 160, 162, 164-165.
37. Ramadan, Nationalist Movement in Egypt, pp. 511, 514-15;
the date of the formation and composition of the party is a subject
of controversy between Ramadan, ^Aziz, al-Sa^id, and Walter Laqueur.
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On August 29, 1921, the party issued its program which was of interest
because it combined nationalist aspirations, reformist demands, and
well-camouflaged Marxist terminology thus representing, on the whole,
a continuity of nationalist-reformist hopes of Egyptian intellectuals.
It declared as its objectives the liberation of the Nile Valley from
the yoke of British rule, opposition to militarism, elimination of the
exploitation of man by man, equitable distribution of the fruits of
labor, and the integration of the natural wealth and the national
38
sources of production
—an oblique or elliptical reference to
collective ownership of the means of production and distribution.
The formation of the ESP and subsequent publication of its
program was met with howls of protest and scathing ridicule.

Socialism

was anti-religious, destructive, subversive, divisive, and synonymous
with Bolshevism whose victory in Russia brought in its wake famine and
destruction.

The basic and paramount objective of Egyptians was

independence from Britain which could only be obtained through national
39
unity.

The socialists launched a vigorous defense of their new-born

political party.

They immediately put a distance between themselves

and Bolshevism which espoused violent revolution.

ESP's program was

entirely based on evolution resulting from education.

Their socialism

was to be implemented by consent through democratic institutions,

38.
pp. 184-87.
39.

Ibid., pp. 524-26; al-Sa^id, Egyptian Socialist Movement,

al-Sa^id, Egyptian Socialist Movement, pp. 190-93.
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not by coercion or force.

It called for limitations on private

property to eliminate exploitation, not its eradication.

They pur

sued equality of opportunity, not equality of social standing.
Bolshevism outlawed inheritance; Egyptian socialists did not.

There

40
was and could not be a conflict between socialism and Islam.

With

this defense, Egypt's early socialists established the basic thesis of
Egyptian Socialism and the approach to its justification and defense.
Socialists of later years were remarkably consistent with these basic
foundations.
The ESP was successful in defending itself, at least on
the intellectual level, against external danger but failed in retaining
its internal cohesion.

It soon suffered the consequences of the

contradictions of its component factions:

gradualists, Second

Internationalists, and adherents of the Comintern.

In 1922, a faction

split from the ESP and joined the Third International as the Communist
Party of Egypt (CEP).

The coup de grace was administered by the

Wafdist government in 1924, and both socialist and communist parties
disintegrated into underground cells.
Another effort to launch a Socialist Labor Party in the 1930's
was stillborn.

But its platform is of interest because it constituted

more evidence of the continuity of the nationalist, reformist, and
social-welfarist objectives of Egypt's socialist movement.

It pursued

40. Ibid., pp. 114, 195-96; Ramadan, Egyptian Nationalist
Movement, pp. 519-521.
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the total and complete independence of Egypt and Sudan, Egyptianization
of the Suez Canal, land reclamation and distribution among small
landowners coupled with limitation on land ownership, graduated income
and inheritance taxes, liberation of workers and peasants, reduction
of class distinctions that must reflect initiative and the public good,
41
and solidarity with national liberation movements.

Following the

same path as the previous party, it too declared absolute harmony
between its socialist program and religion; the former regulated man's
relations with man and the latter governed man's relations with God.
This harmony was particularly pronounced in the case of Islam and was
reflected in the similarities between income tax and Zakat and their
. .
.
42
joint admonition against usury.
Muhammad Mandvlr was an etatist some of whose socialist ideas
were to be implemented by the revolutionary regime.

In the 1940's

he devoted himself to journalism through which he disseminated his
social ideas.

He rejected liberal democracy as unsuitable to a society

like Egypt's because he saw the coercive powers of the state as the
only means by which justice could be restored.
and Marxism.

He rejected socialism

He felt they could hinder industrial development in

41. Rif^at al-Sa^id, al-Sahgfah al-Yas3riyyah fJ Misr, 19251948 [Leftist Journalism in Egypt" 1925-1948] (Beirut: Dar al-Talf'ah
li al-Tiba'ah wa al-Nashr, 1974), p. 41.
42. Ibid., pp. 67-68; Zakat in Islam is a financial
obligation divinely defined and imposed.
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Egypt.

He advocated Social Democracy, not in the Marxist sense,

since it combined dignity and freedom of the individual and, simul
taneously, implemented social justice. He also advocated state
43
control of a guided economy and nationalized media.
Another element in Egypt's socialist heritage was a small,
splintered, and almost insignificant communist movement which had
remained underground since 1924.
to the fore.

In 1940 two communist groups came

The Democratic Movement for National Liberation, commonly

referred to as Haditu
(Arabic abbreviation for al-Harakah
al•
•
Dxmoqratiyyah li al-Tahrir al-Watani) and The League of Scientific
Studies (Dar al-Abhath) became active in labor unions and acted as
organizers of strikes.

Their fortunes were tied to the prestige

and image of the Soviet Union.

They rose as the West-Soviet Union

alliance became effective thus facilitating establishment of diplomatic
relations between Egypt and the Soviet Union.

Conversely, Soviet

support for the Zionist cause led to accusations against Egyptian
communists of pro-Zionist activities leading to imprisonment and
44
suppression.

In the unstable years before the revolution they were

released from jail and took part in the anti-British stirrings that

43.

^Azlz, Literary Men, pp. 118-25.

44. Abdel Moghni Said, Arab Socialism (London: Blanchford
Press, 1972), pp. 20-21; Rif^at al-Sa'id, "T£rikh al-Fikr al-Siyisf
fi Misr al-Hadithah [The History of Political Thought in Modern Egypt]",
al-Kgtib no. 140 (March, 1971): 72-73; Jaan Pennar, The USSR and
the Arabs: The Ideological Dimension (New York: Crane, Russak,
and Co., 1973), p. 52.

were supported by the Soviet Union.
formed new organizations.

As their number increased, they

They also collaborated with the Free

46
Officers in the printing and distribution of leaflets.

Immediately

after the coup the remaining jailed communists were released.

The

entente between the RCC and communists was disrupted by differences
over the fate of King Faruq, the priorities of domestic reforms and
the national struggle, the Anglo-Egyptian negotiations, and over the
power struggle within the RCC between Najib and ^Abd al-Nasir so that
by August, 1954 communists were hounded and rounded up.

47

Jamal 'kbd al-Nagir and Marxism-Leninsim
When, on May 19, 1955 , Jam^l '"Abd al-N&sir seemed to opt for
socialism as the desired social-economic system for Egypt, he ended
an extensive search for a suitable ideology.
extensively.

In his youth he read

His reflections on socialism were influenced by the

works of Harold Lasky, Aneurin Bevan, and Jawaherlal Nehru.

He also

read Marx and Lenin to whose doctrines he was attracted, but he event
ually rejected them on the grounds of religion and nationalism.

Egypt

45. a l - S a ''id,
p. 73.

He

The History of Political Thought in Modern

46. ^Abd al-^Azlm Ramadan, "HaditH wa al-Dubbat al-Ahrar:
Tanztiu 'Hadittl' al-Shuytl^i K&na Ya^lam bi Mau^id ai-Thawrah [Hadita
and"the Free Officers: the Communist Organization, Hadittl, Knew the
Date of the Coup]," Sabah al-Khair, April 29 , 1976 p. 19-21.
47. These difficulties and consequent events are discussed
in: Ibid., p. 22; Nutting, Nasser, p. 43; M.S. Agwani, Communism in
the Arab East (London: Asia Publishing House, 1969), pp. 49-50;
Pennar, USSR and Arabs, p. 53; Dan Hofstadter, Egypt and Nasser,
1952-1972, 3 vols. (New York: Facts on File, 1973), 1: 42-43.

23

accepted the concept of a materialist world but retained the religious
concept of life's genesis.

He assured communists of his receptivity

48
to any reasonable Marxist interpretation of life's origin.

The most

explicit statement he made on the issues of Marxism and Marxists or
communism and communists combined his faith and his pursuit of his
people's independence:
I was frequently approached to join the communist
party, but in spite of my studies of the Marxist faith
and of the writings of Lenin, I found two obstacles that
I did not know how to overcome. The first was that
communism is, in essence, atheistic. I have always been
a faithful Muslim with an unshakable belief in the exis
tence of a supernatural power, God, who controls all our
destinies. Hence, it is impossible for a person to be
simultaneously a faithful communist and a faithful Muslim.
The second obstacle was my realization that communism
necessarily means a sort of domination by international
parties. I refused that too. My struggle, and that of
my associates, were long and hard for the extraction of
power from the feudalist classes and for the destruction
of foreign domination over Egypt, so that we could realize
true independence which it needed as it needed the breath
of life. Therefore, I could not accept even a hint or a
trace of foreign domination.^
This statement is the indispensable key to an understanding of
^Abd al-N£sir's
attitude towards communism and communists which remained,
•
'

as will be seen below, consistent and constant.

The difficulties

encountered with communist factions hardened an already existing
hostility.

A
The first conflict with communists occurred in Xafr al-Dawwar

48. Mohamed Hassanein Heikal, The Cairo Documents: the
Inside Story of Nasser and his Relationship with World Leaders,
Rebels, and Statesmen, with an introduction by Edward R.F. Sheehan
(Garden City: Doubleday, 1973), pp. 13-14; Matar, Frankly about Abd
al-Nasir, p. 100.
49.

^Abd al-N&sir,
Collection, 4:
•
*

.
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i

J

110.
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on August 14, 1952 when cotton workers demanded higher wages.

A

clash with the security forces resulted in nine dead and thirtywounded.

The RCC reacted firmly and vigorously.

Communists were

rounded up and their publications, al-Katib and al-Mu^radah, were
banned.

Communist opposition to the newly negotiated Anglo-Egyptian

Treaty and their involvement in the power struggle between Najib
and ''Abd al-Nasir induced the latter to attack communists as a
destructive mercenary force.This was later followed by a monograph
on communism, for which ''Abd al-Nasir penned an interesting introduction,
published just before he left for the non-aligned conference in
Bandung, Indonesia.

In it he elaborated his reflections on a doctrine

which had become well known in the Arab world but which
when implemented as a social system backed by the state
resulted in the antitheses of its objectives!
All that communists achieved was their transformation
into machines in the production system, though they were
free human beings!
They reject religion because they think it is a myth!
They subject the individual, because he is in communist
faith a non-entity. Only the state is recognized I
They do not believe in freedom because it implies a
belief in the entity and dignity of the individual!
They abuse equality in the state structure, because
the state in the constitution of communism, is a pyramid
in which the masses form the base while only a single
individual is enthroned on the top.-^

50.

Ibid., pp. 203-04, 217.

51. ^Al± Adham, Haqiqat al-Shuytl''iyah [Communism as it
Really is], with an introduction by JamSl ^Abd al-N3sir, 2nd ed,
(Cairo: al-Maktab al-Misrf al-Hadith, n.d.), pp. 7-§.

Mr. Adham and Premier ''Abd al-Nasir, along with the vast
majority of authors on the subject, equated Marxism with communism and
also in turn considered the Soviet political system as synonymous with
communism despite Soviet assertions that their political and economic
institutions constituted the stage of socialism.

Mr. Adham then pro

ceeded to define communism-Marxism as "a conspiratorial movement seeking
to seize power, during the disintegration of the capitalist system,
through terror and deception of the masses.

Economically, the state

owns all; and socially and politically the system is totalitarxan.
The author went on to discuss the basic tenets of Marxism.

„52

Dialectical

materialism and, consequently, historical determinism wrongly
emphasized the economic factor as the sole determinant that shapes •
human consciousness thereby negating the

subjective worth of the

individual as a willful actor operating on a social stage devoid of
53
any spiritual values which were vital to the social fabric.

Class

struggle was violent and- destructive which was the inevitable result
of appealing "to hate, envy, and extreme dissatisfaction which are
exploited to heighten the credibility of communism and its promises of
54
a Utopia."

Dictatorship of the proletariat

was a mirage as can

be seen from the socio-economic and political Soviet regime which true

52.

Ibid., p. 65.

53.

Ibid., pp. 25-27, 29.

54.

Ibid., p. 31.
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55
character victimized the workers.

Classless society was another myth

which contradicts human nature and the rational order of social
organisms.

In the Soviet Union classes were replaced by other classes;

56
the hierarchy was not abolished; it was only transformed.
nefarious tactics of communism:

The

exploitation of injustice and inequit

able distribution of wealth, the idealism of youthful intellectuals
who naturally pursue equity, and man's natural clamor for democracy
57
that was never realized under communism.

These tactics had but one

aim, total, absolute, and perpetual tyranny.

"The refusal by communists

to look beyond the communist system wherein their authority on the
individual was boundless and their desire to wholly own man, deprived
him of his freedom of thought, of his economic freedom; these tendencies
58
condemn communism to conflict with religious, ethical and human values.'
One may conclude, then, that ''Abd al-NSsir expressed his
opposition to unrestricted capitalism as practiced in Egypt.
had a deep distaste for communism.

He also

Yet, he insisted on a twin social

and political revolution whereby "the political revolution reestablished
the people's right usurped by a tyrant, and restored their own sover
eignty from an alien occupation army, and a social revolution wherein
the strata of a society struggle to establish a just and equitable
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59
order."

By May, 1955 two important objectives of the political

revolution were accomplished.

The tyrant was out; and the British army

commenced the evacuation of Egypt.

The social revolution would be

launched, with socialism as its aim, thus ending ^Abd al-Msir's search
for a suitable ideology but also initiating his evolution toward Arab
Socialism.

Egypt and the West
The new leaders perceived Egypt as the focus of three con
centric spheres, Muslim, African, and Arab that are organically linked
and from which Egypt could not detach itself as it could not avoid its
destiny.
It is not accidental that our country is in South-West
Asia and a part of the Arab World.
It is not accidental that Egypt is in North-East Africa
and is a window on the Black Continent which is in an intense
struggle with its White colonists for its limitless resources.
It is not accidental that Islamic civilization and heritage
found its last refuge from the Mongols in Egypt which rose to
its defense and dealt the aggressors a decisive defeat in
^Ein JUlfit.
All of these are genuine realities with deep roots in our
lives, realities which we can neither forget nor escape.
Western strategists shared, to some extent, this evaluation of Egypt.
They recognized the centrality of Egypt in the Arab World and the
significance of the Arab states to the alliance schemes drawn for the

59. ''Abd al-N&sir, Philosophy of Revolution, p. 20.
60. Ibid., p. 60.

area.*'"'"

''Abd al-Msir had a healthy respect for the United States.

He

"believed America to be capable of playing a useful and constructive
role in the Middle East, for alone among the major powers she seemed
62
potentially able to influence events in the right direction."

But

he saw American-sponsored designs to be based strictly on geography
and did not pay sufficient attention to the feeling of the Arab states
about Russia or the West.

He advocated an Arab system which was based

on a "concept which rejected the American design, was not based on
geography but on historical realities and the genuine interest of the
63
peoples of the area."

Egypt had no interest in the Cold War.

The

schemes for the defense of the Middle East were directed against the
Soviet Union, a country toward which Egypt held no enmity.

In fact,

Egypt was involved in a struggle for independence from Britain, the
very power that, in part, was sponsoring these schemes.

More signi

ficantly, none of these proposed alliances protected the Egyptian
people from a more menancing enemy just across the border, Israel.
Many obstacles stood in the way of an alliance with the West.
There was a bitter legacy of Western colonialism, the constant reminder

61. Uri Ra'anan,
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of which was the presence of the British army in Egypt.

The Palestine

problem was perceived as a Western conspiracy against the Arab nation.
Israel was seen as a dangerous enemy that forced Egypt to build a
strong army.

Underneath all these components was the basic conviction

that alignment with any bloc was inimical to Egyptian and Arab interests
64
and hence the determination to pursue an independent foreign policy.
Egypt's priorities centered on two major issues the settlement
of which could have paved the way for Egyptian-Western cooperation.
primary priority was the conflict with Britain.

The

As long as British

troops occupied Egyptian territory, Egypt refused even to discuss any
arrangement for the defense of the Middle East.

The second concern

centered on the procurement of arms from the United States.

To arm

Egypt, while the potential of an armed conflict between her and Britain
existed, would have caused injury to a major ally.

The question of

arms also presented difficulties with France and Israel; the French
resented Egyptian criticism of their policies in North Africa, and
the Israelis feared a strong Egypt in the dormant Palestine question.
The presence of British troops in Egypt was resolved when
Britain agreed to a new treaty with Egypt.

The United States used

64. Ibid., p. 276. ^Abd al-N&sir, Philosophy of Revolution,
p. 57; Matar, Frankly about ^Abd al-N3sir, pp. 68-69, 80-81; Imslm,
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al-Matba'ah al-Fanniyyahal-Hadlthah, 1974), p. 51; Mustafa al-Siba1*!,
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al-Qaumiyyah li al-Tiba'ah wa al-Nashr, 1961), pp. 239-41; Halford L.
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prudent pressure on both sides that resulted in commencing negotiation
for a new Anglo-Egyptian treaty on May 6, 1953.

In spite of difficulties,

on July 27, 1954 the two sides reached an agreement which provided
for Egypt's most ardent wish, the evacuation of British troops within
twenty months.

Other significant terms were the retention of technical

personnel in civilian clothes, and the right of British troops to return
65
if any Arab state or Turkey were attacked by any external power.

This

arrangement satisfied the requirements of both powers and removed one
irritant in the way of future cooperation with the West.^
Building a strong national army was one of the six principles
of the revolution.

This objective had other complications.

The

removal of the British irritant did not altogether facilitate acquisi
tion of arms from the United States since the major three Western
powers were, at least theoretically, bound by their self-imposed
obligations under the Tripartite Declaration of 1950 to regulate arms
flow to the antagonists in the Palestine question.
to the declaration, was not altogether faithful.

France, a signatory

France was stung by

Egyptian and Arab criticism of French policy in North Africa.

She

retaliated with a policy of special relationship with Israel and
surreptitiously funnelled arms to Israel as agreed to under a

65.
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(Cambridge: Houghton, Mifflin Co., 1960), pp. 281-90; Nutting,
Nasser, p. 71.
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67
substantial arms deal in early 1954.

c

Abd al-Nasir exhausted all

avenues in his pursuit of Western arms, but he was unsuccessful.

He

therefore interpreted the failure of the United States and Britain
to restrain France, and their procrastination in meeting his security
needs as a hostile act against Egypt.

68

The Palestine question and the consequent emergence of the
Arab-Israeli conflict was seen by most Arab thinkers as another form
of Western colonialism.

This perception was another stumbling block

in the way of cooperation with the West.

Moreover, Israeli encroachment

69
on the demilitarized zone in Sinai
exacerbated deep-seated resentment
and fears of Israel and reinforced a commitment to the Palestinian
people which was eloquently expressed by '"Abd al-Nasir as he recalled
his reflections during the siege of his troops in Sinai:
And intermittently I would descend from the lofty stars
and feel that I was really defending my home and my children,
nothing more; ... This was when, wandering among the ruins,
I would meet the children of the refugees seeking shelter after
their homes and possessions were destroyed. I remember a
little girl of the same age as my own daughter who braved
danger and bullets, driven by hunger and cold, to search for
a crumb of bread or a shred of cloth.

67. Muhammad Hasanein Heikal, Khabava al-Suais [The Secrets
of Suez] (Cairo: D&r al-^Asr a-Hadith, n.d.), pp. 117-18 wherein he
maintains that the agreement was reached in February, 1954 while
Nutting, Nasser, p. 99 puts the time in July 1954; al-Ahram, October
14, 1966.
68.
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I would say to myself this could happen to my own daughter.
I was convinced that what happened to Palestine could
have happened and could still happen to any country in this
area so long as they remained subject to the powers currently
dominating.70
The depth of this commitment of ^Abd al-Nasir and the over
whelming majority of Arabs was the only reasonable explanation for the
continued state of tension along the cease fire lines with Israel.
The defeat of the Egyptian army in the first Palestine war was the
most profound motive behind the determination to build a strong army.
The West procrastinated in meeting the security needs of Egypt against
a real enemy just across the border, and sought to pressure ''Abd alN&sir into an alliance directed against a prospective or presumed enemy.
The result was the exact opposite of that desired; Egypt's resolve to
oppose any defense scheme which did not provide it with security was
stiffened.
The Western powers, while not totally giving up on Egypt,
continued their pursuit of an alliance for the Middle East.

The first

link was the Turko-Pakistani Pact signed on April 2, 1954 to which
''Abd al-Nasir reacted with firm and unequivocal opposition.

He declared

that Egypt would not participate in any defense arrangement outside
71
the framework of the Arab League.

This was followed on February 25,

1955 by the signing of the Turko-Iraqi Mutual Cooperation Treaty,

70.
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71.
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commonly known as the Baghdad Pact.

Egypt reacted with an intense

media campaign against Iraq for breaking Arab ranks.

Iraq was .also

falsely accused of obligating Egypt to defend Turkey since she was
committed to the defense of Iraq.

But Egypt was already comitted

indirectly to the defense of Turkey under the terms of the recently
ratified Anglo-Egyptian treaty.

''Abd al-N&sir, while recognizing

communist danger, objected that "Iraq through its alliance with
72
Turkey, a member of NATO, has indirectly joined that alliance."
These objections were really a reflection of Egypt's aversion to
become involved in any military bloc which burdened it, unnecessarily,
with obligations that she could ill afford.

The Egyptian government

felt that the area's strategic value would force the West to defend
it without any legal or formal commitment.

''Abd al-Nasir made this

absolutely clear to Anthony Eden in February 1955.

73

Non-Alignment
Opposition to military pacts, other than those for the
collective defense of the Arab states, was the logical extension of
opposition to domination from any quarter and in any form.

It was

an implementation of a slowly emerging and evolving foreign policy
based on non-alignment.

72.
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during, and after World War II.

It was one of the objectives which

Mahmfld Mandar called for as the only posture that served Egypt's
interests.

74

,

'Abd al-N&sir saw little choice in a polarized world

in which "states are in two groups, the West colonizes, and the East
oppresses; the states of the Iron Curtain are dominated by communism
and the Western states are motivated by colonialism.
synonymous.

Both were

Egypt will not be ruled from London or Moscow; henceforth

it will be ruled from Egypt.
The firm and abiding decision to pursue an independent policy
was reinforced by a heritage of anti-colonialism and by the desire to
serve only Egypt's interest and it was further strengthened by the ideas
of two major leaders of the future non-aligned group, Nehru and Tito.
Their intellectual influence combined with ^Abd al-Nasir's experience
in Bandung to catalyze the synthesis of his predilections into a coherent
and constant foreign policy based on non-alignment, though the concept
as well as its application changed with time and circumstances.

He was

instrumental in formulating and adopting the basic principles of the
first non-aligned conference held in Bandung, Indonesia.

These

principles were:
Respect for basic human rights and the principles and
objectives of the United Nations Charter, respect for
sovereignty and territorial integrity, equality of states
and races, non-interference in domestic affairs, respect for
the right of self-defense, singly or collectively, under the
United Nations Charter, opposition to collective defense or
ganizations sponsored and exploited by the great powers,

74.
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prohibition of the use or threat of use of force against the
internal unity and political independence of any state, peaceful
resolution of conflict, development of cooperation for the mutual
benefit, respect for justice and international obligations.7^

Relations with the Soviet Union
Egypt's affinity with non-alignment in the contest between the
West led by the United States and the East headed by Soviet Union emerged
from the lack of any intense feeling of resentment against Russia due
to its absence from the Arab world.^

Egyptians admired Russian

78
achievements in the economic field but deplored their human cost.
^Abd al-N&sir, while disdainful of the social system of the Soviet
Union and its ideological foundations, did not perceive a Soviet threat
or any communist danger because of the remoteness of the Soviet Union.
He was convinced that the atheism of communism would be repulsive to
79
Islam and Muslims.

This was the backbone of the thesis presented to

Dulles and Eden as justification for his opposition to their military
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plans.

In fact, there had been a history of cordial economic and

diplomatic relations with Soviet Union.

Beginning in 1923, they were

formalized in 1943 and upgraded to the level of embassy in March 1954.
The only strained period occurred after Soviet support for the
partition of Palestine.

It was eased by Soviet diplomatic support

for Egypt in its struggle with Britain and on the Palestine question
81
after 1953.

The bulk of Egyptian-Soviet economic relations was in

the exchange of Soviet sugar, wheat, and oil products for Egyptian
cotton.

In March 1954, Egyptian-Soviet trade was expanded and regulated

by a formal trade agreement.

In the wake of these commodity exchanges,

82
Egyptian trade with Soviet allies in Eastern Europe also increased.
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This perception of correct relations with the Soviet Union had
another aspect which was certainly unflattering to Soviet experience and
the Soviet social system.

The Bolsheviks "ended the Tsarist dictatorship

and replaced it with another more oppressive and pervasive tyranny whose
83
methods and means outstrip those of the tsar's."

The successor

system was declared in the name and for the benefit of the workers, but
it was transformed "from the dictatorship of the workers to the dictator
ship of the vanguard which oppresses workers and tramples on their
rights and human dignity presumably to establish justice, freedom and
84
affluence."

While it could be true that there might not be unemploy

ment in the Soviet Union, "the workers are whipped to work and are
treated like slaves and cattle.
fear of

They are constantly terrorized by the

85
expulsion and extermination."

Soviet citizens have been,

theoretically, assured of a democratic system of government whereby
political power ascends from the masses to the leader, but in reality
the system is the antithesis of the constitution; the electorate has
no freedom -to choose its representatives except from the communist
party candidates.

86

In summary, the Soviet Union was portrayed, in a

work endorsed by Jamal ^Abd al-Nasir, as a totalitarian society which
87
88
suffers from pervasive terror
and which is bent on world domination.
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The Soviet view of Egypt's new military leaders was initially
unfavorable.

It changed as the determination of ^Abd al-N&sir and his

associates to remove Western influence from Egypt and the rest of the
Arab world gained credibility.

The keen interest of the Soviet Union

in the colonial peoples and its estimates of their value in the struggle
between capitalism and communism was evident from the activities of
Bolshevik Russia in the international field.

Indeed, these activities

and resulting conclusions and theses established the ideological
foundations for Egyptian-Soviet cooperation.

The Appeal to the Muslim

Workers of Russia and the East of December 7, 1917, the Theses of the
Second Congress of the Comintern of July 23, 1920, and the First
Congress of the Peoples of the East, in Baku, on September 1, 1920,
89
were but examples.

Lenin elaborated old and established doctrines

on communist internationalism, the role of the national bouregeoisie
in the stage of national democracy, and the march of the newly independent peoples along the non-capitalist path toward

90
socialism.
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Stalin's views on the Egyptian bourgeoisie of the early 1920's
expressed the same line.

He held that they were staging a revolutionary

91
struggle for national independence.

His views changed radically

after the destruction of the Chinese Communist Party.
92
was adopted by the Sixth Comintern Congress in 1928.

A new thesis
It emphasized

the reactionary-collaborationist side of the dual nature of the national
bourgeoisie which would cooperate with imperialism to hinder the feared
hegemony of the proletariat.
twilight years.

It remained in force until Stalin's

The beginning of the Cold War, however, generated some

hints of modification of his policies.

These hints dealt with the

national bourgoisie from different perspectives and at various levels.
They were neither unanimous nor equal in their impact on Soviet policies
or actions.

Stalin initiated the first minor modification by supporting

national independence movements in Egypt, Syria, and Lebanon while at
the same time opposing their national bourgeois leadership in 1946-1947.
This was followed by a return to a Leninist emphasis on the revolution93
ary side of the bourgeoisie.
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Early in 1952, Stalin added a new dimension to his old line.
He interpreted events in the colonial countries as the outcome of the
internal division of the national bourgeoisie which reflected a struggle
94
between the three major Western powers for raw materials and markets.
The initial reaction to the July 23 coup was negative.

Soviet media

quoted news reports, a device which usually indicated approval, main
taining that the coup was launched with the aid of American agents
and represented "a consequence of the struggle taking place between
the American and British imperialists for strategic positions in this
part of the world and that this struggle will lead to the formation of
95
a regime of military dictatorship."

They feared the military regime

would facilitate joining the Middle East Command, an adjunct to the
aggressive North Atlantic bloc.

This critical view was maintained in

all Soviet evaluations of events in Egypt.

The order to the political

parties to purge themselves was viewed as "a step on the path to
96
setting up a military dictatorship."

News of labor unrest in Kafr

al-Dawwar and subsequent punitive measures taken by the government
were criticized; land reform was described as a demagogic measure in
support of the Kulaks; the dissolution of all political parties and the
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rounding up of communists in 1953 was denounced as repression of
97
democratic leaders in Egypt.

Concurrently, Egypt's struggle against

British occupation and its opposition to Western military plans was
noted by G.M. Malenkov, secretary of the Central Committee of the
Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU).

In his report to the

Nineteenth Congress of the CPSU in August 1952, Malenkov urged the
nationalist leaders to assume a stronger role in the intensified
98
struggle against Western powers.

This appreciation for the role

of the nationalist leaders generated new interest in the colonized
peoples and especially Egypt, bringing in its wake the rapid expansion
of Soviet Oriental Studies after Stalin's death.

Soviet Orientalists

were reprimanded for degrading the progressive nature of the national
bourgeoisie and were instructed to reassess it as an ally of the
99
workers in the anti-imperialist struggle.
Soviet interest in Egypt emanated from Anglo-Egyptian differ
ences over the defense of the Suez Canal in the context of an overall
Middle Eastern military alliance.

To the Soviet Union any military

coalition in the proximity of its southern region was of paramount
interest.

Hence the close scrutiny in the Soviet media of the Anglo-

Egyptian negotiations and the intensified opposition to Western-sponsored
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military alliances in the Middle East.

Negotiations between Britain

and Egypt were suspended soon after they began because "press reports
make it clear that the British side and the American 'mediator'
insistently demanded that we agree to participate in the so-called
joint defense of the Middle East.""*"^

The Soviets characterized the

refusal of Egypt to comply with these demands as a testimony to the
growth of the national liberation movement in the Arab countries.'^"'"
When the terms of the new Anglo-Egyptian treaty became public, the
Soviets criticized those dealing with the defense of Turkey and
considered them as an "indirect participation of Egypt in the Turko102
Pakistani Pact."

They branded the American role in mediating

the treaty as a step
trying, by crowding his British 'junior partner,' to seize
strategic economic and political positions in Egypt. American
plans stem from the fact that Egypt is the center of the Arab
world, the 'key to the Middle East.' The strengthening of U.S.
influence in Egypt and the involvement of Egypt in a Middle
East command would ensure U.S. domination over all Arab
countries.103
The Soviet Union, following the same general view of Egypt and of
American objectives therein, warned Egypt against accepting American
economic aid because it "was an important step in placing Egypt under
economic dictates and in drawing her into the militarist blocs being

100. Pravda, May 10, 1953, cited in CDSP, vol. 4, no. 19, p. 21.
101. Ibid., May 23, 1953, cited in CDSP, vol. 4, no. 21, p. 17.
102. Ibid., August 8, 1954, cited in CDSP, vol. 6, no. 17, p. 17.
103. Ibid.

104
forged in the Near and Middle East."

The objective of such aid was

naked, so the Soviets reasoned, especially after it was offered only
a fortnight after the ratification of the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty.
Soviet opposition to military blocs in tha Middle East coincided
with intensified Egyptian resistance to the same blocs.It was in
this similarity of attitude that a convergence of interests of the two
states was perceived.

Soviet media, assessing the mood of opposition

in the Arab world in general, even though it did not mention Egypt,
commented that "these people are unwilling to jump out of the frying
pan into the fire by placing their neck under a new, this time American,
imperalist yoke.""''^

The Soviet Union noted the vociferous media

attack on Iraq for declaring its intention to enter an alliance with
Turkey.

It also noted Egyptian initiative in orchestrating Arab

107
opposition to Iraq.

Needless to say, the Soviet Union issued a

formal statement which characterized these alliances as the expression
of the aggressive nature of the Western powers, cautioned that such
arrangements did not correspond to the interest of the participating
states, warned that it could not remain oblivious to developments in
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areas along its southern borders, decried Western pressures on Arab
states, especially Syria and Egypt, and promised aid in the defense of

108
states that opposed such military pacts.
The emergence of a community of interests between the Soviet
Union and Egypt generated renewed interest in Egypt and its leaders
which was exhibited in various forms.

Soviet media recorded with

satisfaction expressions of mutual benefits from bilateral trade
enunciated by Egyptian newspapers, and they responded with a call for
increased trade between Egypt and the People's Democracies.

Egypt's

leader, Jamil ^Abd al-N&sir, was initially included with his associates
as a Western agent.

The Soviets later replaced hostility with

skepticism and watchfulness as they were "not convinced by his policies
that he was going to do what was necessary to reform the socialpolitical structure of his country.

For a certain period of time after

the coup and Colonel Nasser's emergence as chief of state, we could
not be sure what direction this new government of army officers would
109
tak?• t either in foreign or in domestic policies."

This watchful

skepticism turned into confusion for the seeming incompatibility of
his antipathy, to both East and West,'*'"^ which distorted Soviet foreign

108. "Statement by the USSR Ministry of Foreign Affairs on
Security in Near and Middle East," Pravda and Izvestia, April 17,
1955, cited in CDSP, vol. 7, no. 16, pp. 18-19.
109. Nilcita S. Krushchev, Khrushchev Remembers, trans, and
ed. Stover Talbot (Boston: Little Brown and Co., 1970), p. 431.
110.

See note 75.
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policy.

Soon thereafter, he was reevaluated as a representative of

the interests of the bourgeoisie who adopted a positive foreign policy
112
which opposed military blocs.

The most constant evaluation of

Egypt rested in the emphasis on its strategic significance and its
113
stature in the Arab World
and, by implication, on the value of its
cooperation to the Soviet Union.

Soviet evaluation of the significance

of Egypt was, as expressed earlier, identical to that of the West,
which, in pursuit of its interest, subjected Egypt to intense pressure
to lead the Arab World into Western-sponsored military pacts.

That

pressure had to be countered by the Soviet Union if it were to aid
Egypt in sustaining its resistance to that pressure and hence
protect its own interests.

It was in this light that both Egypt and

the USSR interpreted the tension along the borders with Israel.
It may be of interest to touch upon the Soviet role in the
exacerbation of the Palestine problem.

The USSR played a role second

only to that of the U.S. in the diplomatic efforts that gave birth to
Israel.

Furthermore, it actually played the primary role on the

battlefield by making available to Israel the vital armaments that
made it possible for 'Israel to defeat the collective Arab effort to
protect the Arab people of Palestine.

111.

These two critical contributions

Pravda, September 8, 1954 cited in CDSP, vol. 6, no. 36,

p. 15.
112. L.N. Vatolina, "The Growth of National Consciousness
Among Arab Peoples," in Middle East in Transition, p. 492.
113.
147.

See note 103; International Affairs no. 6 (June 1955):
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were to plague future Arab-Soviet relations.

Even as late as June

1954, well after Egypt's opposition to the West, at least in the
military sphere, the Soviet Union kept its options open in the Middle
East by elevating its diplomatic representation in Israel to the
114
embassy level.

Understandably, these issues are not touched upon

by the vast majority of Egyptian or Soviet authors lest they harm
the atmosphere of Egyptian-Soviet reapprochement.

Egypt and Israel
Tranquillity along the Egyptian-Israeli cease-fire lines was
more the exception than the rule.

The most significant and consequential

incident occurred on February 28, 1955 in which Israel launched one of
its periodic "punitive and retaliatory" raids into Arab territory.
This attack, however, was launched in the midst of the inter-Arab
dispute over the merits of the Baghdad Pact.

It was therefore inter

preted in the Egyptian press as a naked two-pronged attack against the
Egyptian revolution aiming at either isolating Egypt, or at toppling
^Abd al-N&sir's regime, or at coaxing it into the Baghdad Pact.^^
The Soviet Union saw the Ghaza incident in the same light and hence it

114. Nadav Safran, "The Soviet Union and Israel, 1947-1969,"
in Soviet Union and Middle East, eds. Vucinich and Lederer, p. 167.
115. Anwar
Sadat, Ya Waladi Hadha 'Aromak Jama]. [My Son:
This is your Uncle Jamal] (Cairo: Manshurat Maktabat al-'lrfan, n.d.),
p. 135; Idem, In Search of Identity, p. 135; al-Ahram, April 4, 1967;
Nutting, Nasser, p. 92; Lacouture, Nasser, p. 154.
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offered aid to Egypt.

Soviet aid was to be manifest in arms

channelled through Czechoslovakia.

A very explicit interpretation

of the Ghaza incident noted:
Thus, when the attempt to force the Arab countries into
the Baghdad Pact met with a stubborn resistance, certain
Western powers proceeded to fan the Arab-Israeli conflict,
which their own policy had originally provoked, encouraging
Israel to violate the armistice agreement. The Arab countries
faced a double threat: economic pressure, on the one hand,
and Israeli attack, on the other ....
"The United States is in a position to break Egypt's
economy by dumping surplus cotton," the New York Times
wrote meaningfully ....
At the same time obviously spurred on by their
transatlantic backers, the leaders of Israeli Right-wing
parties clamoured for war against Egypt, while American
diplomats hinted to the Egyptian leaders that they would
get the necessary weapons for defense only if they adhered
to the Western sponsored Middle East military organization.
The Egyptian Government escaped the American trap by
purchasing arms from Czechoslovakia .... Thus the "policy
of strength" sustained a heavy defeat in the Middle East.
Soviet aid thus served two equal purposes, both designed to
ease the pressure on Egypt:

arms against military pressure, and

purchase of cotton against economic pressure.
the significance of this incident.

One cannot overestimate

It added a new dimension to the

growing identity of interests between Egypt and the Soviet Union.

It

established the modus operandi of the Soviet approach to Egypt's problems

116. See note 108; International Affairs no. 4 (April 1955):
112-13; 10 (October 1955): 119-20.
117. "Way to Relaxation of Middle East Tension," International
Affairs no. 5 (May 1956): 136.
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whereby the Soviets, as will be seen, were forced to come to Egypt's
aid whenever the Nasirist regime was in danger since they organically
linked Egyptian independent policies with its survival.

It helped

establish a joint Egyptian-Soviet theme about Israel's nature as a
forward base, an obedient tool, and the coercive instrument of Western
imperialism in the heart of the Arab world.

For Egypt, it revealed

the weakness of the Egyptian army, strengthened the clamor for adequate
armament for the defense of the nation, and forced Jamal ^Abd al-Nasir
to despair of Western procrastinations and implicit conditions for the
needed arms.

It also shaped his amorphous tendency toward

and ideas

about neutralism, since it took place just before the Bandung
Conference.

To the USSR, the Bandung Conference was an undoubted gain.

Most of the participants were, until recently, Western colonies.

Their

neutrality in the Cold War was certainly against the interests of the
118
West.

The Soviets, for their own tactical reasons, hailed the

Bandung Conference as a bastion of anti-imperialism but also noted the
communique's reference to communist oppression which was discounted
as a compromise necessary to the harmony of the conference which was
attended by a minority of Western agents, viz., Turkey, Iraq, and
119
Pakistan.

118.

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 57.

119. E. Zhukov, "The Bandung Conference of African and Asian
Countries," International Affairs no. 5 (May 1955): 20-31; 9
(September 1955): 103.
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The objectives of the revolution in Egypt, known as the Six
Principles, predetermined Egyptian attitudes in the domestic and
international field.

To cure Egypt's social ills, ^Abd al-N&sir, the

virtual leader of the coup, opted for social justice and equitable
distribution of wealth, both of which he identified with socialism.
He thus enhanced the evolution of a socialist heritage justified by
Islamic doctrines and ethics while rejecting Marxism, which to
Egyptians was synonymous with communism.

Egypt's pursuit of independence,

fueled by a bitter legacy and a continuing reality of British occupation,
inescapably brought it into a heated debate with the West.

The

United States, Britain, and, to a lesser extent, France were driven
by their own anxieties about Soviet aims in the strategically and
economically vital Middle East into devising military arrangements
that were anchored on Egypt, by virtue of its strategic position and
stature in the Arab world. ^Abd al-Nasir, while disdainful of the
•

*

Soviet experience, held no enmity for, nor did he perceive imminent
danger from a remote Soviet Union.

He perceived a threat from Britain

and Israel, within and across the cease-fire lines, respectively.
He opposed any military pacts that did not originate from the area or
were not designed to meet its indigenous security needs.
needed arms to defend Egypt.

But he also

Delivery of such arms from the West

was conditional on Egyptian participation in defense arrangements
for the area.

The third element in this three-horned dilemma, the

Soviet Union, opposed the very same military plans as a threat to
its own security.

Initially, it denigrated ^Abd al-N&sir as a
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Western agent.

As his genuine opposition to these pacts gained

credence resulting from his ability to prevent Arab states, other
than Iraq, from adhering to them, the Soviet Union identified its
interests with his own.

This realization, ironically, coincided

with an embroyonic inclination gradually to abandon Stalin's pristinely
dichotomous view of the world and to adopt an activist foreign policy.
The objective became a vigorous contest with the West over influence
with the newly independent countries.
entente was established.

The basis for Egyptian-Soviet

CHAPTER II
THE PURSUIT OF MUTUAL SECURITY
April 1955-June 1956

The most consequential and profound expression of Egyptian-Soviet
cooperation resulted from a coincidence in time wherein the two parties
simultaneously decided to embark on a search for mutual security.
While the Soviet Union abandoned its self-imposed passivity in
international affairs, Egypt, after despairing of Western response
to its need for arms, resolved to seek arms from the only other
available source, the Soviet Union.

With this request'Egypt afforded

the Soviet Union an opportunity to gain a foothold in the heart of
the Middle East, thus rendering the Baghdad Pact useless.

Egypt

also dealt the Western powers a blow by initiating a change in the
balance of power in the Middle East.

This balance was also altered

by a definitive change in foreign policy toward

non-alignment.

Even

though these two departures captured the attention of the world, the
Egyptian government pressed on with domestic reforms that included
social legislation and political reorganization.

Egypt's Quest for Arms
The Russian outlook to newly independent countries are under
going reassessment.

Further evidence of this examination appeared

in May, 1955 when an editorial in Kommunist, the official CPSU
publication, obliquely demanded a reevaluation of nationalist
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movements.

Indications of an activist foreign policy became visible

in 1955 and were manifested in the visits of Soviet leaders Nikita
S. Khrushchev and Nikolai Bulganin to India, Burma, and Afghanistan,
their participation in the Geneva Summit, and in a positive response
to Egypt's request for arms.
The origins, magnitude, and flow of events leading to the arms
deal between Egypt and the Soviet Union have been, needless to say,
shrouded in controversy.
were of Soviet origin.

There should have been no doubt that the arms
The Soviet leadership insisted on using

Czechoslovakia as a cover lest the news of the agreement disrupt the
euphoric Spirit of Geneva.

2

The arms deal was the culmination of

several previous Egyptian attempts at procuring arms from Russia.
3
The first was unsuccessfully undertaken by King Faruq.

The second

was made by the RCC which "contacted the Russians early in 1953,
while Stalin was on his deathbed, but they in turn refused; Stalin's
principles prevented him from supplying weapons to non-Communist
4
states."

In early 1955 the need for arms became more urgent after

the clashes with Israel.

Egypt needed arms in order to strengthen

1. Walter Z. Laqueur, The Soviet Union and the Middle East
(New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1959), p. 166
2. Heikal, Cairo Documents, p. 49; Khrushchev, Khrushchev
Remembers, p. 433; Matar, Frankly about fAbd al-Nasir, p^ 85; Abd alNlLsir, Collection, 1: 552; Mosley, Dulles, p. 386.
3.

Khrushchev, Khrushchev Remembers, p. 431.

4.

Sadat, In Search of Identity, p. 127.
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its defenses against Israel as well as the domestic power base of the
new regime.

The third attempt was made by

fAbd

al-Nasir in April 1955.

During a stopover in Rangoon, Burma, he was introduced to the Chinese
premier, Chou En Lei.

fAbd

al-Nasir wasted no time.

He asked Chou

En Lei to use his good offices to convince the Russians to provide
Egypt with arms.

The Chinese leader expressed his anxieties about the

implications of such a step before proceeding to communicate his
affirmative recommendation to the Soviet Union.

He assessed the

value of Arab nationalism, the genuine belief of 'Abd al-Nasir in nonalignment as a matter of principle, not tactics, and the utility of
aid to

fAbd

al-Nasir in the inevitable struggle between Arab nation

alism on the one hand and colonialism and reactionaries on the other.
He concluded:
As I see it, our position obliges us to assist the nation
alist forces because their victory would be in the interest of
the socialist camp and because it would thwart all attempts
of the western imperialists to complete the encirclement of
the eastern camp. My conclusion is that the logic of history
points to the nationalist movement as the coming force in the
Middle East, and that we should make our approach to it as
friendly as we can. There is a great difference between
approaching it early in the day, when we can help it to achieve
its objectives, and adopting a policy of wait and see, thus
leaving its leaders to fight their battles alone and only
approaching them after their victory has been won. The
advantages likely to accrue to the socialist camp from an
immediate approach should not be underestimated.

5. Cited in Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 59; the
Chinese connection is also discussed in detail by: Idem, Cairo
Documents, p. 48; Matar, Frankly about ''Abd al-Nasir, p. 84; Nutting,
Nasser, p. 101; Mosley, Dulles, p. 387.
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The Soviet leadership must have taken this recommendation to
heart, for within six weeks they instructed their ambassador to Egypt
to initiate preliminary discussions with the host government.

Secret

negotiations began immediately between Egyptian officers and Colonel
v. Nimoshenko.^

By July, as the negotiations reached an advanced

stage, the Soviets supplemented their negotiating team with two
generals and dispatched Dmitry Shepilov, editor of Pravda and future
foreign minister, to size up ^Abd al-Nasir and see if he could with
stand the pressures of the inevitable crisis which would result from
the discovery of the precedent-making arms agreement.

After the

Soviet policy makers were reassured of ''Abd al-Nasir's steely deter
mination to acquire arms from the Soviet Union, agreement was quickly
reached between Czechoslovakia and Egypt on a commercial barter
agreement which exchanged Soviet-made arms for Egypt's traditional
export commodity, cotton.

The negotiations were extremely secret,

only very few in the top echelon of the states concerned

knew

about them, but apparently were not secret enough for Israeli intelli
gence which got wind of the negotiations and revealed them to American
officials in Geneva on July 20J

The American Central Intelligence

Agency (CIA) also uncovered the newly concluded arms agreement and
contacted Muhammad Hasanein Heikal. ' He, in turn, alerted ''Abd al-NHsir
to the intelligence leak.

The Egyptian leader anticipated American

6.

Heikal, Cairo Documents, p. 49.

7.

Mosley, Dulles, p. 386.
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pressure to dissuade him from following through with the arms agree
ment with the Soviet Union.

He decided to preempt such pressure by

revealing the news of the agreement at the first opportunity.

On

September 27, 1955, in an unscheduled appearance in an obscure
photographic exhibit sponsored by the army, the Egyptian leader
announced the arms agreement.

It had a shocking and electrifying

effect on the Arab world.
The foregoing has been the by-and-large almost universally
accepted chronology of the famous—or infamous—Egyptian-Czech arms
agreement.

But there has also been another chronology presented by

Uri Ra'anan, an Israeli scholar, who rejects the thesis that the
basic motive for Egypt's acquisition of Soviet arms was the Israeli
raid on Ghaza.

He maintains that contact between Egypt and the

Soviet Union began in January or February of 1955.

This judgment is

based on his own study of Soviet arms delivery practices which led
him to conclude that because Egyptian technicians were sent to
Czechoslovakia to inspect the first consignment of Czech arms in
July 1955, the agreement must have been reached much earlier than
August.

He reinforces his argument by presenting a comparative study

of arms balance between Israel and Egypt which did not resemble the
estimates put forth by the director general of the Israeli Defense
Ministry on October 3, 1955.

Ra'anan's thesis is anchored in an

article in International Affairs of May 1965 which stated that
Czechoslovakia signed a commercial agreement with Egypt in February of
1955.

Ra'anan's presentation does not adequately, if at all, credit
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the Chinese connection, which all available evidence put at April
1955.8
The magnitude of the Russian arms deal has always been con
troversial.

Scholars disagree on the quantities of each category of

armaments as well as on its monetary value.
million to two hundred million dollars.

Figures range from fifty

The agreement certainly

included medium and heavy tanks, jet fighters and bombers, stationary
and mobile artillery, armor, naval vessels, small arms, and ammunition.
The consensus was that the bulk of the arms shipped to Egypt were
absolete due to the Soviet armed forces' changeover to new types of
10
arms and to the termination of production of other military items.
The significance of this event transcends quantitative and
qualitative evaluations.

It expressed a mood of defiance born of

8. I have decided to include the Ra'anan thesis to inform
the students of Soviet-Arab relations of the circumstantial evidence
presented by Mr. Ra'anan. The elements of this thesis are found in
Ra'anan, USSR Arms Third World, pp. 33, 49-51, 76-81. Other estimates
of Israeli strength are found in Noble Frankland, ed., Documents on
International Affairs, 1955 (London: Oxford University Press, 1959),
pp. 373-74.
9. Allen, Middle Eastern Economic Relations, p. 50; Frederick,
"Soviety-Egyptian Relations," p. 146; Jon D. Glassman, Arms for the
Arabs; The Soviet Union and War in the Middle East (Baltimore: The
Johns Hopkins Press, 1975, pp. 11-12.
10. Winfred Joshua and Stephen P. Gilbert, Arms for the Third
World: Soviet Military Aid Diplomacy (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins
Press, 1969), pp. 23; Allen, Middle Eastern Economic Relations, p. 51;
Glassman, Arms for the Arabs, pp. 12-13.
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frustration which led to disestablishing Western hegemony over Egypt
and the rest of the Arab world.

Meanwhile, fAbd al-Nasir discoursed

briefly on the tortuous and frustrating search for arms in the Western
camp.

He spoke of American conditions, of miniscule British arms

aid, and of implicit and explicit requests by France for Egypt to turn
a blind eye to French policies in North Africa.

Turning to the

Egyptian request for arms from Russia, he announced that he had
received a reply to our request from the Government of
Czechoslovakia declaring its readiness to supply us with
weapons in accordance with Egyptian arms needs on a purely
commercial basis, and stating that the transaction would
be regarded as any other commercial one, we accepted
immediately....
As I talk to you today, I hear an uproar in Washington
and London which is nothing but a manifestation of their anger
that they have lost their arbitrary control and influence
against which we shall struggle in order to fulfill the
revolution's objectives,
The immediate reaction of the masses, whether manipulated or
not, could not easily be determined and those of intellectuals were
spontaneous in their admiration for ^Abd al-Nasir's defiance and for his
forceful declaration of independence from the Western arms stranglehold.
In the rest of the Arab world the feeling of euphoria was tempered by
the anxiety over dealing with the Soviet Union.
enigmatic.

12

Western reaction was

Publicly, it was calm as expressed in a brief joint U.S.

British statement declaring their determination to adhere to

11.

al-Ahram, September 28, 1955.

12.

Matar, Frankly about (Abd al-Nasir, p. 86.
•

t
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13
the principles of the Tripartite Declaration .

The private

reaction, however, was full of fury and, at least from the Egyptian
point of view, incomprehensible if not hyprocritical.

''Abd al-Nasir,

soon after he was contacted by the Soviet Ambassador to Egypt, called
in the American Ambassador and informed him of the impending arms
agreement with the Soviet Union.

He implored him to press his govern-

ment to be more responsive to Egypt's security needs.

14

This com

munication was transmitted to Washington but was dismissed as a
15
bluff.

When the rumors became hard news, Secretary of State John

Foster Dulles appeared imperturbable.

He dispatched Kermit Roosevelt,

a CIA Middle East specialist, to try to pressure Egypt into cancelling
the arms agreement with the USSR. ''Abd al-Nasir anticipated this move
and faced the United States with a fait accompli.

The Roosevelt

mission failed before Rossevelt himself landed at Cairo airport.

He

was followed by another emissary, the assistant secretary of state for
Middle Eastern affairs, George V. Allen, with a written ultimatum which
threatened to cut off U.S. technical and economic aid and to sever
diplomatic relations, and which warned of the probability that the
16
U.S. would intercept Soviet arms on the high seas.

This mission, too,

failed.

13.

Frankland, ed., Documents on International Affairs, 1955,

14.

Heikal, Cairo Documents, p. 49.

15.

Mosley, Dulles, p. 387.

p. 372.

-16. Ibid., p. 389; Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 62;
Idem, Cairo Documents, p. 52.
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If the U.S. reacted with disguised anger, the Soviet Union
reacted with shock.
to remain secret.

The Soviet leadership wished the arms agreement
But they soon learned to adjust to the rapidity

of events in the Middle East and to ^Ahd al-Msir's impetuosity.
Soviet media simply quoted the Egyptian premier's statement about
the purely commercial nature of the transaction between Czechoslovkia
and Egypt.^

To counter the uproar in the West, the Soviet government

declared that
For its part, the Soviet government believes that every
state has the right to defend itself and to purchase weapons
for its defense from other states on a normal commercial basis,
and that no state has the right to interfere in this or to make
any kind of unilateral demands violating the rights or interests
of other states.
This theme was prevalent in all Soviet pronouncements, whether official
or simply interpretations published in the media.

Some articles went

to the heart of Western objections to the Soviet arms deal:
a furor has recently been raised in some Western countries
concerning Egyptian purchases of a certain quantity of arms
from Czechoslovakia. Egypt's purchases will help her improve
her defensive strength and consolidate her independence,
but this is not to the liking of certain Western groups. They
are nervous, for they were accustomed to lord it in this
area .... But the age of complete domination ofthe imperialist
powers in the Asian and African countries is gone forever.^

17. Pravda, and Izvestia, September 29, 1955 cited in CDSP
vol. 7, no. 39, p. 16.
18.

Ibid., October 2, 1955 cited in CDSP, vol. 7, no. 40 p. 12.

19. K. Ivanov, "Soviet Foreign Policy and the Present
International Situation," International Affairs no. 10 (October, 1955):
p. 30.
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Implicit in this article was the most persistent element in EgyptianSoviet affairs:

the willingness, which was later transformed into the

determination, to relieve Egypt from any kind of pressure which would
threaten its independence, i.e., its independent foreign policy which
came to mean a policy of opposition to military pacts directed against
the Soviet Union and its allies.

Egypt Revisited
The Egyptian-Soviet arms agreement was one of the most pro
found manifestations of a new activist Soviet foreign policy.

It was

a departure which did not enjoy the unanimous support of the
Soviet leadership.

Three members of the Politbureau, Malenkov,

Kaganovich, and especially Molotov, opposed Khrushchev's pursuit of
the newly independent nations, specifically his unprecedented involve
ment in the Middle East.

This troika maintained that the Middle East

was too important to the West to allow the Soviets any successful
challenge to its influence; Soviet strength was not adequate to face
a Western counter challenge to Eastern Europe, where the Soviet
position was shaky but could be safeguarded if the Soviet Union
exploited contradictions and antagonisms in the Western camp} finally,
aid to newly independent nations deprived the Soviet Union of precious
resources that could be better utilized internally.

Khrushchev's

counter-thesis rested on several equally persuasive contentions.

The

national liberation movement was important to the Soviet Union and
therefore should be supported and enabled to resist Western pressures;
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otherwise independently minded leaders would be replaced by those more
willing to turn their countries into bases of aggression against the
Soviet Union.

Hence, it was only prudent self-defense to move

energetically into these areas of the national liberation movement
20

and bolster their leadership.

Typical of Soviet practices, these

disagreements were camouflaged and were revealed only gradually.

One

could gather hints of their existence from disparate sources such
as the admission of guilt by M. Z. Saburov during the extraordinary
Twenty-First Congress of CPSU, from statements of Egyptian and Soviet
officials, and from evidence uncovered by scholars of the Soviet
21
Union.
Khrushchev utilized Soviet media to prove his contention
about the value to the Soviet Union of the leaders of the newly
independent nations, and to condition the Soviet elite into a friendly
disposition toward them.

Jamal ^Abd al-Nasir especially was portrayed

as a staunch opponent of military blocs and a determined anti-colonial22

ist.

Khrushchev's pioneering attitude toward ''Abd al-Nasir was

20. Ra'anan, USSR Arms Third World, pp. 124-25; Fredericks,
"Soviet Egyptian Relations," pp. 101-102; al-Ahram, January 26, 1958.
21. Gruliow, Current Soviet Policies, 3: 181-82; David J.
Dallin, Soviet Foreign Policy after Stalin (New York: J.B. Lippincott,
1961), pp. 332-33; al-Ahram, December 9, 1960 and May 15, 1964.
22. Pravda, August 21, 1955, cited in CDSP, vol. 7, no. 34,
p. 12; International Affairs no. 8 (August 1955): 121-22 and no. 9
(September 1955): 102-103.

primarily motivated by security concerns since the Egyptian leader's
opposition to military pacts reflected Soviet anxiety about the
cordon militaire which had been in the making since the late 1940's.
A corollary convergence of views and interests rested in the desire
to weaken if not to remove Western influence altogether and thus
23
achieve political gains, both domestic and international.
Egyptians also interpreted Soviet involvement as a defensive
effort.

To them, the Soviet Union was engaged in a global contest

with the United States, which it both feared and mistrusted

it

sought, "to be recognized by the rest of the world as America's
political and military equal.

Might not replacing the West in the

Middle East provide the most convincing evidence that parity had been
24
won?"
25
Having made a purely pragmatic
decision to cooperate with
and aid the newly independent countries, Soviet leaders sought to

23. Most of the students of the period are essentially in
agreement with this evaluation of Soviet motives. See: J.?. Vatikio
tis, "The Soviet Union and Egypt: The Nasser Years," in Soviet Union
and Middle East, ed. Lederer and Vucinich, p. 123; Joshua and Gilbert
Arms for Third World, p. 6; Fredericks, "Soviet-Egyptian Relation,"
pp. 41, 43, 56, 152, 157, 158; Nadav Safran, "The Soviet Union and
Israel: 1947-1969," in Soviet Union and Middle East, ed. Lederer
and Vucinich, p. 168; Ra'anan, USSR Arms Third World, pp. 27-28;
Glassman, Arms for Arabs, p. 14; Oles Smolansky, The Soviet Union and
the Arab East under Khrushchev (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press
1974), p. 34; Charles B. McLane, "Foreign Aid in Soviet Third World
Policies," Mizan 10 (November-December 1968): 218; Oded Eran and
Jerome E. Singer, "Soviet Policy towards the Arab World 1955-1971,"
Survey 17 (Autumn 1971): 15.
24.

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 276.

25. John C. Campbell, "The Continuing Crisis," in Soviet
Union and Middle East, eds., Lederer and Vucinich, p. 20.
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justify such an endeavor by ideological considerations that were to
be provided by their ideologues and pundits.

26

The most explicit

statement regarding the precedence politics took over ideology was
made by a distinguished scholar of Soviet affairs:
The Soviet reorientation in the Middle East in 1954-55
did not come as a result of any startling new discovery made
by Soviet Middle Eastern experts, nor did a new MarxistLeninist analysis precede [original italics] the change.
The Middle East experts modified their approach after, not
before, the politicians did.... If there had been a Leninist
reappraisal of the Middle East situation, it was carried out
by the diplomats and the Presidium rather than by the experts—
who followed a lead given from above.^
The impact and the meaning of this alleged purely commercial
transaction has been difficult to assess because of its infinite
magnitude and because the Arab world, if not the Middle East as a
whole, continues to suffer or to enjoy its consequences.
evaluations have nevertheless been made.

Some basic

Undoubtedly it signaled a

profound breakthrough of Soviet influence in the Arab and Third
worlds; it helped to break down the barriers between Egypt and the
Soviet Union and gave hope to the National liberation struggle in the
Third World.

28

But, most significantly, "the breaking of the West's

26. Robert E. Hunter, The Soviet Dilemma in the Middle East,
2 vols (London: The Institute for Strategic Studies, 1969), 1: 6.
See also Laqueur, Soviet Union and Middle East, p. 11.
27. Laqueur, Soviet Union and Middle East, p. 156. The same
theme is also adopted by Thornston, ed., Third World in Soviet
Perspective, pp. 6-7.
28.

Sadat, In Search of Identity, p. 135.
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arms monopoly was a signal to all Arabs that an alternative policy
29
was available, and a very attractive one it looked to many of them."

Continued Domestic Reorganization
After 'Abd al-Msir secured a source of armaments in spite of
Western objections, he turned his attention to domestic reorganization.
On January 16, 1956, a new constitution was proclaimed.

It asserted

that social harmony must be obtained through social unity and coopera
tion; it placed great emphasis on the value of family, religion,
ethical conduct, and patriotism; and it promised equal opportunity in
planned economic development which combined, in harmony, public and
private sectors, as well as due process of law.

30

Under Article 192,

the constitution also established a single political party in which
"citizens are united in the National Union for the achievement of the
aims in the name of which the revolution was accomplished, and they
are concentrating all their efforts in the political, social, and
31
economic spheres on the establishment of a viable nation."
^Abd
al-Nasir later elaborated on the most important objective of the new
party.

It was to ensure social harmony through "a national front which

will afford us the means of avoiding such fragmentation and will help
us to concentrate our efforts to realize the grand objectives of the

29.

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 64.

30. al-Ahram, January 17, 1956, the complete document is
published in International Affairs no. 3 (March, 1956): 158-68.
31.

Ibid.

revolution, most important of which are total independence and a
sound economic system in order to facilitate the creation of an
32
affluent society."

It should be noted here that neither the

constitution nor the National Union had any ideological content.
Both envisaged a social system that was not burdened or limited by
any well defined social ideology.

The Egyptian government turned

its attention to almost nonexistent labor legislation by instituting
the first social insurance system which provided compensation for
total disability or death.
33
investment.

In industry, it increased its own

In agriculture, agrarian reform and land distribution

among landless peasants continued to lead to an appreciable increase
in the number of small landowners and to a measured increase in the
34
income of tenant farmers.

Egypt between East and West
It should be clear that by mid-1956, Egypt was firmly in the
non-aligned camp.

32.

In fact, it shared a leadership position with

^Abd al-Nasir, Collection, 1:

480-81.
A

33.
Said, Arab Socialism, p. 35; Fu"1 ad Marsi, Hatmiyyat alHal al-Ishtiraki Siydsiyyan wa Iqtis&diyyan wa Falsafiyyan [Political,
Economic and Philosophical Inevitability of the Socialist Solution]
(Cairo: Dar al-Kitab al-'Arabi li al-Tib§'ah wa al-Nashr, 1967), p. 73
Tansky, U.S. and USSR Aid, p. 135; Mahmoud H. Fouad, "The Economics of
Foreign Aid: the UAR Experience with the U.S. and USSR Programs, 19521965," Ph.D. Dissertation, General Economics, University of Southern
California, 1968, pp. 158-60; O'Brien, The Revolution in Egypt's
Economic System, p. 336.
34. Saab, Egyptian Land Reform, pp. 14, 121; Warriner, Land
Reform and Development, p. 36; Gadalla, Land Reform, pp. 52-54.
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Yugoslavia and India.

^Abd al-N&sir defined non-alignment in relation

to the Cold War which prevented international cooperation as "a
positive and objective policy which abstains from attitudes or acts
that would exacerbate the gulf between the two camps [East and West]
35
or aggravate international tension."

But this policy was anathema

to the Zoroastrian world view of John Foster Dulles who was already
painfully stung by ''Abd al-Nasir's impudent display of independence
when he acquired arms from the Soviet Union.

This injury was com-

punded with insult when Egypt recognized the People's Republic of
China in May 1956.

^Abd al-Nasir saw his recognition of Red China as

a purely formal act and as another manifestation of non-alignment.
But another more important motive was his basic doubt about the
reliability of the Russians.

36

Relations with Britain were also

deteriorating but for different reasons.

The source of tension was

events in Jordan where nationalist ardor forced the ouster of the
British commander of Jordan's Arab Legion.

This event confirmed

British leaders in their suspicion that ^Abd al-N&sir sought to
eradicate British influence from the Arab world.

They were so

concerned that they took the matter up with Soviet leaders, Khrushchev
and Bulganin.

(Cairo:

37

Tension with two major powers was compounded with

35. Jam^l (Abd al-N&sir, ^Adam al-Inhiyaz [Non-Alignment]
al-Dar al-Qawmiyyah ii al-Tiba'ah wa'al-Nashr, n.d.), p. 23.

36. Heikal, Cairo Documents, p. 57; Idem, Sphinx and
Commissar, pp. 66-67.
37.

Ibid., p. 66, 131; Khrushchev, Khrushchev Remembers, 404.

67

military incidents along the cease-fire lines with Israel.

The U.S.

and Britain attributed this Arab-Israeli tension to the Soviet arms
supplied to Arab countries.

In an official statement, the Soviets

retorted that the tension was fueled by "imperialist circles which
are trying to use Israel as their tool against the Arabs to exploit
rapaciously the natural wealth of the Near East are behind the scenes
of this aggressive policy."

38

The Egyptian government statement was

similar to that of the Soviet Union.

This similarity reflected

growing cordiality between the two states.

In Egypt, the mass media

increased the exposure of the Soviet Union and was low key and matter
of fact in its coverage of Soviet accomplishments in space technology.
It also included news stories on the disturbances in Poland.
on June 29, 1956, published an interview with Bulganin.

al-Ahram,

The fact

that articles of this kind were published at all signified tacit
governmental consent if not encouragement.

Changing Soviet attitudes

toward the Third World, and in particular toward Egypt, was much
more pronounced. A new evaluation of Egypt, the revolution, its
leaders, and economic and political developments was put forth.
Nikita S. Khrushchev demolished the Stalinist dichotomy by extending
the "zone of peace" to include non-aligned nations as evidenced by
his speech:

38. "Statement by USSR Ministry of Foreign Affairs on
Situation in New East," Pravda and Izvestia, April 18, 1956, cited
in CDSP, vol. 8, no. 16, p. 16.
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The forces of peace have been considerably augmented by the
emergence in the world arena of a group of peace-loving European
and Asian states which have proclaimed non-participation in blocs
as a principle of their foreign policy. The leading political
circles of these states rightly hold that to participate in
closed imperialist military alignments would merely increase the
danger to their countries of becoming involved in the aggressive
forces' military gambles and being drawn into the ruinous
maelstrom of the arms race.
As a result a vast 'peace zone,' including both socialist
and nonsocialist peace-loving states in Europe and Asia, has
emerged in the world arena.39
In effect, the Twentieth Party Congress of the CPSU called for
peaceful coexistence with countries of different social systems.

To

comprehend and explain this phenomenon, Soviet Orientalists were
urged to exert every effort to re-study the objective conditions
40
prevalent in the newly-independent nations.

Indeed, Soviet Orient

alists commenced to project Egypt in a more favorable light.

Egypt

and other countries were seen as lost to colonialists forever "because
these countries are pursuing an independent foreign and home policy....
The political independence won by these countries is an essential
condition, a major prerequisite, for gaining full independence, that
41
is, economic independence as well."

The role of Egypt against

39. Gruliow, Current Soviet Policies, 2: 33. Even though
Egypt was not mentioned by name, all the characteristics of the
"peace-loving" anti-bloc nations certainly apply to Egypt.
40. Ibid., 2: 87; see n. 26, ^bove ; Thornton, ed., Third
World in Soviet Perspective, pp. 82-85.
41. E. Zhukov, "The Eastern Peoples and the World Destiny,"
International Affairs, no. 4 (April, 1956): 47.

Western aggressive military blocs made it an ally of the Soviet Union
in the common defense against colonialism and thus earned Egypt a
42
place in the "zone of peace."

The revolution rose on a wave of

popular anger and had the support of the masses, and it was led by
those officers who had been in the first ranks of the national
43
liberation movement.

Agrarian reform "although [it] is not of a

sweeping character it has somewhat weakened the economic and
44
political positions of the beys— large and medium landowners."
The Anglo-Egyptian agreement of 1954 lost its stigma and became "a
factor of great political and international significance for her
[Egypt's] sovereignty.

It marks a most important victory for the

45
Egyptian people in their long national liberation struggle."

The

new constitution and its subsequent ratification by plebiscite were
hailed as important events in the history of the Egyptian people,

42. L. Vatolina, "The Egyptian Republic Takes the Road to
Independence," International Affairs, no. 6 (June, 1956): 66, 70, 71
Egypt's opposition to Iran's adherence to the Baghdad Pact was noted
with appreciation as can be found in K. Ivanov and A. Vasilyev,
"A slippery and Dangerous Path," International Affairs no. 2
(February, 1956): 32.
43. Ibid., p. 66; "The Popular Element in the Egyptian
Revolution," Mizan 4 (August, 1962): 3.
44. "Economic Development in Egypt," International Affairs
no. 10 (October, 1955): 120. The same theme is found in L. Vatolina
"The Egyptian Republic Takes Road to Independence," International
Affairs no. 6 (June, 1956): 68.
45.

Ibid., p. 67.
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and a further step toward building an independent Egyptian state.
A

/

The

A

election of Jamal 'Abd al-Nasir was seen as an endorsement of the policies
46
of "that outstanding statesman of the Arab East...."
Finally, the volume of trade between the two states increased
appreciably and technical and economic aid began with an agreement on
cooperation in the peaceful use of atomic energy under x^hich the Soviet
Union agreed to supply Egypt with a nuclear physics laboratory, including
47
a small nuclear reactor.

Expansion of economic exchange also occurred

48
between Egypt and the People's Democracies.

The improvement in the level

of economic exchange between Egypt and the socialist countries was viewed
as advantageous to Egypt "because it enables her to obtain new markets for
her main export—cotton and frees her from 'the tentacles of the foreign
49
monopolies, who utilized cotton purchases as a means of blackmail. "'

46. Commentator, "The Soviet Union and the Middle East,"
International Affairs, no. 7 (July, 1956): 26; evaluation of other aspects
of the new constitution are found in: "Draft Egyptian Constitution,"
International Affairs no. 2 (February, 1956): 122-24; Mizan 4 (September,
1962): 2.
47. al-Ahram, February 11, 1956, Pravda, July 15, 1956, cited in
CDSP, vol. 8, no. 28, p. 19; L. Vatolina, "The Egyptian Republic Takes
the Road to Independence," International Affairs no. 6 (June, 1956): 73.
48. Among the best sources on the economic relations between
Egypt and Eastern Bloc countries are: Kurt Muller, The Foreign Aid
Programs of the Soviet Bloc and Communist China, trans. Richard H. Weber
and Michael Roloff (New York: Walker and Col, 1957); Tansky, U.S. and
USSR Aid; Berliner, Soviet Economic Aid; Allen, Middle Eastern Economic
Relations; Duncan, Soviet Policy in Developing Countries.
!' 49. L. Vatolina, "The Egyptian Republic Takes the Road to
Independence," International Affairs no. 6 (June, 1956): 69. The author
was quoting an article in Egypt's al-Jumhuriyyah, edited by Anwar Sadat.
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By June of 1956, Egypt was able to accomplish two very important
objectives, both held dear by the Egyptian people.

It was able to

break the Western arms monopoly by obtaining weapons from the Soviet
Union and thus was able to pursue an independent foreign policy based
on non-alignment.

By paying for its armament with cotton, the Egyptian

government felt it had enhanced its freedom by diversifying markets
for its principal export.

The Soviet Union, too, succeeded in its

efforts to thwart the completion of a ring of alliances around it..
Soviet cooperation with Egypt rendered the Baghdad Pact useless as
the refusal of other Arab countries to participate in it, thanks to
Egypt's efforts, denied it strategic depth.
Egypt to the Soviet Union was confirmed.

Henceforth the value of

With this realization, the

originally hostile view of the Egyptian revolution, its leaders, and
its reforms was forgotten and was replaced by a more positive and
sympathetic evaluation. This new outlook toward Egypt was the necessary
prerequisite for a tortuous search for ideological affinities with
the revolutionary regime.
attitude.

Egypt did not exhibit such a change of

It saw the Soviet Union as a friendly power which came

to its aid out of pure self-interest.

In Egypt, communism was still

anathema; cooperation with the Soviet Union was not in any way
related to hostility to Marxism-Leninism.

This compartmentalization

in Egyptian leaders' attitudes was an immutable aspect.

Nevertheless,

from the Soviet perspective, the practical gains to be derived from
cooperating with Egypt were self-evident.

A friendly Egypt offered

the Soviet Union the opportunity to establish a foothold in the Middle
East, and to change irrevocably the area's balance of power.

CHAPTER III
TRIAL BY ORDEAL
FROM ASWAN TO SUEZ
July 1956-February 1958

"A friend in need is a friend indeed" is a universal proverb.
Egyptian-Soviet pragmatic cooperation evolved, through adversity,
into a budding and promising friendship.

It was an unlikely friendship

between two dissimilar states drawn together by external pressures.
Egypt was to have been punished by the West for its impudence and
brought back into the Western fold through the withholding of economic
aid deemed necessary for the development of its economy.

The

Egyptian government, driven by national pride, reacted by seizing
a vital economic and strategic Western interest, the Suez Canal.
Two major Western powers, aided by Israel, launched a military
invasion against Egypt, thus creating almost total alienation between
Egypt and the West.

As in the case of Egypt's need for arms, the

Soviet Union exploited the deepening gap between Egypt and the
Western powers.

The Russians sustained the Egyptian government

through its darkest hour.

It extended diplomatic and economic aid

which enabled Egypt miraculously to turn a militarily disastrous
defeat into a brilliant diplomatic victory.

^Abd al-Nasir successfully

defied two major Western world powers, Britain and France.

He was

aided, Soviet support notwithstanding, by American diplomatic support
which enabled the United States to retain a reservoir of good will in
72
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Egypt which was soon squandered in a policy designed to contain
''Abd al-Nasir.

Egypt and the Soviet Union found additional common

ground in opposing the new American policy.

Egyptian opposition, in

turn, intensified American determination to bring Egypt to its knees
through an undeclared economic boycott which also failed due to
Soviet economic aid.

Egypt's active response to Western economic

and military pressures was manifest in the nationalization of French
and British assets in Egypt.

These assets formed the nucleus of a

state or public sector in the Egyptian economy that was nourished by
Soviet economic aid.

Deepening Soviet involvement in Egyptian affairs

was accompanied by a search for ideological justification which by
necessity involved the upgrading of Egypt in the Marxist-Leninist
context.

The Soviet Union created affinities, imaginary or real,

between itself and Egypt.
the opposite objective.

The latter exerted a similar effort but for
Egyptians continued in their endeavor to

put as much distance as possible between their society and a gradually
evolving concept of socialism on the one hand and the Soviet system
and Marxism-Leninism on the other.

The Aswan Debacle
The Nile has always been Egypt's life blood.
generate boundless benefits.

Taming it could

It could increase irrigated land by

one third and would control frequent damaging and costly floods.
would aid in diversifying and increasing the crop cycles.

It

It would

also generate enormous electric power which was an indispensable
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ingredient of industrialization.

No wonder, then, that taming the

Nile through a gigantic dam had been the dream of Egyptians throughout
the ages.

Similarly, it was one of the priorities of the new

revolutionary leaders.

Preliminary discussions were held with the

World Bank, Britain, and the United States.

The World Bank judged

the feasibility of a dam to be built near Aswan.

Britain and the

United States were inclined to finance the project jointly.

The

Soviet arms deal served both to interrupt the negotiations and to
heighten the significance of the dam to the secretary of state, John
Foster Dulles.

He supported, over the objections of the Treasury

Department, officials of the State Department, and some Congressional
leaders, a joint World Bank, British, and United States offer to
2
finance the proposed Aswan High Dam made on December 16, 1955.

Through conditions that were reluctantly accepted by Jamal ''Abd alN&sir, Dulles felt that he could circumvent the Egyptian-Soviet arms
agreement."^

''Abd al-Nasir's surprising acceptance, even if reluctant,

of Western conditions may have been prompted by his anxiety over
becoming too dependent on what he perceived as unproven reliability

1.
The magnitude, significance and benefits of a dam across
the Nile are adequately discussed by: Fouad, "Economics of Foreign
Aid," p. 112; L. Vatolina, "The Egyptian Republic Takes the Road to
Independence," International Affairs no. 6 (June 1956): 68; Pravda,
January 8, 1960, cited in CDSP, vol. 12, no. 1, p. 30.
2.
Marshall I. Goldman, Soviet Foreign Aid (New York:
Frederick A. Praeger, 1967), p. 74.
3.
p. 64.

Mosley, Dulles, pp. 396-97; Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar,
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of the Soviet Union.

He subsequently refused the offer made by

Shepilov, the then Soviet minister of foreign affairs, to finance the
proposed dam.

4

Then suddenly, on July 19, 1956, the joint Western

offer was withdrawn in a manner that was crushingly humiliating to
''Abd al-Nasir.

There have been many Western interpretations of the

reason for this sudden reversal.

All have a common focus:

the

determination both to reverse the anti-Western trend in Egypt and to
punish ''Abd al-NHsir for his defiance.^

There was no doubt, however,

that Dulles realized the gravity of his move which he undertook
without fully realizing its consequences but which he also regretted
,

m later years.

6

The Nationalization of the Suez Canal
Egypt's perception of its humiliation by this rebuff determined
its response which was, indeed, cataclysmic.

''Abd al-Nasir received

the news of American withdrawal from financing the Aswan High Dam in
Yugoslavia.

He immediately returned to Egypt and gave the American

ambassador a glimpse of his fury.

He told the ambassador that

Egyptians interpreted the American action as a public slap that could
not be given with impunity.^

1:

''Abd al-Nasir, presumably, viewed Dulles'

4.
al-Ahram, June 22, July 22, 1956; ''Abd al-Nasir, Collection
556-57; Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 64.

5.
Mosley, Dulles, pp. 398-401; Joshua and Gilbert, Arms
for Third World, p. 11.
6.

Pennar, USSR and Arabs, p. 63; Mosley, Dulles, p. 403.

7.

Heikal, Cairo Documents, pp. 66-68.
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action as a humiliation and punishment for "Egypt because it refused
g
to side with military blocs."
Mohammad Hasanain Haikal later wrote a
detailed analysis of Dulles' abrupt change of mind:
After two weeks, Dulles adopted the exact opposite view to
. which he had subscribed which called for the United States to
refrain from aiding Egypt in building the High Dam for the
following considerations:
1. ^Abd al-Nasir, through the Soviet
insulted the United States and challenged
when he rejected Allen's appeal to either
the agreement. Why should America, then,
helping him to build the High Dam?

arms deal, had
Dulles personally
cancel or terminate
reward this mutiny by

2. The reports of the American Embassy in Cairo frankly
states that ^Abd al-Nasir will not refrain from buying Soviet
arms as long as he deems it necessary regardless of American
pressure.
3. America's major allies are hostile to ^Abd al-NILsir:
Britain considers him the main focus of opposition to her
interests in the area; France sees him as the responsible
instigator of the revolt in Algeria. As for her minor allies
in the area, '"Abd al-Nasir is a bone in their throat. Reports
from embassies in Karachi, Baghdad, Ankara, and Teheran reflect
the anxieties of the leaders in these countries. This means
that ''Abd al-Nasir proved to nations that impudent disobedience
to American policy is far better than submission.
4. Moreover, Dulles himself stated in the National Security
Council: "I hate ^Abd al-Msir
and I do not think he will
m
ever be our friend. We must not permit him to defy us with
impunity and we must cut him to size and maint-?,in him in that
size until we get rid of him once and for all."9
The Soviet Union saw American action in a different light.

The

Russians held that Western leaders withdrew the offer because ^Abd

8.

''Abd al-N&sir, Collection, 1:

558.

9. al-Ahram, April 21, 1967; the gist of this argument is
also found in Salah Basyuni, Misr wa Azmat al-Suais [Egypt and the Suez
Crisis] (Cairo: Dir al-Ma^aref fi Misr, 1970), p. 29.

77

al-N&sir refused to cut his economic ties with the socialist
countries.^

In his search for a jarring response to Western hostility,

^Abd al-N&sir decided to hit Western interests in a vital area, the
Suez Canal, and thereby adopted, unwittingly, an idea originally
proposed by Salamah Musa.^

During the week of July 19-July 26, he

had assessed all the aspects of his decision to nationalize the canal.
He correctly anticipated the violent but necessarily impotent, for
the short run, Anglo-French reaction as well as Israeli opportunism.
He believed that
The position of Russia will be decisive. Shall we tell
them? Shall we surprise them? If we tell them will that mean
asking their permission? If we surprise them that means they
will feel no obligation.
Or maybe if we told them they would try to dissuade us with
all those very cautious calculations of theirs.... Better not
tell them. Estimation of their position: direct intervention
in the case of an invasion? Out of the question. Political
support? Yes.^
From the United States, he expected a deceptive policy where
by it would discreetly support whatever the British and the French
did.

He judged the risk as prudent based on an assessment of available

Anglo-French military strength in proximity to Egypt.

10.
(May 1969):
11.

He felt that

E. Primakov, "UAR Economic Ties," New Times No. 21
10.
Musa, Education, p. 217.

12. Heikal, Cairo Documents, p. 87. Preparations for and
assessment of the consequences of the nationalization are also dis
cussed adequately by Idem, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 67; Matar, Frankly
about *Abd al-Nslsir, p. 87: Mosley, Dulles, p. 404.
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the time necessary for England and France to concentrate adequate
forces for direct military intervention would also serve two additional
purposes.

It would cool tempers and could allow him to maneuver

politically.

On July 26, 1956, the fourth anniversary of the expulsion

of King Faruq, he delivered a hard-hitting speech which revealed,
publicly and for the first time, the true identity of arms acquired
from Czechoslovakia.

He denounced what he perceived as Western

attempts to perpetuate a guardianship over Egypt through onerous
political and economic conditions for financial and economic aid.
And he narrated, briefly, the sufferings and sacrifices the Egyptian
people had sustained in the construction of the Suez Canal.

With

the climate well established, he threw his bombshell and announced
13
the repatriation of the Suez Canal to its rightful owner, Egypt.
As he was speaking, Egyptian authorities took physical control of the
canal and its technical and administrative apparatus.

The reaction

r
14
of Britain and France were exactly as 'Abd al-Nasir predicted.

They froze Egyptian assets in their respective banks and commenced
military planning.

American reaction was economically similar but

sought ways and means to make ''Abd al-Nasir, in Secretary Dulles'

13. ''Abd al-NSsir, Collection 1: 551-562; Noble Frankland,
ed., Documents on International Affairs, 1956 (London: Oxford Univer
sity Press, 1959), pp. 77-115; the nationalization document is found
in al-Ahram, July 27, 1956; International Affairs no. 9 (September
1956): 159-60.
14. For British reaction see Eden, Full Circle, pp. 473-478;
for French reaction see Frankland, ed., Documents on International
Affairs, 1956, p. 74.

15
words, "disgorge."
of thirty-six hours.

Initial Soviet reaction was a deafening silence
The reason was explained variously.

One author

viewed this delay in the Soviet response as a result of Soviet
16
astonishment that indicated no prior knowledge,
but this view did

not take into consideration a meeting between ^Abd al-Nasir and the
Soviet ambassador held on July 24.^

Considering the gravity of

^Abd al-Nasir's decision it was highly unlikely that he did not
discuss the matter during a meeting of two hours and five minutes.
Another author gave a more plausible explanation based on the cautious
nature of Soviet leaders and the cumbersome procedure of achieving
consensus which is absolutely necessary to the decision-making process
18
in the Soviet Union.

Nevertheless, this delay was to assume greater

19
significance in future relations between Egypt and the USSR.
The delay in responding to the Suez Canal nationalization was
more than compensated by Russian diplomatic support which was closely
followed and publicized in Egypt on July 28.

The two major Soviet

newspapers announced the Egyptian government's decision to nationalize
the Suez Canal.

They accompanied this announcement with worldwide

15.

Mosley, Dulles, p. 411.

16.

Smolansky, Soviet Union and Arab East, p. 294.

17.

al-Ahram, July 25, 1956.

18.

Ibid., July 28, 1956; Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 68.

19.

Idem, Cairo Documents, pp. 122-23.
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reaction to that decision. Then on July 29, Radio Moscow, Izvestia,
and Pravada commented that "the Soviet Union supports Egypt's action
and views the withdrawal of the offer to finance the Aswan High Dam
as an attempt to pressure Egypt from its path of independence and
unwillingness to join Western military alliances.

The Suez Canal

is Egypt's property and the Western states exploited it by colonial
20
means."

This was followed the next day by Khrushchev's speech,

duly noted in Egypt:
We consider that in fact, nothing illegal has occurred.
What is the issue? The Suez Canal. Where is it? In Egypt.
Through whose lands does it pass? Through Egyptian lands. By
whose hands was this canal built? It was built by the hands of
Arabs, inhabitants of Egypt....
I think that the nationalization of the Suez Canal is an act
to which a sovereign government such as the Egyptian government
has a legal right....
We consider that a policy of pressure on Egypt is wrong, as
it is on other sovereign states. Lack of restraint and impetuousness in this matter can lead only to undesirable consequences
for the cause of peace and can be harmful to the interests of
the Western powers themselves in this area....
We know what war means. It is easier to start a war than to
end it. What reasons are there for inciting war at the present
against a legal act which the sovereign government of Egypt has
every right to undertake?...^
Krushchev expressed the basic theme in Soviet pronouncements
on the canal question which was stated and restated during the First

20.

al-Ahram, July 30, 1956.

21. Pravda, Izvestia, August 1, 1956, cited in CDSP vol. 8,
no. 31, p. 16, also noted by al-Ahram, August 1, 1956. Other similar
Soviet statements were noted by al-Ahram, August 2, 4, 1956.
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London Conference of August 16, 1956, which Egypt declined to attend
but in which its point of view was expressed by the Soviet Union.

The

conference sought to internationalize the canal but failed due to
Soviet opposition, which considered it an elliptical way to reimpose
colonialism on Egypt.

22

When France and Britain induced their nation

als who were managing canal facilities to abandon their posts, Soviet
and other pilots responded to Egyptian appeals and volunteered to
23
ensure the safe passage of ships through the canal.

Western powers

tried again to give international sanctions to the reimposition of
colonial control over the Suez Canal by the formation of the Canal
Users Association, a brain-child of John Foster Dulles, during the
Second London Conferetice.

Dulles' device to force ^Abd al-Nasir to

"disgorge" similarly failed due to Egyptian-Soviet opposition.
^Abd al-Nasir viewed Dulles efforts as attempts to regain control
of Egyptian land.

Soviet media were unsympathetic to the anxieties

of the Western powers over their perceived interests in the Suez Canal

22. Pravda, August 19, 1956 cited in CDSP, vol. 8, no. 33,
p. 14; Pravda, August 26, 1956 cited in CDSP, vol. 8, no. 34, p. 11;
al-Ahram, August 10, 1956,
23. al-Ahram, September 7, 1956; Khrushchev, Khrushchev
Remembers, p. 437; Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, pp. 69-70; Pravda,
September 7, 1956 cited in CDSP, vol. 8, no. 36, p. 9; Krasnaya
Zvezda, September 20, 1956 cited in CDSP, vol. 8, no. 38, p. 14.

and likened them to presumed Nazi interests in the Ukraine.

In the

meantime, France and Britain continued to concentrate military
forces in the eastern Mediterranean.

The Soviet government warned

that such activities "may lead to the eruption of war in the Middle and
25
Near East; a war that may not be contained in this area."

Such

warnings were transmitted to the prime ministers of England and France
through an exchange of letters that was revealed in April 1957.

26

To ease the economic boycott imposed on Egypt, the Soviet Union
delivered precious wheat and petroleum products.

Soviet diplomatic

support for Egypt's position was also enthuiastically given during
United Nations debates on the Suez Crisis.

A peaceful solution of

the crisis was almost at hand but for devious articles in a Security
Council resolution which was, needless to say, vetoed by the Soviet
Union.^

24. ''Abd al-N&sir, Collection, 1: 595-96; Izvestia,
September 20, 1956 cited in CDSP, vol. 8, no. 38, pp. 13-14; Trud,
September 29, 1956 cited in CDSP, vol. 8, no. 39, pp. 16-17; J.
Alexeyenko, "The Suez Canal," International Affairs no. 9 (September
1956): 95-96; "The Suez Question," International Affairs no. 9
(September 1956): 9-10.
25.

al-Ahram, September 8, 1956.

26.

Laqueur, Soviet Union and Middle East, p. 237.

27. Noble Frankland, ed., Documents on International Affairs,
1957, (London: Oxford University Press, 1960), pp. 249-50; Pravda,
October 16, 1956, cited in CDSP, vol. 8, no. 42, p. 15.
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The Suez War and Its Consequences
Britain and France had determined, in the first days of the
Suez Crisis, to counter the nationalization of the canal with military
action.

Only the lack of adequate forces prevented a new manifestation

of gunboat diplomacy.

The United States at no time contemplated

the use of force, even though she was equally determined to force
'Abd al-Nasir to "disgorge."
flow of Soviet arms to Egypt.

Israel viewed with mounting alarm the
Each of the participants in the anti-

Egyptian conspiracy had its own reasons to deal ^Abd al-Nasir a
vengeful blow.

The motives and elements of a tripartite cynical and

underhanded collusion between the two world powers with vital interests
in the Arab world and Israel coalesced.

They took form in a military

offensive against Egypt spearheaded by what has been euphemistically
called the Israel Defense Forces on October 29, 1956.

28

The endemic

28. This work is not a study of the Suez War of OctoberNovember 1956. The reader will be well advised to consult the defini
tive work on the conspiratorial dimension of this crisis written by
Hugh Thomas, Suez (New York:
Harper and Row, 1965); other works that
deal with the Suez War are: Moshe Dayan, Diary of the Sinai Campaign
(New York: Harper and Row, 1965); Anthony Nutting, No End of a Lesson:
the Inside Story of the Suez Crisis (New York: Clarkson N. Potter,
1967); S.L.A. Marshall, Sinai Victory (New York: William Morrow and
Co., 1958); Anthony Moncrieff, ed., Suez: Ten Years After (New York:
Pantheon Books, 1966); Robert Henriques, Hundred Hours to Suez, the
Epic Story of Israel's Smashing Victory in the First Sinai Campaign
(New York: Pyramid Books, 1967); Nadav Safran, From War to War; the
Arab-Israeli Confrontation, 1948-1967 (New York: The Bobles-Merrill
Co., 1969); Idem, Israel: The Embattled Ally (Cambridge: The Belknap
Press of Harvard University Press, 1978); Dwight D. Eisenhower,
Waging Peace, 1956-1961 (New York Heinemann, 1966); Herman Finer,
Dulles Over Suez (Chicago: The Triangle Books, 1964); Kenneth Love,
Suez: The Twice Fought War (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1969); Terrence
Robertson, Crisis: The Inside Story of the Suez Conspiracy (New
York: Atheneum, 1965).
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tension along Israel's cease-fire lines was exploited to cover Israel's
preparation for an attack on Egypt under the protective cover of AngloFrench air and naval forces.

The Soviet Union was aware of these military

29
preparations and obliquely warned Israel against any provocations.

The

United States, too, knew of both Israeli preparations and of Anglo30
French troop movements for imminent action against Egypt.

The Suez War

began on October 29, 1956 when Israeli forces penetrated deep into Sinai.
According to the plan agreed upon by.the three conspirators, France and
Britain issued an ultimatum demanding the withdrawal of the belligerents
from the Suez Canal.

Upon its rejection by Egypt the British air force

launched devastating attacks on Egypt and Anglo-French naval and paratroop
forces attacked Port Sa^id.

Egypt was militarily crushed.

The United

States and the USSR called the United Nations Security Council into
session and pushed through a resolution calling for cessation of hos
tilities and the withdrawal of the invading forces.
States draft

In fact, the United

resolution called on all member states to refrain from

aiding the three states, while that of the USSR simply called for
31
termination of hostilities and withdrawal of invading forces.

The

next day, October 31, 1956, the Soviet government issued a formal
statement:

^...
29. Pravda and Izvestia, October 28, 1956 cited in CDSP,
vol. 8, no. 43, p. 20.

p. 264.

30.

Moseley, Dulles, pp. 413-18.

31.

Frankland, ed., Documents on International Affairs, 1956,

„
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Egypt has become the victim of aggression. Israeli troops
have invaded her territory and there is an imminent threat that
British and French troops will land there.... The facts show
that the invasion of the Israeli troops was obviously designed
as a pretext for the Western powers, primarily Britain and France,
to move their troops into the territory of the Arab states,
particularly the Suez Canal Zone....
The Soviet Government vigorously condemns the aggressive
actions of the British, French and Israeli governments against
Egypt
In the interests of maintaining peace and tranquility in the
Near and Middle East, the Soviet government believes that the
United Nations Security Council must take immediate measures to
stop the aggressive actions of Britain, France and Israel against
Egypt and to have the interventionists' forces withdrawn from
Egyptian territory immediately.32
The Soviets were, after Egypt, the first to unmask the collusion of
Britain and France with Israel.

In an article by Observer, signifying

high level authorship, they castigated the fact that
Everything indicates that there were long and careful pre
parations for conspiracy against the countries of the Arab
East.... Egypt was given an unprecedented ultimatum to withdraw
her troops ten miles from the canal. The colonial nature of this
ultimatum could not be camouflaged by the fact that a similar
demand was addressed to the Israeli troops, which, according to
the press, were within 20 miles of the canal. This meant that
the aggressor was invited to continue his operations and advance
still closer to the canal, whereas, the victim, Egypt, had to
clear out of territory over which she alone is sovereign.33
More significant was the story publicized by the Egyptian media
which quoted TASS:

"Soviet volunteers will go to Egypt with their MIG's.

32. Pravda and Izvestia, November 1, 1956 cited in CDSP,
vol. 8, no. 44, p. 21; this statement was acknowledged by the
Egyptian media; see al-Ahram, November 1, 1956.
33. Izvestia, November 1, 1956, cited in CDSP, vol. 8,
no. 45, p. 21.
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These volunteers are Russian Muslims who will cooperate with Egyptian
34
flyers in their war with Israel."

Soviet support for Egypt continued

to be expressed by Soviet leaders in most of their appearances and
in the Soviet media.

When Britain, France, and Israel ignored the

U.N. and American appeals, the Soviet Union took its strongest, and
potentially most dangerous, action.

They delivered what may be

considered as ultimata to France and Britain.
Anthony Eden, the Soviet

In a letter to Sir

premier stated:

The Soviet government considers it necessary to call your
attention to the fact that the aggressive war launched by
Britain and France against the Egyptian state, in which
Israel played the role of the instigator, is fraught with
extremely dangerous consequences for general peace....
The grounds given by the British government to justify their
attack on Egypt are completely unfounded. At first the British
government announced that it was intervening in the conflict
between Israel and Egypt in order to prevent the Suez Canal from
becoming the scene of military action. After the Anglo-French
intervention the Suez Canal became the scene of military action
and navigation on the Canal was disrupted, thus damaging the
interests of states using the canal.... Moreover, the British
and French governments cannot assume the role of sole judges of
the way to insure freedom of navigation in the Suez Canal, ...
It is impossible to conceal the fact that an aggressive predatory war
was now being launched against the Arab peoples with the object
of destroying the national independence of the states of the
Near and Middle East and restoring a system of colonial slavery....
There is no possible justification for the fact that the armed
forces of Britain and France-two great powers which are permament members of the Security Council-have attacked a country
which only recently achieved its national independence and which
has insufficient means for its own defense.
What kind of position would Britain be in if she had been
attacked by stronger powers with all kinds of modern offensive
weapons at their disposal [my emphasis]? Yet at the present

34.

al-Ahram, November 1, 1956.

87

time such countries would not even need to send their naval
and air forces to British shores, but could use other means, such
as rockets. If rocket weapons were used against Britain and
France, you would doubtless call that a barbarous act. But how
does this differ from the inhuman attack carried out by the
armed forces of Britain and France against practically unarmed
Egypt? ... We believe that the British government must listen
to the voice of reason and stop the war in Egypt.... Stop the
armed aggression, end the bloodshed. The war in Egypt may spread
to other countries and develop into a third world war.... We
are fully resolved to use force to crush the aggressors and to
restore peace in the East [my emphasis].
The letter to the French government was similar, but that to
Israel was more forceful.

It castigated Israel's claimed desire for

peace and denounced it as a tool of colonialism:
Carrying out the wishes of others, acting on foreign
instructions, the Israeli government is toying in a criminal
and irresponsible fashion with the fate of peace and the fate of
its own people. It is sowing hatred for the state of Israel
among the peoples of the East; this cannot fail to have its
effect on the future of Israel and jeopardize its very existence
as a state....
We expect the government of Israel to change its mind before
it is too late and to stop its military operations against
Egypt.36
That letter informed Israel of its decision to recall the
Soviet ambassador and urged the Israeli government to assess the
full meaning of the warning correctly.

Simultaneously, the Soviet gov-

arnment suggested to the American government that the two states conduct
joint military operations to end aggression and restore peace.

On

35. Pravda and Izvestia, November 6, 1956 cited in CDSP,
vol. 8, no. 45, pp. 23-24. The gist of the message was published in
al-Ahram, November 6, 1956.
36.

Ibid., cited in CDSP, vol. 8, no. 44, pp. 24-25.
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Nobember 7, Britain accepted a cease-fire.

It was followed by France.

Israel tried, desperately but unsuccessfully, to salvage some benefit
from its adventure.
crisis subsided.

With its agreement to cease hostilities, the

This, however, emboldened the Soviets to make

harsher statements and demands.

They threatened that if the invading

forces did not withdraw then "the appropriate agencies in the Soviet
Union will not prevent the depature of Soviet citizens—volunteers—
who wish to take part in the struggle of the Egyptian people for their
37
independence."

Nikita Khrushchev praised the might of the Soviet

Union and credited it with the successful defense of Egypt but
added:

"We must not relax our efforts in support of Egypt in order

that the uninvited newcomers clear out of Egyptian soil, in order
that those to blame for the war, which has inflicted large casualties
and damage on the economy of the Egyptian people, are severely
punished and so that the aggressor is taught not to try another
38
attack."

What Khrushchev hinted at, Bulganin expressly demanded

in a letter to the Israeli government:

"Justice also demands that

Egypt, as the victim of unprovoked aggression, should receive compensa
tion from Israel, Britain and France for the damage caused by the
inoperation of the Suez Canal and the destruction of its

37. Pravda and Izvestia, November 11, 1956 cited in CDSP,
vol. 8, no. 45, pp. 45-46; see also al-Ahram, November 11, 1956.
38.
pp. 12-13.

Ibid., November 14, 1956 cited in CDSP, vol. 8, no. 45,
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installation."

Soviet support also took tangible forms.

The

Soviet Red Cross dispatched ambulances, mobile hospitals, and medical
40
supplies that were warmly and gratefully received in Egypt.

The

Suez Crisis ended, for all practical purposes, when British and French
forces completed the evacuation of their forces from Egypt on December
22, 1956 and Israeli forces left the Sinai and Ghaza by March 1957.
The behavior of the United States and the Soviet Union and
their respective impact on the outcome of the crisis have become a
question of controversy.

President Eisenhower, his undoubted fore

knowledge of the impending attack on Egypt notwithstanding, faced a
moral dilemma.

He could not, with a clear conscience, condemn Soviet

armed intervention in Hungary which was then in progress and at the
same time condone the Israeli-Franco-British attack on Egypt.

He

contributed decisively to forcing the three aggressors into accepting
a cease-fire and to withdraw their forces from Egyptian territory.

That

was recognized openly by the Egyptian government, leadership, and
media; a recognition that retained for the United States a residue of
41
goodwill.

Egyptian public assessment of the Soviet contribution to

halting and defeating the aggressive forces bore no similarity to the

39. Pravda and Izvestia, November 15, 1956 cited in CDSP,
vol. 8, no. 45, p. 25, also see al-Ahram, November 16, 1956.
40.

al-Ahram, November 18, December 2, 1956.

41. Mosley, Dulles, p. 424; U.S. Department of States, United
States Policy in the Middle East, September 1956-June 1957 Documents,
(New York: Greenwood Press, 1968), p. 211-12: 'Abd al-Nasir,
Collection, 1: 617.
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truth.

It was certainly blown out of proportion by Egypt's media.

This exaggeration was reinforced by *Abd al-NSsir's public acknowledgement that "the Soviet Union threatened to use force to stop the
aggression against Egypt."

42

This view was modified later when,

in June 1957, he declined to assign any special significance to Soviet
43
threats against England and France.

The unanimous assessments of

the credibility of Soviet threats of missies, volunteers, and joint
Soviet-American military action have been very low, indeed.

Some

students based their judgment on a chronological analysis of the flow
of events and they noted that the stridency of Soviet statements was
heightened only after the crisis was eased by the Israeli-Franco44
British acceptance of a U.N.-sponsored ceasefire.

One student has

presented an assessment of the Soviet missle capabilities and concluded:
The implicit threat to employ rockets was hardly a credible
one. The Soviets in 1956 possessed only one long-distance
rocket in large quantity—the T-l (M101), a single-stage, liquidfueled rocket of the German V-2 type, capable of delivering an
eight-hundred-pound nuclear warhead some 450 miles. Longerrange IRBM's had been tested but had not yet been deployed
on any scale. Lack of Soviet mention of the USSR bomher force
reflected that branch's capabilities in this period.^5
This work undertook to establish or destroy the credibility of
the Soviet threats through an analysis of statements communicated

42.
43.

al-Ahram, November 11, 1958.
rAbd

al-Nasir, Collection, 1:

659.

44. Nutting, Nasser, pp. 180-81; Glassman, Arms for Arabs,
p. 18; Laqueur, Soviet Union and Middle East, pp. 238-39; Stephen P.
Gilbert, "Wars of Liberation and Soviet Military Aid," Orbis 10
(Fall 1966): 850.
45.

Glassman, Arms for Arabs, p. 16.

privately to the Egyptian government and events that occurred in Moscow
which were known only to the highest echelon of the Soviet and
Egyptian governments.

Soon after hostilities commenced in the Middle

East, the president of Syria, Shukri al-Quwwatli, arrived in Moscow.
He excitedly demanded that the Soviet Union aid Egypt with concrete
deeds such as direct military intervention.

The Soviet leadership

demurred and pleaded, accurately, that direct intervention was
physically impossible.

This explanation was given by Marshall

Zhukov, the then Soviet defense minister who unfolded a map in front
of Quwwatli and said:
"Mr. President, here is the map, look at it, how can we inter
vene?" Kuwatly told me that he leaped from his chair and
cried: "Marshall Zhukov, Marshall Zhukov, Marshall Zhukov, do
you want me, a poor civilian to tell you, the star of World
War Two, how to intervene? You must intervene."^6
The Soviet leaders tried to calm Quwwatli and to convince him
that they could help only through the United Nations, whereupon
Quwwatli, close to tears in his rage and frustration, cursed the United
Nations and the Security Council.

The incident was communicated to

t
*•
47
'Abd al-Nasir who deposited the cable in his private safe.

Another

indication of Soviet inability and unwillingness, or both, to become
directly involved was given during a conversation between the Egyptian
ambassador to the Soviet Union and Khrushchev on November 2.
Soviet leader's message "was

far

from cheering.

The

'We are full of

46. Heikal, Cairo Documents, p. 113; the same incident is
described in: Idem, Sphinx and Commissar, pp. 70-71; Sadat, In Search
of Identity, p. 146; Nutting, Nasser, p. 170.
47.

Ibid.
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admiration for the way in which you are resisting aggression,' he said,
'but unfortunately there is no way in which we can help you militarily.
48
But we are going to mobilize world public opinion.'"
leader also became aware of this conversation.

The Egyptian

Both the Quwwatli-

story and the conversation with Khrushchev could not have been
surprising to ^Abd al-Nasir since the Soviet attitude had been
correctly anticipated.

49

The Soviet leader later explained to the

Egyptian ambassador that his earlier statement was meant to confuse
Western intelligence services which, Khrushchev claimed, had deciphered
Egypt's diplomatic code."^ In Khrushchev's own confession about the
true purpose of his proposed joint Soviet-American military action
against England,. France, and Israel, the Soviet leader admitted that
he sought to embarrass the United States; to drive a wedge in the
Western alliance; and to further alienate the Arabs from the West.
In his own words,
I called him [Molotov] on the phone to get his reaction to
an idea I had: "Vyacheslav Mikhailovich, I think that we should
address ourselves to the President of the United States with a
proposal to take joint action against the aggressors who have
attacked Egypt."
Molotov pointed out quite correctly, "Eisenhower will never
agree to join forces with us against England, France, and Israel."

48.

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 71.

49.

See note 12.

50.

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 72.
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"Of course he will not, but by putting him in a position of
having to refuse, we will expose the hypocrisy of his public
statement condemning the attack against Egypt." ... So our note
did exactly what it was supposed to do; it had put the lie to
the Americans' claim of being fighters for peace and justice
and non-aggression. They may have been fighters in words, but
not in deeds, and we have unmasked them.-^
It must also be noted that Khrushchev's claim to the credit
for forcing Israel to withdraw from Egyptian occupied territories did
not stand the test of analysis.

He accredited Israel's withdrawal

to the Soviet threat of disptaching volunteers "to serve with the
52
Egyptian army as tank operators, pilots, artillery specialists...."
If the Soviet armed forces, according to Marshal Zhukov, could not
intervene on the side of Egypt because of topographical, technical,
and logistical reasons, then these same constraints would have
prevented Soviet volunteers from coming to Egypt's aid.
Curiously, some Egyptian authors retain the fiction of Soviet
intent to intervene militarily on the side of Egypt, a view which
casts grave doubt on the depth of their research and the reliability
of their work.

One such author wrote:

"President Quwwatli went

to Moscow and conducted frank and open discussions with the Soviet
leaders.

They gave assurances that if the battle continued then

53
we would not be alone."

Soviet threats were empty

bluster and

51. Khrushchev, Khrushchev Remembers, pp. 434-35. The same
theme appeared later in Izvestia, December 20, 1956- cited in CDSP,
vol. 8, no. 51, p. 18.
52.

Ib id., p. 436.

53.

Basyuni, Egypt and Suez Crisis, p. 242.
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sabre rattling and were so viewed by the upper echelon in the
Egyptian leadership, including 'Abd al-Nasir who, intermittently as
it suited his purpose, revealed the truth about the real intent and
actual value of Soviet threats.

Another Egyptian leader heaped

praise and credit on the Soviet role in the Suez Crisis:
And Russia sent to Britain and France her famous ultimata,
after she tried to join forces with America which ignominouslyj
declined to stop aggression.
The Soviet ultimata were so phrased that they instilled terror
in the Prime Minister of Britain and the Premier of so-called
France....
Then Eden collapsed and with him his co-conspirator in France
and instead of enslaving Egypt by force, God subjugated them
also by force.
The power of rockets.
54
Eden collapsed and the era of enslavement ended....
But this evaluation of the meaning and impact of Soviet threats
was metamorphosed.

The alleged decisive impact became "nothing in

effect but an exercise in muscle-flexing and an attempt to appear as
though the Soviet Union had saved the situation.But in all fairness
to the Soviets, they did deliver what they privately promised.

Their

propaganda efforts both within and without the United Nations did
mobilize world opinion and it was so recognized by the Egyptian

54.

Sadat, My Son: This is your Uncle Jamal, pp. 180-81.

55.

Idem, In Search of Identity, p. 146.
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leadership.

Thei: contribution to the resolution of the crisis in

such a way that Egypt gained a stunning diplomatic victory from
certainly real military defeat, was undoubted, for the Russians,
through a skillful
use of threats and blandishments in the final days of the crisis,
were able to influence the key actor in the Western camp-the
United States. American pressure and lack of support for Britain
and France, heightened particularly after the Russian intervention
threat of 5 November, was the key element in aborting British,
French, and Israeli military action action against Egypt.^7
Soviet motives, as those of all states, were not altogether
altruistic.

Central to the U.S.S.R.

had been constant anxiety about

the dire consequences of reincorporating Egypt into the Western camp
since it "lies on the edge of two continents.

Had they obtained a

foothold in Egypt, the colonialists would have had a bridgehead for a
broad offensive against the national liberation movement of the Afro58
Asian peoples."

A high-ranking Soviet official put the Soviet view

of the strategic value of Egypt more succintly:
Egypt occupies a special place in the imperialist plans
to preserve the colonial system and strengthen the position of
the imperialist powers in the Middle East.
After the Egyptian national revolution triumphed in July
1952, undermining the imperialist domination in Egypt, she became
the focal point of the anti-imperialist movement in the Middle
East....

56.
sar, p. 72.
57.

Heikal, Cairo Documents, p. 122; Idem, Sphinx and Comis-

Glassman, Arms for Arabs, p. 21.

58. Y. Malakhov, "How the Plot against Egypt was Hatched,"
International Affairs no. 1 (January 1957): 135.
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That is why imperialist powers, striving to preserve their
colonial domination in the Middle East, hope to strike first of
all at the chief link of the Arab national liberation movement;
in smashing it, they hoped, they would delay the collapse of the
colonial system in the Middle East. EfYPt became an object of
special "interest" to the imperialist.-^
By defending Egypt, the Soviets maintained, they foiled a
worldwide plot against both the Communist system in Hungary and the
national liberation movement.

60

They thus skillfully diverted the

61
attention of the world away from their military action in Hungary,
which had all the elements of imperialist suppression of national
liberation as had the tripartite invasion of Egypt.

The paralysis

of the West, due to severe alienation between its major power compon
ents caused by rash Anglo-French judgment and Israeli opportunism,
afforded the Soviet Union a god-sent opportunity to appear as the
62
defender of the Arabs against sinister Western colonialism.
The consequences of the Suez War were manifold.

Two major

Western powers, Britain and France, suffered economic, military, and
diplomatic defeats as they failed to achieve any of their objectives.
Israel benefited from securing its southern cease-fire lines and free

59. Commentator, "The Failure of the Colonialists' Plans," in
Ibid., p. 14; this was an expression of the same view cited earlier,
see F. Mulyukov, "The Soviet Union and Egypt," International Affairs
no. 8 (August 1956): 41.
60. "Bar the Road to Reaction and War," International Affairs
no. 12 (December 1956): 5.
61.

Heikal,

Sphinx and Commissar, p. 73.

62.

Fredericks, "Soviet-Egyptian Relations," p. 51.
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passage through the Straits of Tiran.

However, its participation in

the Anglo-French conspiracy deepened Arab hostility and irrevocably
convinced Arab intellectuals and leaders of what they have always
suspected:

that Israel was nothing but a staging area, a forward base

63
of Western imperialism.
very

complex ways.

The Suez War affected the United States in

It proved the fallacy of the two most paramount

aspects of American strategy:

64
massive retaliation and brinkmanship.

Its honorable attitude retained for it a feeling of Egyptian gratitude
and goodwill.

But the apparent decline of French and especially of

British influence in the Arab world induced it to deepen its direct
involvement in the Middle East.

It devised the "Eisenhower Doctrine,"

which both reduced the goodwill of the Arabs and increased the potential
danger of a direct confrontation with the Soviet Union.
The Egyptian government enjoyed a victory by default.

Its

nationalization of the Suez Canal became a recognized de .jure reality
in spite of military attacks by two major Western powers. Perhaps the
person who benefited the most from the Suez War was Jamall ^Abd al-N&sir.
His successful challenge to Western arms monopoly had already diverted
the attention of Egyptian and Arab masses toward him.

His behavior

during the war, including public appearances that exposed him to
physical danger; his defiance in the face of certain defeat; and his
emotional exhortations and appeals to the Egyptian and Arab masses

63.

''Abd al-Nasir,
Collection,
1:
1
9
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64.

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 128.
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elevated him in their eyes and their esteem.

Most importantly, his

astuteness in transforming actual military defeat into an astounding
diplomatic victory, manifest in the retention of the Suez Canal and
the liberation of occupied Egyptian territory, created an enduring
bond between him and the Arab masses and intellectuals that viewed his
victory against Britain and France as the redemption of their selfesteemeafter agonizing generations-long alien domination.

That bond

between ^Abd al-N&sir and the Arab peoples constituted the backbone of
his almost total command of their loyalty.

His prestige was thus

enhanced and his value to both East and West was accordingly establish
ed.
In the wake of the Suez War came internal economic and politi
cal reorganization.

Egypt nationalized British and French assets

made up of banking, insurance, textile, land and export companies.
This act was very instructive for ''Abd al-N&sir.
extent of foreign economic domination of Egypt.

It uncovered the
These firms formed

the nucleus of a state or public sector which evolved under the
supervision of the Economic Development Organization.

The creation

of such an organization was indicative of the leadership's willingness
to experiment with the economy on a pragmatic basis devoid of any
ideological base other than a vague understanding of socialism.

This

was evident from statements made by ^Abd al-N&sir in which he seemed
to be groping for a theoretical framework for his desired social
system:

"the Socialism we seek is development for the benefit of the

people, not for that of a minority which monpolized benefits for

99

itself in the past.

We want to replace an exploitative and monopolistic

system with an economic system that is socialist, democratic, and
65
cooperative for the benefit of the vast majority of the people."
The Soviet leadership was aware of the amorphous and indistinct social
system pursued by

Abd al-Nasir.

66

L. N. Vatolina, a prominent Soviet

Orientologist, interpreted these economic reforms as constituting
the beginning of state capitalism which worked for the benefit of the
bourgeoisie.^^

Another significant event was the election of the first

post-coup representative body, the National Assembly.

It was dominated

by a government-sanctioned party, the National Union, which ''Abd alN&sir described as an organization that united all the people of all
classes, seeking not class interest but protecting the interests of
the nation as a whole.

The Soviets viewed the convocation of the

National Assembly as the Egyptian people's endorsement and active
support of ''Abd al-Nasir's domestic policies of industrialization and
ruial reclamation and his international posture as an anti-imperialist
68
bastion in the Middle East.
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The diplomatic support which was extended to Egypt during
the Suez Crisis by the Afro-Asian nations as well as by the Soviet
Union throughout the crisis, and by the United States during the
tripartite invasion, reinforced 'Abd al-Nasir in his conviction that
non-alignment was the only policy"that would serve the interests of
Egypt.

He therefore set out to elaborate the concept and to establish

it as the bedrock of his foreign policy.

He considered it a contribu

tion to the peaceful coexistence of the two camps, and therefore
deserving of support by the major powers through refraining from
attempts to subvert Egypt's independence and cooperating on a basis
69
of equality and mutual respect.

Heikal,

f

^

Abd al-Nasir's alter-

ego, elaborated further by defining non-alignment as "the freedom to
criticize erroneous policies whatever is the source, East or West.
We should not discuss intentions as they are intangible.

We should

concentrate on deeds that are tangible and lend themselves to critical
analysis.

We fight the West because it oppresses us in Algeria, Iraq,

and Jordan.

70
To Egypt, Port Sa^idis more meaningful than Budapest."

Obviously the inherent anti-Western tendency of non-alignment was
acknowledged and seemingly supported by the Soviet Union, even though

69. fAbd al-Nisir, Collection, 1:
743; Idem, Non-Alignment, pp. 23-26.

598, 639, 649-50,

70. al-Ahram, January 26, 1958; the same idea appears in
Mansfield, Nasser's Egypt, p. 91.
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occasionally Soviet officials in unguarded moments would express
their contempt for such a policy.^
A correct understanding of non-alignment as opposition to
military blocs

and spheres of influence is indispensable to under

standing of Egypt's relations with the United States and the USSR.
The former, anxious about the rapid decline of the influence of Britain
and France and apprehensive about the meteoric rise of ^Abd al-Nasir's
prestige in the Arab world, advocated an ill-conceived, clumsily and
untactfully conveyed Eisenhower Doctrine, which was presumably designed
to fill the vacuum in the area and to protect it from overt and covert
Communist penetration, but was actually meant to contain '"Abd al-Nasir7'
Even Secretary Dulles admitted that the Eisenhower Doctrine might be
misconstrued as a device to reimpose colonialism since there was
73
suspicion against any outside power.

The result was renewed tension

between the United States and Egypt which consumed the reserve of good
will earned during the American posture against the tripartite invasion
of Egypt.

The whole idea of a vacuum offended the sensitivities of the

newly-independent Arab states and offered the Soviet Union a new
74 (
opportunity for exploitation.
'Abd al-Nasir dismissed the concept of
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vacuum out of band:

"if that alleged vacuum really existed, it would

have been successfully filled by the Israeli-Anglo-French aggressors;
but they miserably failed and we forced them to withdraw uncondition75
ally."

Others saw it as an attempt to replace French and British

hegemony with that of the United States.^

Egyptians, while constrained

by U.S. efforts to secure Israeli evacuation from Sinai and Ghaza,
77
opposed it in an elliptical way.

Egyptian media quoted Soviet pro

nouncements on the Eisenhower Doctrine.

They described it as an attempt

to establish colonial trusteeship over the area because it considered the
indigenous peoples as inferior and unable to exercise their right to shape
their own destiny.

78

The Soviet Union offered its own substitute

formula to establish peace and stability in the area:
The Soviet government submitted the following basic principles
for the consideration of the three Western powers: non
interference in the domestic affairs of the Near and Middle
Eastern countries and respect for their sovereign rights,
territorial integrity and independence; renunciation of all
attempts to involve these countries in military blocs and
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refusal to supply them with arms; dismantling of foreign
military bases and withdrawal of foreign troops stationed on
the territory of these countries; disinterested aid for the
economic development of the Near and Middle Eastern countries
without any stipulations incompatible with their dignity and
sovereignty.79
These ideas, except for the question of arms, were almost identical to
those of ^Abd al-Nasir and other Arab leaders.

It was another victory

by default for the Soviet Union which further facilitated EgyptianSoviet cooperation.

Compartmentalization:

The Soviet Union and Marxism-Leninism

In '"Abd al-Nasir's view, the Soviet Union was a nation-state
whose interactions with other nations reflected the cold caluclations
of its own self-interest.

He instinctively separated the Soviet state

from its pretentions to the guardianship of Marxism-Leninism, and
to Marxist-Leninists, i.e. communists, throughout the world.

To the

Soviet Union he was realistically grateful, but to Marxism-Leninsim
and communists his hostility was never obscured. He was explicit
when he declared:

"communism in Egypt is forbidden by law, communism

is one thing and relations with Russia quite another...."

80

He also

made that crystal clear to Shepilov during his visit to Egypt in
July 1944.

He told him that

79. Pravda and Izvestia, April 23, 1957 cited in CDSP,
vol. 9, no. 16, p. 24; the same proposals are also found in: al-Ahram,
February 2, 1957; Khrushchev, For Victory, pp. 62, 99-101; Pravda and
Izvestia, February 16, 1958 cited in CDSP, vol. 10, no. 7, pp. 129-20.
80. al-Ahram, August 2, 1957. This dichotomous view is
generally recognized; see Fredericks, "Soviet Egyptian Relations,"
p. 113.
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he was not a communist, and referred to the case of some
Egyptian communists who were even then being sent to trial.
Shepilov told him that the Soviet Union had nothing to do with
local communists; what Nasser did with his communists was a
purely domestic Egyptian affair.
Undoubtedly, however, the prestige of indigenous communists
was enhanced by their participation in irregular forces which fought
Anglo-French troops during their occupation of Port Sa^id, as well as
by the highly publicized Soviet support for Egypt.

Nevertheless, they

did not endear themselves to ^Abd al-Nasir when they, in cooperation
/s
with the Soviet consul in Port Sa Id, distributed incendiary leaflets
which aggravated tension between the hapless Egyptian army and the
National Guard.

Subsequently, their activities were severely curtailed

and some of them were hauled off to jail.

^Abd al-N&sir's strict anti-

communism was so recognized by Nikita Khrushchev who was quoted, on
November 18, 1956, as saying that President CAbd al-NSsir was not a
• jail.
• .i 82
communist but even put communists m

.
The incongruity
of

friendship with the Soviet Union and suppression of the communist
party in Egypt was blandly defended when ''Abd al-N&sir declared:
"There is no communist party in Egypt because the laws of this country
83
do not countenance any ideals that contradict those of the state...."
Therefore, it was not abnormal for the Egyptian government to persecute
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and prosecute Egyptian communists as was widely publicized in the
local media.
In fact the majority of the Egyptian intelligentsia was
extremely abusive about communists.

Probably the most hostile among

the Egyptians to communism and communists was Egypt's intellectual
giant and a pillar of its modern literature. '"Abbas Mahmud al-^Aqqi-d.
He openly and unequivocably declared his hatred for communism and
communists.^ al-^Aqqad's keen knowledge of the Egyptian psyche in
particular and that of most Arabs in general determined his highly
personal approach to such a controversial subject.

He was fully aware

of the Arab tendency to stress the link between an individual and his
ideology.

A thinker's personal demeanor and reputation directly reflect

ed upon his ideology and became the single most important determinant
of its success or failure, al-^Aqqad launched scathing attacks on the
paramount thinkers of communism.

Karl Marx can be known from the

manner he applied his own principles to himself:
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We can intimately know reformers especially if we know how
they applied their own lofty words to themselves, and can
ascertain who are trustworthy and who should be suspect if we
know their faithfulness in their application of their ideology
for which they proselytize.
On this basis we are discussing the life of one of the
leaders of one of the seditious ideologies. He is Karl Marx to
whom communism, which is sometimes known as Marxism, is
attributed.
That leader built his ideology on the one principle [sic]:
"Those who do not work do not eat."
With this fundamental principle he wanted to abolish the
exploitation of the workers.
If we survey his personal life, what proof do we have of
his devotion to the application of this principle so he can act
as an example to be followed?
The facts of his life reveal that if all people were to
follow his example they would have died of hunger and that if he
subsisted on his earnings he would not have lived more than
one year.^^
al- Olqq&d concluded that Marx was a selfish parasite.

Other Marxists

did not fare much better. Engels was "a burden to his family for his
lack of masculinity, his submissiveness; his love for violence is a
87
typical trait of a feminine man."
Lenin was a neurotic and cruel
person who "spent his childhood breaking birds' wings, eliminating
domesticated pets and who later prescribed destruction and extinction
88
to those who opposed him...."

86.

Stalin was "a psychopathic terrorist,

Ibid., pp. 25-26.

87. Idem, L£ ShuyQ ^"iyyah wa 1& Isti''mar [No to Communism and
No to Colonialim], 2nd ed. (Beirut: D£r al-KitSb al-'Arabx, 1971),
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a highwayman who divided his youthful years between spying for the
tsar and devotion to the revolution, and who upon assuming power,
eliminated more of his mentors and students than did the Romanov
89
tsars."

He then pronounced a general indictment of all communists

as intellectual and social quacks who prescribed for society's ills
90
the magic potion of Marxism.

If communists were denigrated so was

communism.
fAbd

al-Nasir described the communist socio-economic system

as superfluous to Arabs, the majority of whom were Muslims who were
91
divinely guided toward a superior social system.

(

al-'Aqqad defined

communism as the implementation of Marxism because of the principle
of common ownership of and the accessibility of all to the wealth
of nations.

Moreover "the originators and followers of this ideology

refer to it as historical materialism or dialectical materialism,
as distinct from other principles of sociology and philosophy, for it
92
accepts only matter and negates all else in its view of reality."
As such, al-^Aqqad continued, it is full of fallacies.

Its

interpretation of history is erroneous and misleading:
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They [Marxists] attribute the disappearance of feudalism in
the Middle Ages, the epoch of nobles and knights, and the
emergence of cities and their bourgeois masters to the discovery
of gunpowder.
They maintain that the supremacy of the knights was derived
from their mastery of warfare and their dependence on fortresses,
a supremacy which they lost as a result of the discovery of gun
powder which rendered fortresses obsolete and facilitated the
emergence of large armies equipped with aramaments using gun
powder.
They also maintain that the emergence of trading centers or
trading cities transferred influence to merchants and holders of
capital whom they called the bourgeoisie, and thus the mastery
of feudalists and knights was replaced by that of merchants
and bankers who constituted the bourgeois class.
It should be noted that the emergence of the bourgeoisie is
the most important aspect of seditious ideologies for it
constitutes the undeniable proof of class warfare and the necessary
precondition for the disappearance of the rule of capitalism.^3
He dismissed the Marxist interpretation of history and pointed out nonEuropean developments as proof of its errors.

He then moved against

Marxist pretentions to the immutability, certainty, and inevitability
of scientific laws.

al-^Aqqad pointed out their claim to science may

be refuted by the consistent failure of their predictions.

They

predicted revolutions in industrial countries like Germany and England,
but revolutions occurred in agrarian states like Russia and China.
He continued:
Among the scientific prophesies of Marxists was that
workers' conditions would worsen as those of factory owners would
improve and the gap between them would be exacerbated until the
workers, by their revolt, would lose nothing but their chains
and misery. But in reality workers' wages increased with the
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expansion of industry and their condition was increasingly
improved by constitutional and political means that obviated
the need for revolution and violence.94
al-^Aqqad concluded hid treatment of Marxism with severe indictments.
Marxism was pernicious because it appealed to the baser emotions of
man, envy and hatred; it relieved man of the duty to strive and of
accountability for his actions; it was a blasphemous opiate for peoples;
and most importantly it was atheistic which made it repulsive to
Muslims whose faith, Islam, has been a social, economic, and political
95
system of divine origin.

He compared colonialism with communism and

concluded that the latter was more abominable in that colonialism was
more merciful and bearable for it would inevitably recede while
communism, once it was established, became permanent.

Colonialism

was a passing phenomenon while communism was the danger of the
96
*
*
future.

Egypt viewed its relations with the Soviet Union in terms of
realistic mutual benef-'.ts, but Egyptians were not constrained from
viewing the Soviet Union, its experience, and its social system in a
manner that was none too flattering. ^Abd al-Nctsir correctly expressed
the gratitude of the Egyptian people to the Soviet Union:
Russians helped us when the West refused.

"The

Russia adopted our view

regarding the internationalization of the canal.

When we were attacked,

94.
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they warned our attackers.
us.

When we needed wheat, only Russia helped

These are the reasons why the Egyptian people is grateful to

Russia.

While Russia helps us the United States freezes our fifty

million dollars.
The Egyptian leader always tempered his gratitude with a deepseated suspicion of all big powers.

But while he always announced

98
his determination to resist deomination from any quarter,
he occasion
ally lapsed into naive sincerity.
danger from the Soviet Union.
tion?

Once he declared:

"We feel no

How could it control Egypt?

By occupa

We of course considered all possibilities and came to the

conclusion that our policy.toward and relations with the Soviet Union
are based on mutual sincerity as they have never imposed any conditions
on us."
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Muhammad Hasanain Heikal was more perceptive and analytical.

While he also recited the flow of moral and material support, he
posed the question as to the motives of Soviet aid:
Is it because of the color of our eyes? What is expected of
us? International politics is the art of securing interests.
In diplomacy there are no angels or devils; I will even go further
and say that politics has no principles.... Russia does the
same thing. They seek their interests. Marx did not implore
Russia to take care of the Arabs; neither did Lenin leave the
Arabs a claim on Russia. The issue is interest. Then what is
the price that Russia asks? She was paid in advance and actually
received that price: the policy of the West has been to surround
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Russia with military alliances and bases through which Russia
could be destroyed: NATO and SEATO were formed; only one gap
remained, the Middle East Alliance.... Egypt refused to join....
Then other countries followed. Egypt did not refuse to benefit
Russia but because she did not want to be involved in a war
which weapons it did not possess and in which she had no interest.
Russia benefitted from that situation.
That theme of Egypt's contribution to Russia's security was a
constant premise in Egyptian-Soviet dialogues and would appear and
101
reappear especially during tense periods between the two states.
Egypt, then, did not consider itself a supplicant.

Its relations with

the Soviet Union were mutually and equally beneficial.

It consciously

exerted and maintained efforts to point out clearly the distinctions
102
between its social system and that of the Soviet Union.

Indeed,

Egyptians viewed with contempt the socio-political institutions of the
Soviet Union.

Soviet society was viewed as highly stratified and

103
one which rationed the hopes and dreams of its citizens.

The

Soviet state was headed by a red tsar who also ruled a Soviet empire
104
in Eastern Europe.

Among the many authors who wrote about the

Soviet Union was, again, '"Abb&s Mahmud al- ^Aqq&d who, in his inimitably
venomous style, disparaged the Soviet Union and demolished its myths,
among which were that the

2:
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Marxist government is the workers' and that the workers,
in Marxist countries, possess legitimate authority; that they
control and manage factories and order the industrial system;
that the unions oversee and protect the interests of the workers;
that, in summary, the workers are the ultimate authority in
^
communist countries whether directly or through representation.
He then proceeded to describe "Red Russia" as similar to
"Tsarist Russia" since both retained the same attributes of arbitrary
rule, oppression, and cruelty.

Indeed, to al-^Aqq&d, communist terror

reached unimaginable proportions resulting in the murder of twenty
106
million human beings.
He detected no differences in the foreign
and colonial policies between the Russia of the tsars and that of their
successors:
Russian policy exhibited a continuity of objectives, whether
under the Romanov tsars or the communist tsars; all that the
former coveted is still coveted by coromunist rulers. The
Romanovs maintained that they sought Constantiople to retrieve
Agia Sophia and to remove the Ottomans from the Seat of the Eastern
Church. The Ottomans have disappeared; yet the new leaders in
Moscow, the masters of the Kremlin, whose views on religion were
dissimilar to those of the tsars, still covet Constantinople,
the Bosporus, and the Dardanel.-*-07
Communist colonial policy for non-Russian nationalities, he asserted,
was more abominable than that of the ancien regime because it was more
deceitful.

Communists have tried to eradicate all aspects of national

108
identity by destroying their heritage and suppressing their faith.
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The communists' heavy hand was felt in Eastern Europe and their
economic and political domination forced the peoples of Germany,
Poland, and Hungary to revolt in the same way as British colonialism
forced Egypt to struggle for its independence.

Both Britain and the

Soviet Union reacted with equal brutality, and no propaganda or media
109
manipulation could hide this fundamental truth.

These unflattering

views of the Soviet Union were known to the Soviet leadership which
sanctioned Soviet media response to al-^Aqqctd and those of similar
inclination:
One is also immediately struck by the numerous pamplets
and books filled with slander and lies about the Soviet Union
on the Egyptian book market. All these publications come from
the bowels of American propaganda organizations. They are
written in such a brazen and blatant tone that their authors
would be the envy of Goebbels.... Finally they are taking steps
to use Egyptian authors to slander the Soviet Union and its
foreign policy. Messers. Akkat [sic] and Rifiat who copy the
ponies of the United States State Department, are examples of
this.HO
The gradual growth of Egyptian-Soviet cooperation created
the need for more vigorous efforts in the field of Soviet Orientology.
The Twentieth Party Congress of CPSU had already decreed such
direction.

Steps were taken to reinvigorate Oriental studies.

An

Institute of Eastern Languages was established; the curricula of
Eastern languages were expanded in many universities and other educa
tional institutions; the Institute for Eastern Studies was reorganized;
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new Oriental Institutes were established in Tashkent and Baku; and
the Contemporary East began circulation in addition to an earlier
specialized scholarly journal, Soviet Oriental Studies.

The newly

rediscovered Arab world also became the focus of numerous books and
pamphlets published after 1955.

The call first sounded in the

party congress was reissued in the All-Union Conference of Orientalists
in 1957.

Scholars were again exhorted to reevaluate the role of the

national bourgeoisie in the anti-imperialist struggle.

This was, in

fact, an elliptical appeal to Soviet scholars to find in the body of
Marxist-Leninist ideology the theoretical justification for the
de facto cooperation between the Soviet Union and the Afro-Asian
countries.

N. Mukhitdinov, first secretary of the Uzbekistan Communist

Party Central Committee, complained:
Soviet Oriental Studies specialists were justly criticized
from the rostrum of the 20th Party Congress for lagging in
working out very important problems of the present-day East and
for mistakes of theory.
Serious mistakes in evaluating the role of the national
bourgeoisie in the anti-imperialist struggle of the peoples of
the East occurred in the works of certain Orientalist historians.
This role is frequently appraised only as reactionary and antipopular. However, the national bourgeoisie took an active part
in the national liberation struggle in a number of colonial and
dependent countries. H--*Soviet scholars responded by discarding the Stalinist emphasis
on the reactionary aspect of the national bourgeoisie and by concen
trating on the Leninist view which focused on its progressive side so

111.
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that "the national bourgeoisie is still capable of playing a
112
revolutionary role, of upholding democratic principles."

From

that time onward, Soviet foreign policy was said to be guided by "Lenin
ist" principles that taught tactics of cooperation with Third World
peoples.

It accommodated vacillations in the anti-imperialist struggle

and hence warned against pure dogmatism.

Theoreticians who supported

the current party line also warned others of the errors of unimaginative,
i.e. dogmatic, interpretations.

They were reminded that Lenin developed

the
thesis that a party of the working class should always support
the peoples of the colonial and semi-colonial countries
against imperialism.... The proletarian party would be guilty
of a grave error if it expected only fully consistent, straight
line, "pure" anti-imperialist actions.
Anti-imperialist activity might be led by parties and groups
very far removed not only from the working class but even from
the working population in general. These parties and groupings
might set themselves, and actually do set themselves, as history
shows, very limited aims. At times they tend to compromise with
the imperialists. And yet for the Marxist-Leninsit what is
important is not so much the subjective tendency of the antiimperialist action of this or that political groupings, party
or even individuals, as the objective consequences of the actions
and their real historical importance [my emphasis].
Lenin mercilessly criticized those
the principles of "all or nothing" and
for example to ignore the struggle for
of countries economically dependent on

dogmatists who adhered to
who on this basis tended
the political independence
imperialism.

112. E.M. Zhukov, "The October Revolution and the Rise of
the National-Liberation Movement," International Affairs no. 9
(September 1957): 41.
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Nikita Khrushchev put it in a much simpler way and injected a
new element of peaceful coexistence.

He declared that "we want to

develop our relations with the Arab countries in strict accordance
with the Leninist policy of coexistence and non-interference in one
another's affairs.
Another problem, that of Islam, was also addressed.

An

article by V. Semenov in no. 18 of Kommunist, 1956, acknowledged that
religious belief was widespread in the East and closely linked
with the production relations prevailing there. Therefore pro
gressive national movements sometimes took the form of religious
nationalism. For example, "the famous Cairo Muslim University,
Al-Azhar" had played a prominent role in the struggle of Arab
and other Muslim peoples against colonialism.115
And Russian officials, impelled by the same consideration, denied
Soviet persecution of religion in general and of Islam in particular.
Mukhitdinov unabashedly stated:

"We must take into account the fact

that American and British journals spread slanderous rumors that we
116
suppress the Mohammedan religion and destroy relics of the past."

With the theoretical reordering of the value of the national
bourgeoisie came also a reinterpretation and reevaluation of the July
1952 revolution, which was seen as proceeding with the active and
decisive participation of the masses even though the coup itself was
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vol. 9, no. 46, p. 8; al-Ahram, November 11, 1957.
115. Yodfat, Arab Politics, p. 47; the same article is cited
in Duncan, ed., Soviet Policy in Developing Countries, p. 14.
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launched without the support of the people.

The masses refrained from

supporting the new leaders who belonged to the military intelligentsia
because, at the time of the coup, these leaders had not fully formulated
their anti-feudal and anti-imperialist program.

That program evolved

from the objective conditions obtaining in Egypt and in spite of the
opposition of General Najib who was a feudal capitalist and an imperial
ist lackey, a "fellow traveller" who was cast off by history as a
result of a power struggle with 'Abd al-Msir who was resolutely supported by the working class of Egypt.

117

Persistent emphasis was put

on Egypt's leadership position among the Arab states in their antiimperialist, i.e. anti-Western, struggle.

In a short review of

recent events in Egypt one Soviet author wrote:
The heroic fight of the Egyptian people against British
imperialism and the reactionary monarchist regime ended in
1953 by Egypt becoming a republic. Abolishing the last citadel
of colonial enslavement, Egypt nationalized the Suez Canal.
This lawful action by the Egyptian Government was followed by
the attack of Britain, France and Israel, which ended in a
disgraceful fiasco. Now Egypt's independent foreign policy is
having an enormous impact on the liberation movement of the
whole Arab East, where U.S. imperialism has become the principal
enemy of the Arab peoples.

Extent and Motives of Soviet Aid
Such a state as Egypt was, then, deserving of economic and
military assistance from the Soviet Union and its allies.

Treatment

117. V. B. Lutskii, "The Revolution of July, 1952, in Egypt,"
in Middle East in Transition, Laquer, ed., pp. 496-502; Yodfat, Arab
Politics, pp. 40-41; Mizan 4 (July 1962): 3.
118.
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of economic and military aid presents students of history with inter
minable problems that are best dealt with by professional soldiers
and economists.

In the first place, the term assistance has been

used incorrectly.

Soviet aid was such in the sense that it facilitated

the development of the Egyptian economy and military establishment.
It was not free.

Assistance was not in the form of grants.

It was

financed by credits and loans with well specified terms of interest,
repayment schedules, and delivery programs even though, at times,
Soviet leaders would revise downward costs or even write off a
portion of the indebtedness.

Another problem was the determination

of the value of plants and military equipment:

local market value,

international market value, comparable market value in other countries,
cost of production, and the relative state of use of equivalent equip
ment in their country of origin, e.g. obsolete tanks or armored
personnel carriers (APC), a burden to the Red Army but a prized
possession of the Egyptian army.

There was also the difficulty and

frustration of ascertaining the true value of credit amounts and their
119
ultimate disposition.

Yet this subject is indispensable to this

work since Soviet military and economic adi formed the bedrock of
Egyptian-Soviet interaction.

Soviet aid to Egypt in this period was

moderate yet very significant to Egyptian plans for industrialization,
the purpose of which, ironically, was "to suppress communism... for

119. Other authors faced with these same problems yented
their frustration in a more eloquent way. See Charles B. McLane,
"Foreign Aid in Soviet Third World Policies," Mizan 10 (November/
December 1968): 211; Berliner, Soviet Economic Aid, p. 193.
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there would be no communism if everyone can work...since...unemployment
120
leads to communism."

The bulk of economic aid was provided under

the Soviet-Egyptian Economic and Technical Agreement of January 1958.
It included thirty-two metallurgical, engineering, and petroleum pro
jects, seven food processing and textile plants, and ten industrial
training centers.

The value of this package ranged, according to

several sources, from $175 million to $200 million including travel
expenses and salaries of Soviet technical personnel.

It was to be

financed by a twelve-year loan bearing annual interest of 2.5 percent,
with first payment due only after completion of delivery from the
121
Soviet Union.

Egypt was the beneficiary of aid from other Soviet

bloc countries amounting to approximately $150 million.

Of equal

significance was the growth of trade between Egypt and the Soviet bloc
which gradually replaced Western countries as the major trading partner
of Egypt.

Such trade included the exchange of oil, oil products, and

lumber for rice and cotton.

Of all the commodities sent to Egypt at

this period, none had more of an emotional impact than the diversion

120.

al-Ahram, January 28, 1958.

121. Allen, Middle Eastern Economic Relations, 30-31, pp. 4647; Berliner, Soviet Economic Aid, p. 199; Goldman, Soviet Foreign Aid,
p. 74; Muller, Foreign Aid Program of Soviet Bloc, 225-26, 239;
Smolansky, Soviet Union and Arab East, p. 75; al-Ahram, November 21,
1957; Pravda, November 25, 1957 cited in CDSP, vol. 9, no. 47, pp. 1617; Ibid., January 30, 1958 cited in CDSP, vol. 10, no. 5, pp. 22-23;
D. Byeloshapkin, "The USSR and the Economic Development of Arab
Countries," International Affairs no. 7 (July 1958): 43-44.
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of wheat, bought from the West for the consumption of Soviet citizens,
to Egypt, a fact continuously recognized and utilized as a point of
contrast between Western economic boycott and Soviet critical food
122
aid.

Economic aid was accompanied by extensive cultural exchange

including the opening of Soviet universities to Egyptian students.
The raison d'etre of Egyptian-Soviet cooperation was Egypt's
quest for arms.

The Suez War resulted in the destruction of a signifi

cant quantity of Soviet arms delivered to Egypt before the war.

As

an act of friendship which was warmly received by ^Abd al-Nasir, the
Soviet leadership promised and delivered replacements
123
of charge and all other equipment at half price.

aircraft free
This was followed

by a new arms agreement between the two states valued at about $150
million which provided Egypt with aircraft, naval vessels including
submarines, and other assorted military equipment.
The magnitude of Soviet trade and economic assistance was
certainly conditioned by practical considerations which were clothed
in ideological justification.

From a brief survey of aid packages

agreed to by Egypt and the Soviet Union, one is struck by the exclu
sive infusion of funds into highly visible enterprizes that were

122. al-Ahram, March 9, 1957; Isvestia, February 5, 1957
cited in CDSP, vol. 9, no. 5, p. 16; D. Beyeloshapkin, "The USSR
and the Economic Development of the Arab Countries," International
Affairs no. 7 (July 1958): 45.
123.

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 73.
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elements in a state or public sector.

This was a concentrated effort

to build "state capitalism" which was justified on two grounds:

the

Leninist expectation that "the disinterested aid which the Soviet
Union renders...contributes...to the development in these countries
not of an 'Octobrist,' that is reactionary, capitalism but of a
progressive, democratic capitalism";and the purely political
consideration that construed such economic development along state
capitalist lines as harmful to the interests of imperialism, i.e.,
the West.

Therefore, Soviet bloc aid and trade were seen as necessary

vehicles for Egypt to gain economic freedom.
As a result, Egypt has been able to get the commodities
which she needs for her economic development from the socialist
countries in return for the agricultural products which are her
main exports. In this way the weapon of blackmail and political
extortion which they utilized in their own interests was struck
1 25
from the hands of the foreign monopolies.
Soviet authors have correctly accredited Soviet economic aid
and trade for the failure of the Western economic blockade imposed
on Egypt during and after the Suez crisis:
The failure of the economic blockade of Egypt organized by
Britain, France and the United States during the Suez events is
a convincing example. The imperialists froze Egyptian foreign
- currency reserves and suspended trade operation. But thanks to
her trade relations with the Socialist countries and the economic

124. E.M. Zhukov, "The October Revolution and the Rise of
the National Liberation Movement," International Affairs no. 9
(September 1957): 41.
125. F. Mulyukov, "The Soviet Union and Egypt," International
Affairs no. 8 (August 1956): 45.
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assistance she received from them, Egypt withstood the pressures
of the major capitalist
^6
p
o
w
e
r
s
.

In support of this claim, they have cited ''Abd al-Nasir's public
recognition of the role Soviet Economic aid and trade played in
127
relieving Egypt from Western economic pressures.

Such relief result

ed in the gradual weakening of economic, and consequently political,
ties between Egypt and the West.

Probably the last and least

consideration was the actual need for Egyptian raw materials that
could not have been acquired except through Egyptian commodities
as repayments of credits and loans.
The withdrawal of the joint World Bank-U.S.-British promise
to finance the Aswan High Dam, the cornerstone of Egypt's plans for
economic expansion, set in motion a disastrous chain reaction.

Egypt

responded by nationalizing the Suez Canal, a pivotal strategic Western
base for the defense of the Middle East.

Britain and France, backed

by Israel, reacted by launching a major military operation against
Egypt.

Astute and highly publicized diplomatic and economic support

for Egypt by the Soviet Union drew the two countries closer.

This

126. 0. Byeloshapkin, "The USSR and the Economic Development
of the Arab Countries," International Affairs no. 7 (July 1958):
45; Pravda, December 22, 1957 cited in CDSP, vol. 9, no. 51, p. 23.
127.

Ibid. ; ''Abd al-Nasir, Collection, 1:

661.

128. Smith, Soviet Foreign Trade, pp. 251, 253; Tansky, U.S.
and USSR Aid, p. 9.
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in turn resulted in intensified Western efforts to isolate Egypt.

These

efforts failed and proved to be counter productive as Egypt succeeded
in withstanding Western military, economic, and political pressures.
Moreover, it repulsed and defeated vigorous Western efforts to tame
and to restore Egypt to the fold as a submissive client.

These

successes were attributed to the personal astuteness and courage of
Jamal ''Abd al-Nasir.

This view, which was both created and manipu

lated by the shrewd utilization of the mass media, elevated ''Abd alNasir into a position of unconditional and uncritical adulation by the
Egyption and Arab peoples.

Thereafter, he became the recognized

hero of the Arab masses and thus a power to be reckoned with in the
Arab world, the Middle East, and the non-aligned movment.

His enhanced

prestige in a world whose stability rested on a precarious balance of
power increased the importance of his regime to the security of the
Soviet Union which necessitated expanded all-around diplomatic
support for his regime.

From the Soviet perspective, economic and

diplomatic support for Egypt, though primarily pragmatically motivated,
had to be justified by Marxist-Leninist precepts.

Ideological affini

ties had to be found to justify Soviet cooperation with and assistance
to Egypt.

Hence the return to a positive Leninist outlook toward

the national bourgeoisie which was seen as the ruling class in
''Abd al-Nasir's Egypt.

On the Egyptian side, vigorous efforts were

made to emphasize the purely pragmatic considerations that were the
only determinants of cooperation with the Soviet Union.

Increased

Soviet aid did not affect Egypt's essentially disdainful view of
communism, communists, or the Soviet Union.

A strict compartment-

alization of the relations with the Soviet Union and communists
was constantly maintained.

CHAPTER IV
ENIGMATIC ANTAGONISTS
February 1958-August i960

Egypt's budding friendship with the Soviet Union went through
trying times.

Its hostility to Marxism-Leninism and its mistrust and

suppression of Arab conmunism generated an open quarrel with the Soviet
Union.

However, the USSR did not permit its ideological difficulties

with Egypt to affect their cooperation in the pragmatic sphere.

Both

became, as it were, enigmatic antagonists.
^Abd al-N&sir's rise to the mantle of leadership in the Arab
world had its first concrete expression in the merger of Egypt and Syria
into a new state, the United Arab Republic (UAR), which was received
coolly but correctly by the Soviet Union.
communists was disguised hostility.

The reaction of the Syrian

The ubiquitous anti-communism of

the UAR, although previously tacitly accepted by the Soviet leadership,
was now met by the first public, albeit mild, criticism.

The formation

of the UAR, and VAM al-N&sir's continued opposition to the Eisenhower
Doctrine and to the Baghdad Pact, had repercussions in both Lebanon and
Iraq.

These two highly disturbing events, for Western interests, induced

the United States and Great Britain to dispatch troops to Lebanon and
Jordan, respectively, thus precipitating a potentially dangerous inter
national crisis.

The gradual disintegration of the coalition of forces

that participated in overthrowing the pro-Western Iraqi regime and the
seeming ascendancy of Iraqi communists at the expense of Arab nationalists
125

126
and Nasirists led directly to the intensification of the anti-communist
campaign in the UAR as well as to a direct media attack on the new Iraqi
leadership and Iraqi communists.

When the Soviet Union came to the de

fense of its ideological proteges, a full-blown propaganda war ensued "be
tween the UAR and the USSR which was eventually won by the former as the
latter not only retreated but hastened to prove its reliability as an ally
of the UAR by scrupulously implementing the terms of aid agreements.

The

involvement of the UAR in a two-front conflict with the United States and
the USSR did not diminish its efforts at elucidating non-alignment as the
bedrock of its foreign policy, elaborating a native ideology, or pushing
ahead with domestic reforms and political and economic reorganization.

Domestic Reforms
The Egyptian government continued to refine its agrarian, labor,
economic, and political reforms.

In the countryside, agrarian and other

subsidiary reforms were implemented.

The state reduced the financial

burdens of the beneficiaries of land distribution.
to join cooperatives.
ships.

It encouraged farmers

It advanced reforms in landlord-tenant relation

All these steps served cumulatively to improve the living stan

dard of the rural population."'"

Urban workers also benefited from new

labor legislation which provided sick leave, maternity benefits, partial
disability insurance, and annual paid vacations.

2

1. Gadalla, Land Reform, pp. 87-88; Saab, Egyptian Land Reform,
pp. 27, 110, 173; Mansfield, Nasser's Egypt, pp. 178-79.
2.

Said, Arab Socialism, pp. 3^-35.
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In the political and institutional spheres, the formation of the
UAR necessitated the abrogation of an old and the proclamation of a new
provisional constitution.

The ban on all political parties was extended

to the Syrian province of the UAR.
as the sole political party.

Only the National Union was sanctioned

It was to act as the link between the people

and their governmental institutions whereby it identified the problems
faced by the people and directed and guided the government toward equit
able and harmonious solutions.
in the UAR.

It owned and controlled all the newspapers

Even more important was its function of creating the

mechanism for the harmony and peaceful coexistence between the various
classes and their respective interests as the only certain means to
protect the unity of a socialist democratic and cooperative society.
National Union was to include all elements of society:

3

The

intellectuals,

urban and rural workers, professionals, university professors, students,
women's organizations, governmental employees, and cooperative societies.
As such, it was the imperative "substitute to the struggle of the classes
4
which may lead to bloodshed."

It was to operate on the principles of

democratic centralism under which decisions were of the majority and were
the results of frank, open, and objective discussions.^
The most distinctive aspect which was persistently and consistently
pointed out was the pure native origin of the National Union

2:

and

its

3. al-Ahram, July 2, December 24, 1959; 'Abd al-Nasir, Collection,
500-06; 3: 27, 202-03.
A

4.

al-Ahram, May 10, 1960; ''Abd al-Nasir, Collection, 2:

5.

Ibid.

294-95.

195,
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suitability to the conditions of Egypt, Syria, and the rest of the Arab
world.^

'-Abd al-Nasir justified the single-party system:

We have declared that there would be no parties, that was
one of my conditions for the formation of the UAR, because I
believe that in my country, or in any other country in this area,
some of the parties would collaborate with imperialism, others
would cooperate with 'communism...our mission, then, is to deprive
these parties from collaborating with external elements in order
to achieve power.
We wish to give nationalist forces, in this crucial moment,
the opportunity to build our country.... The National Union is
not a one-party system, because in a single party system a mi
nority monopolizes political power. Our National Union is pre
dicated on national elections to secure representation for all
the people without involving our country in the Cold War and
without parties that pretend to be patriotic while, in truth,
they work for foreign states or need the aid of external forces
to maintain their primacy.7
Soviet authors who visited Egypt saw the National Union as a sham in which

8

workers and peasants were actually excluded from the political process.

In the economic sphere, the new provisional constitution decreed
the organization of the national economy to seek social justice which was
to be achieved by a gradual shift toward a planned economy.

Accordingly,

Egypt's two major banks were nationalized; transportation services were
municipalized; and a new public agency was created to administer external
9
trade which included tea and pharmaceuticals.

6.

The decision to adopt a

Ibid., November 26, 1959; VAbd al-N&sir, Collection, 2: U22.

7.

VAbd al-N&sir, Collection, 3:

8.

Mizan 2 (November i960):

9^•

3-^.

9. O'Brien, The Revolution in Egypt's Economic System, p. 126;
al-Ahram, July 18, i960.
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development plan was influenced by the shortsightedness of monied interests
that shied away from industrial investment and concentrated on real estate
ventures."^

Some even managed to smuggle large sums of money outside the

country but were outmaneuvered by the government's decision to exchange
large banknotes."*"*"

Egypt's first development plan envisaged substantial

capital expenditures with major emphasis on heavy industry.
velopment in the UAR was praised by Soviet authors.

Economic de

They pointed out the

12
significant increase in industrial output
and considered it as a neces
sary step in the development of state capitalism which was seen as £>. pro
gressive development since it would reduce the influence of foreign capi
talists:
History shows that the state capitalist sector...is of great
importance to the non-Socialist Afro-Asian countries. It cannot
be considered fortuitous that India and the United Arab Republic
are pursuing a policy of developing and strengthening governmentowned industrial and transport undertakings. This notably in
creases their all-around economic potential, accelerates their
industrialization and contributes to the struggle for complete
independence, that is, both political and economic independence,
from imperialism.
A fundamental difference in the perceptions of Soviet and Egyptian
authors should be noted here:

the former described the budding and slowly

10. Saab, Egyptian Agrarian Reform, p. 85; Mar^c, Agrarian Reform
and Social Growth, p. 172; Yuri Bochkaryov, "Report from Cairo," New Times
no. T (February i960): 26.
11.

al-Ahram, April 15, 1959-

12. V. Y. Avarin, "Economic and Political Progress in the Under
developed Countries, International Affairs no. 3 (March 1959): 8l.'
13. Ye. Zhukov, "The Bankruptcy of the Imperialist-Colonial Sys
tem and International Relations," International Affairs no. 3 (March 1959):
67; the same view was expressed by L. N. Vatolina; see Mizan 2 (December
I960): 5.
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evolving social system in the UAR as state capitalism, while the latter
thought Egypt was building a Socialist Democratic Cooperative society.

The Socialist Democratic Cooperative Society
Spurred by open dispute with Syrian communists, kAbd al-Nasir and
Egyptian thinkers hastened to develop an ideological framework for their
revolution.

They delved into the meaning and application of a specific,

i.e., indigenous hue of socialism.

^Abd al-Nasir recognized the paradoxi

cal nature of building a socialist society.

One aspect was destructive as

it sought the elimination of feudalism—local large landowners—and capi
talism—Egyptian monied interests, monopoly, and exploitation.

Another

aspect was inherently constructive for it sought economic growth which,
1
with equal opportunity, was the absolute prerequisite for social justice.
^Abd al-Nasir was careful to point out that he did not seek to transform
property owners into paupers; rather, he wanted to transform workers and
peasants into property owners whose property "is protected by the state
to the extent that it does not permit the individual to exploit society
or to allow the subjugation of one class by another.In fact, kAbd
al-Nasir saw the Socialist Democratic Cooperative society as the means
to bridge or reduce socioeconomic gaps between individuals and between
social strata.

1^.

"It has no definite doctrine, but evolves from our

kAbd al-N&sir, Collection, 2:

15. ^-Abd al-N&sir, Collection, 3:
1958; May 10, i960.
16.
1959.

VAbd al-N&sir, Collection, 2:

200; al-Ahram, November, 1958.
95*, al-Ahram, September 28,

297; al-Ahram, September 21,
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experience as we meet the needs of our society."^

Many Egyptians

attempted to construct a definition for what has been basically an elusive
socioeconomic concept.

They all realized the organic link between politics

and economics; hence, socialism "is of course economic and political
liberation.

Liberation from economic and social exploitation will anchor

18
our society."

The expansion of popular participation in the political

process, i.e., democracy, and the increased accessibility of all to the
fruits of their labor, i.e., economic justice—these two aspects were,
19
according to Muhammad Hasanian Heikal, the two pillars of socialism.
•
•

To

establish both necessitated the reorientation of the individual from early
childhood toward the realization of his equitable place in society; but
this could be accomplished only through intellectual and economic revolu
tions which meant the reorganization of all social and economic institu20

tions.

A comprehensive definition of the Socialist Democratic

Cooperative society might be composed from various pronouncements and
articles that appeared in the Egyptian media.

It was a political democracy,

a socialist and cooperative economy in which a state sector cooperated with
private capital, and rural cooperatives ensured the welfare of the farmers;
all these efforts were directed toward the establishment of sufficiency
necessary for social justice.^

17.

fAbd al-Nasir, Collection, 2: 622-23.
«

18.

1

al-Ahram, November 27, 1959.

19. Ibid., June 1, 1960; in this article Heikal reiterated fAbd
al-Nasir's speech of February 16, 1960; see Collection, 3: 25-27.
20.

al-Ahram, November 24, 1959.

21. Ibid., August 9, November 27, 1959, February 28, 1960; ^Abd
al-Nasir, Collection, 2: 667.
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The mere mention of the word "socialism" entailed certain political
risks in a devoutly Muslim society like Egypt.

This was especially true

since the majority of the Muslim Arab masses have invariably equated so
cialism with communism which was, is, and will always be anathema to Mus
lims because of its materialism and atheism.

Islam as a faith and as a

socioeconomic and political system has been seen by Muslims as superior
to and predating any other social philosophy devised by man, and especially
as superior to communism or socialism,

al- VAqqaa maintained:

Islam commands an economic system that leads to the establish
ment of a good and equitable society. Islam forbids monopoly, the
accumulation of wealth, and exploitation. We are directed that
wealth be equitably and freely circulated throughout society and
not be exclusively restricted to men of means. Islam demands that
the weak, the poor, and the meek are granted an annual share of no
less than one fortieth of the nation's wealth, a share that may be
increased by the Imam (Supreme Guide) or by the voluntary choice
of philanthropists. A society which forbids monopoly and exploi
tation and cares for those unable to work is a serene and secure
nation.22
The fact is, however, that most modern states in the Arab world,
though Muslim by theory and by constitutional provisions, have been in
reality secular states with Western-educated intelligentsia which recog
nized and supported the detachment of civil law from the dictates of Is
lam.

Being secularists by inclination and by education, they sought cures

for social ills from secular ideologies like socialism.

Nevertheless,

realizing that their people were devout Muslims on whom Islam has exerted
profound influence that could be absolutely decisive to the acceptance of
their social theories, they endeavored to distinguish their brand of

22. kAbb&s MahmUd al-^Aqqeld, M& Yuqal *-an al-Islan [What Is Said
about Islam] (Cairo: Mat&bi al-Ahram, n.d.), p. 157; the same theme is
found in Siba^-i, Islam's Socialism, pp. 237-38.
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socialism from that of communism.

Moreover, they sought justification and

support for their social theories in Islam by attributing socialist teach
ings to it.

The whole approach to a Democratic Cooperative Socialism,

otherwise known as Arab Socialism, was by necessity governed by this con
sideration.

It applied to political leaders as well as to the intelli

gentsia; otherwise, the faithful masses would reject, out of hand, this
secular remedy to the glaring inequities in Arab societies.

Diversity

and disparity of opinion among and between the essentially secular intel- .
ligentsia and the learned religious leaders, the UlLama, rendered this
issue even more complex.

This justification of socialism by Islamic

sanctions became an emotionally charged and fiery subject due to the
fragmentation of the Arab world.

One dimension of intra-Arab conflict

manifested itself in the acceptance or denial of an Islamic approach to
socf.'s.'ism.

Each of the contending states would marshal its respective

religious institutions to lend or deny legitimacy to Arab Socialism.

In

deed, some religious authorities considered the mere verbal association
of socialism with Islam as blasphemous.
In the United Arab Republic, foremost among the legitimizers of
socialism by Islamic dogma was MustafS, al-Sib&Al, a learned Muslim scho
lar and a prominent member of the Islamic legal community.

He exercised

a paramount and profound influence on the majority of the proponents of
Arab Socialism.

This evaluation was attested to by the authors of one of

the best available works on Arab Socialism.

They maintained that they had

made a careful check...to determine the influence of this book
[Islam's Socialism]in the ideology of the "New Egypt." We are
assured from authoritative sources [?!] that it is considered
to be of the utmost importance in providing form, direction, and

13U
legitimacy to the social system emerging in present-day Egypt.
It is considered to be, in brief, a major statement of ideology
for Egyptian socialism.^3
The point of departure of SibaAi and others was Islam's view on the con
cept of ownership.

All things belong to the Almighty.

Within this over

all view, private property was seen as a trust which was also limited by
the extent of benefit or injury it caused others.

SibaAi cited precedents

in the Islamic tradition which deprived individuals of their property when
it became demonstrably evident that it caused injury to others.

2k

The foundations of Islam's socialist teachings rest on three pre
cepts.

The first of these is the common ownership or, in modern parlance,

collective ownership of the necessities of life.

Siba^-i stated that

It has been proven that the Prophet said, "People are part
ners in three elements: water, pasture, and fire," and in anoth
er statement he added "salt." It is noted that these elements
are essential to the survival of people, especially those who in
habit the desert. This tradition [Hadith, the sayings of the Pro
phet Muhammad] did not exclude other necessities. Shari'•ah [Is
lamic holy jurisprudence] excludes all that is necessary for the
survival of society from the private ownership if individual or
individuals in monopolizing such necessities results in exploit
ing the common need. These essential commodities ought to be
developed and distributed by the state.^5
This was the clearest statement for collective ownership in which a justi
fication for nationalization was evident.

SibaAi continued by marshalling

23. Hanna and Gardner, Arab Socialism, p. 65. This author can
also attest to the significance of this work as it was quoted by most,
if not all, of the proponents of Arab Socialism. It is a seminal work.
2 k . SibSAi, Islam's Socialism, pp. SU, 103; ^Ali *\Abd al-W&hid
WS.fi, al-Mus£w§.t fi al-Islam [Equality in Islam], 3rd ed. (Cairo: D&r
al-Ma^arif bi Misr, i960), pp. 101-03.

25.

SibaAi, Islam's Socialism, p. 83.
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precedents in Islamic history for nationalization.

He cited precedents

established by Muhammad and by his second successor (Khalifah) COmar ibn
al-Khattab.

He added, however, that equitable compensation should also

be given to the proprietors for their loss.

Secondly, the author em

phasized the essential principle of social interdependence and solidarity.
Harmony in societies has been achieved from the voluntary recognition of
the interdependence of all segments of a social organism.

In Islam such

recognition was manifest in the Zakat, a portion of a nation's wealth
alluded to by al-kA.qq£d, the significance of which may be recognized by
its inclusion in the duties of all Muslims.

Zakat was the minimum com

pulsory tax or contribution expected from all Muslims.

It was not charity.

Other manifestations of social solidarity were the duty to aid one's re
latives, distribution of food, and the obligation of the state to the
27
poor and needy.

Thirdly, Islam empowers the leaders to act, with the

28
sanction of the kjlama, to secure the general good of the community.
In summary, Egypt's Democratic Cooperative Socialism was specific
in the sense that it emanated from the particular local conditions and
addressed itself to pragmatic solutions to social problems through coop
eration rather than coercion.

It emphasized social harmony achieved

through reducing the socioeconomic gaps between the various social strata
in Egypt.

It had no dogma and sought justification not from scientific

socialism, i.e. Marxism, but from Islam.

Soviet analysts, as indicated

26.

Ibid., pp. 101-0U.

27.

Ibid., pp. 85, 128-29, 132-3U.

28.

Ibid., p. 107.
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above, did not acknowledge the emerging social system as socialism but as
state capitalism.

They did not discuss theoretical or ideological founda

tions; they instead concentrated on their implementation.
was critical.

What they wrote

One Soviet author in a long article which described a two-

day visit to rural Egypt commented that the

gaps between theory and prac

tice in revolutionary Egypt were rivalled only by those very gaps which
29
Democratic Cooperative Socialism was supposed to have bridged.
Conflict with Arab communists and their presumed protector, the
Soviet Union, together with reasonable prospects of economic cooperation
with the Western powers, gave added impetus to the validity of non-alignment
as the bedrock of UAR foreign policy.

^Abd al-Msir elucidated his approach

to world affairs:
We have declared the policy of active neutralism. This means
that we are aligned with the people which is. the source of our
strength. We do not need the West to protect us or the East to
give us directives.
The policy of active neutralism means that we depend on the
people, to whose wishes we respond. We do not take orders from
London or Washington, nor from any other state.30
Later on, he successfully attempted to distinguish between the traditional
neutrality of Switzerland or Sweden and that of Egypt:
Our foreign policy is founded on simple premises. It is
based on non-alignment and positive neutralism. This means that
our policies are determined by our conscience and by our in
terests. Neutrality is negative for it means it does not care
about or does not get involved in world events....
Positive neutralism demands that we follow our conscience
and declare our support for the liberty of nations and their
inalienable right to self-determination. It also means that

29-

Mizan 2 (July I960): 2-6.

30.

VAbd al-Msir, Non-Alignment, p. 27.
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we would not shrink from, any confrontation or shy away from any
friendship.31
The Soviet Union supported Afro-Asign non-alignment, but only in
its anti-imperialist context.
role in international affairs.

It accredited it with a highly positive
One Soviet author expressed the Soviet

view as follows:
The policy of "positive neutrality" adhered to by the inde
pendent Asian and African countries envisaged active resistance
to all acts of imperialist aggression. Thus, for example, the
Asian countries greatly contributed toward the conclusion of the
armistice in Korea and the cessation of hostilities in Indochina,
as well as toward the capitulation of the aggressors during the
Suez War.32

Formation of the United Arab Republic
The best example of VAbd al-Msir's enhanced prestige was the for
mation, at Syrian request, of the United Arab Republic.

This substantia

tion of the dream of Arab unity generated complications in the intra-Arab
and international spheres.

It also precipitated a vigorous war of words

between the UAR and the Soviet Union.
Political instability was endemic in Syria.

As the "heart and

conscience" of the Arab nationalist movement, both politically and geo
graphically, it was subjected to crosscurrents of Arab and international
intrigue.

Its army was highly politicized.

The officer corps adhered to

every shade of political and social ideology.

The result was a constant

fragmentation manifested in a continuous struggle for power.

Three major

31. Ibid., pp. 33-3^; the gist may be found in Said, Arab So
cialism, pp. 66-67.
32. V. Nikhamin, "New International Role of Eastern Countries,"
International Affairs no. 5 (May i960): 38.
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groups sought a dominant position in the army:

al-BaM;h al-kArabi al-Ish-

tiraki (Renaissance Arab Socialist Party), members of or sympathizers with
the Syrian Communist Party (SCP), and Nasirists.

In 1957» in the wake of

the Eisenhower Doctrine, Iraq, and Turkey exerted diplomatic and military
pressure on Syria.

Egypt dispatched troops and the Soviet Union gave

highly publicized diplomatic support which elevated the prestige of the
Syrian communists led by Khdled Bakd&sh.

This in turn generated a struggle

within the army between communists,, N&sirists, and Ba'-thists.

A coalition

of Nasirists and Ba^-thists, in an effort to weaken communist influence,
went to Cairo and offered to merge Syria with Egypt in a United Arab Re
public.
The merger was proclaimed on February 1, 1958 and was endorsed by
an overwhelming majority of the Syrian and Egyptian peoples.

The SCP was

at best lukewarm to the merger, but could not for obvious political rea
sons openly oppose it.

KhSled BakdSsh correctly feared a fate for his

party as befell the Egyptian Communist Party.

He was reported to have

left Syria before the plebiscite and thereafter refused voluntarily to
disband the SCP as requested by the government.
33
only accelerated the destruction of his party.

Withholding his consent
Communist opposition to

the formation of the UAR was not surprising since "communist parties seek
to maintain the Arab homeland in a condition that is conducive to class
conflict which is necessary for the growth of communism.

To maintain or

33. Agwani, Communism in the Arab East, p. 17", Heikal, Cairo
Documents, p. 12^; Hofstadter, Egypt and Nasser, 2: 38-39; Nutting,
Nasser, p. 252; al-Ahram, February 13, 1958.
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even to exacerbate Arab fragmentation is absolutely necessary for their
objective.
The Soviets were in a quandary.
not openly oppose the merger.

They feared for the SCP but could

They adopted a realistic attitude as seen

from the matter-of-fact treatment of events in their media.

They acknow

ledged Arab popular support and hoped that they new Arab political entity
would intensify its struggle against colonialism.

The key word in the

Soviet attitude toward the UAE was anti-colonialism.

They recognized the

right of every people to decide its national policies on the basis of
peace and international security, declaring:

"The Soviet people enthu

siastically welcome the strengthening of the unity of the Arab peoples on
the basis of the struggle against colonialism for the further reason that
this unity cannot but serve the interests of easing international tension
and securing peace in the Arab East...."
pressed a more deliberate view.

35

A month later, K. Ivanov ex

It dealt sympathetically with the Arab

dream of and struggle for unity.

It was no accident that the UAE was

formed by Syria and Egypt, the two most resolute fighters of the anticolonialist front in the Middle East; hence their merger was an event of
great significance because it expressed the wish of the Egyptian and Syr
ian peoples to continue the anti-colonialist struggle.

The author went

on to forecast a difficult road for the UAR because of the geographical
separation of its two regions.

He described other difficulties facing

the new state including the disparity in the respective levels of

p. 23.

3^.

kAudeh, ^Abd al-Nasir's Role, p. 173.

35-

Pravda, February 15, 1958, cited in CDSP, vol. 10, no. T»
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development of the two regions, the arduous task of developing national
industry, the effort needed to put agriculture on its feet, and the ne
cessity of improving the living standard of its people.

Ivanov cautioned

against conspiracies by the colonial powers to exploit these difficulties
in order to protect their interests in the Suez Canal and the oil pipe
lines that traversed the Syrian region.

Most significantly, the author

of this article set forth the most definitive statement by the Soviets
on the question of Arab unity:
Being Marxists, we are by no means inclined to make a fetish
of Arab unity as such and to ignore the fact that the idea may,
in certain circumstances, be used for some time also by the re
actionaries, who seek to arrest development of the Arab peoples.
The possibility of zigzags and backtracking, to say nothing
of play-acting, is not to be excluded in the Eastern national
movements of our day. But the fairway in these movements has
been seized by currents intimately connected with the antiimperialist struggle....36

*-Abd al-Nasir Visits the USSR
Two months after the proclamation of the UAR, President Jamal '•Abd
al-Msir, at the zenith of his glory and with the prestige of the undis
puted leadership of the Arab world, visited the Soviet Union.

The UAR

media prepared for this visit by increasing its coverage of the Soviet
state:

cordial remarks by the UAR regarding friendship with and grati

tude for the Soviet Union were also published.

During the visit numerous

articles appeared which described *>Abd al-Msir's activities in detail,
and special emphasis was focused on his visit to the Moscow Mosque.

36. K. Ivanov, "A New Arab State," International Affairs no. 3
(March 1958): 57-
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The meetings between the president of the UAR and Nikita Khrushchev
were warm and friendly.

They reflected Khrushchev's fascination with the

paradoxical leader who persecuted communists yet closely cooperated with
the Soviet Union.

Heikal, who accompanied V/Vbd al-Msir, described the

Soviet leader1s attitude:
For Khrushchev, Nasser remained a source of fascination. He
was the first leader of the underdeveloped nations to visit Mos
cow. He had "blown up a storm in his own land and throughout the
world. The Arab students at the University of Moscow were wild
in their acclamation of him and when the wife of the Syrian charge
d'affairs was introduced to him, she collapsed. Khrushchev watched
this scene and asked why the woman had fainted. He was told, "From
emotion." He found it all very puzzling. He was interested in the
way in which Moslems pray, and when Nasser...went to wash his hands
ritually [ablution] before praying, Khrushchev waited on him with
a towel. He behaved with great delicacy.37
Khrushchev himself described his meeting with VAbd al-Msir as follows:
9

"He impressed me from the moment I met him.

He was still a young man,

self contained and intelligent, and there was always a smile twinkling
at the corner of his mouth.
oO
I liked him very much."

If you want to know my personal impression,

During one of the formal meetings, the issue of *>Abd al-N&sir's
anti-communism was inadvertently brought up.

The Egyptian president ob

jected to the discussion of the subject in principle as he considered it
an interference in the domestic affairs of the United Arab Republic.
Heikal quoted his statement to the Soviet leaders:
We are not going to allow the Communist party in the United
Arab Republic. We do not think those Communist parties under
stand or correctly analyze the nature of the national movement

37*

Heikal, Cairo Documents, pp. 126-27.

38.

Khrushchev, Khrushchev Remembers, p. 1+38.
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in underdeveloped countries, and we are not going to allow them.
I am not ready to listen to anything about those Communist par
ties.39
According to Heikal, Khrushchev answered:

"That is entirely your affair,

we do not want to interfere.Another incident occurred which was in
structive of ^Abd al-Msir's ignorance of the nature of the Soviet sys
tem.

Recalling that he had negotiated the arms deal with Shepilov, by

then removed from his leadership position, '•Abd al-Msir inquired about
his whereabouts and well-being.

Khrushchev launched into a dissertation

about the place of the individual in the Soviet system:
not important in the Soviet Union,"

said Khrushchev.

"Individuals are
"There is always

a consistent policy that is worked out collectively and which is unaffected
by the comings and goings of individuals.

Al

Throughout the visit kAbd al-Msir spoke of the UAR's friendship
with the peoples of the Soviet Union, a friendship that was facilitated
by the lack of historical differences and was not obstructed by the dif
ferences in the social systems of the two states.

He took note of Soviet

support for his policy of positive neutrality and acknowledged crucial
1+2
and unconditional diplomatic and economic aid.

i
^Abd al-Msir construed

Soviet support as a positive proof that the Soviet Union did not wish to
subjugate the United Arab Republic, for "A country wishing to subjugate
another will by no means cooperate with that country in such a way as to

39- Heikal, Cairo Documents, p. 125.
in Idem., Sphinx and Commissar, p. 89.
1*0.

Ibid., p. 90.
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VA.bd al-Msir, Collection, 2: 121; al-Ahram, May 17, 1958;
Pravda, May l6, 1958, cited in CDSP, vol. 10, no. 20, pp. 5-6.
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strengthen it, either militarily or from the standpoint of industrial
I4.3

construction...."

It might be of interest to note that at no time did

'•Abd al-N§.sir assign any specific or significant role to the Soviet Union
in halting or defeating the tripartite attack on Egypt.

The Soviet lead

ership, meanwhile, claimed altruistic motives behind its policy of sup
porting newly independent countries, the UAR in particular, in their
kk
struggle against "evil" monopolistic colonial forces.

The visit to

the Soviet Union produced tangible and immediate benefits.

The Soviet

Union reduced the price of arms and industrial plants and equipment shipped
1*5
to the UAR.-The euphoria about Soviet-UAR friendship did not seem, however, to
be reflected in the Egyptian view of the oppressive and unpredictable So
viet social system or the brutal role of the Soviets in the suppression of
the Hungarian disturbances.

One journalist, commenting on the execution

of Lavrenti Beria soon after the death of Stalin, questioned the very le
gitimacy of Soviet leadership.

He wondered how a minister of internal se

curity under Stalin, a confidant of Stalin, "could be suddenly executed
for high treason.

How did this man change from a feared leader to a trait

or who worked to overthrew the communist regime for the benefit of colonialism?

k6
Or was it simply a struggle for power...?"

1+3. Pravda and Izvestia, May 1, 1958, cited in CDSP, vol. 10,
no. 20, 1958, p. 19.
Khrushchev, For Victory, p. 356; Pravda and Izvestia, May 1,
1958, cited in CDSP, vol. 10, no. 18, pp. 18-19; Pravda, May 16, 1958,
cited in CDSP, vol. 10, no 20, pp. 3-5U5.
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Crisis in Lebanon and Iraq
While *Abd al-N&sir was in the Soviet Union, civil war erupted in
Lebanon.

The disturbances resulted from peculiar local conditions.

Among

them were the disruption of the delicate balance of a confessional plural
istic democracy caused by the formation of the UAR and the endorsement of
the Eisenhower Doctrine by the Lebanese president.
had traditionally been based on consensus politics.

Stability in Lebanon
President Kamile

Cham kin was in the midst of an attempt to amend the constitution to per
mit himself another term as president.
figures.

This alientated powerful political

He attempted to strengthen his position by exploiting American

anxieties over ''Abd al-Nasir's influence.

He accepted the Eisenhower Doc

trine, an act which enraged a major segment of the population who looked
to Jamal '•Abd al-Na§ir for guidance in international affairs.

The forma

tion of the UAR strengthened this group and further aggravated political
polarization and subsequent tensions.

The explosion occurred in Tripoli,

Lebanon on the heels of the assassination of a prominent opposition jour
nalist.

The U.S. answered President Cham^un's appeal for help by dis

patching small arms and ammunition.

The UAR and the Soviet Union cautioned

against any direct Western intervention.

The crisis in Lebanon would have

been settled through political dexterity but for a momentous event in Iraq.
On July 4 , 1958, in a bloody coup, the Hashimite royal family of
Iraq was overthrown.

The king and his family as well as the Iraqi arch-

politician, Nurl al-Sa'-id, were killed.

For the Arab world, the Middle

East, and the Western powers, disintegration and anarchy seemed to be in
the offing.

The United States viewed the Iraqi coup as the first step in
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the disintegration of a security system which had been laboriously con47
structed to protect its interests in the Arab world.
and British responses were almost instantaneous.

United States

The U.S. Sixth Fleet

appeared on the horizon of Beirut and soon thereafter disgorged combatready marines.

Other troops were airlifted into Lebanon.

British paratroopers were dispatched to Jordan.
al-Nasir off guard.

Simultaneously,

These events caught ^-Abd

He was vacationing in Yugoslavia.

He considered the

situation so dangerous that he decided to journey secretly to the Soviet
Union to discuss and determine the Soviet and, in turn, his own response.
The trip was super-secret; not

even

the UAR ambassador to the Soviet

Union was informed.
The Iraqi coup was welcome news to the Soviets.

Khrushchev re

called:
Suddenly, word came to us that there had been a military coup
in Baghdad. Naturally we welcomed the news because it meant the
long-overdue end of one of the most reactionary, terroristic re
gimes in the world. The dictator, a sly old agent of English im
perialism [Nuri al-Sa'-xd], was killed. The coup could justly be
called a revolutionary overthrow, and we could see that the new
leader Kassem represented the progressive forces in Iraq. He had
sporadic contacts with Communists and even called himself a Com
munist.
Heikal had a different version of Khrushchev's view of the new
Iraqi leaders.

He quoted the Soviet leader as giving ^-Abd al-Nasir cre

dit for the coup, whereupon the Arab visitor revealed to his host that
he had previously been contacted by the coup's leaders and had been asked

47.

Mosley, Dulles, p. 435.

48.

Khrushchev, Khrushchev Remembers, p. 438.
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for aid and guidance, which he had refused to render.
first meeting have been unclear.
put forth by Heikal.

Details of the

This was due to two different versions

One version described a meeting between ^Abd al-Nasir

and Khrushchev alone, except for interpreters.

In that meeting, the So

viet leader was blunt in declaring that the Soviet Union was not ready for
a confrontation or for World War III.

When the Egyptian leader expressed

his fear of a Turkish invasion of Syria, Khrushchev suggested that ^Abd
al-N3sir lean with the storm.

The president of the UAR wanted an ultima

tum against the Western-inspired or sponsored invasion of Syria and Iraq.
But Khrushchev.refused.
lead to war."^

He was not prepared to take any risks that could

In another version, in a different work, Heikal claimed

that he had attended the private meeting and taken notes.

The second ver

sion portrayed a much more confident and bellicose Khrushchev:
"First of all," he said, "I want you to know that we are stronger
than the Americans imagine. This fleet they are deploying in the
Mediterranean, with a crazy admiral in command, can easily be de
stroyed. We have weapons that can turn the American Sixth Fleet
into coffins of melting iron for its sailors. But the real prob
lem is not one of weapons; it is one of peace and war...."51
Both versions, however, converged on the seeming limits of the au
thority and power of the Soviet leader in post-Stalinist Soviet Russia.
This was apparent when Khrushchev conveyed ^Abd al-Nasir's request for
firm support to which the Politbureau responded by promising only to mo
bilize Soviet and world public opinion.

49.
sar, p. 93.

Heikal, Cairo Documents, pp. 132-33; Idem, Sphinx and Commis

50.

Heikal, Cairo Documents, p. 134.
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: Russia's highest decision-making organ promised only a charade.
It decided to advance previously scheduled Warsaw Pact maneuvers.

This

was the true extent of the Soviet commitment to the UAR, which partici
pated in the same charade that deceived no one but their respective peoples.
In the Soviet Union the party apparatus organized mass demonstrations that
were widely publicized both within and outside the Russian state.

The Rus

sian government denounced Western intervention and Khrushchev called for a
52
summit conference to ease tension.

In Cairo, UAR media falsely portrayed

Soviet intentions to intervene militarily in the Middle East and treated
Soviet military maneuvers as a prelude to imminent active intervention.
Even ^Abd al-Nasir himself indulged in vague and intricate plays of words
when he declared that
We are prepared for the worst eventualities: but we declare
we will return peace for peace and face aggression in kind. Peace
does not mean surrender....
I went directly to Moscow unannounced, and we [ kAbd al-N&sir
and Soviet leaders] discussed the international situation and
decided on steps to confront aggression against the Arab home
land as well as preserving peace and the independence of Arab
states. I found in these discussions proof of good and deter
mined spirit; obviously I cannot reveal all the details....53
The implications of ^-Abd al-Nclsir's speeches were self-evident,
especially when viewed in the context of the ominous Soviet statements
that were printed in the UAR media.

This probably explained why Khrushchev

52. Pravda, July 17, 18, 20, 23, 31, August 1, 5, 1958, all cited
in CDSP, vol. 10, no. 29, pp. 3-6, no. 31, pp. 4-10.
53. ^-Abd al-Nisir, Collection, 2: 141, 154; Heikal quotes him as
saying that the Soviet Union was fully behind the UAR; see Heikal, Cairo
Documents, p. 137.
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feebly tried to set the record straight when he described in the most
general terms what had transpired during his recent meetings with the
UAR leader:

"we exchanged views on the current situation in the Near

and Middle East, there was mutual understanding between us:
54
stood him and he understood me."

I under-

The Soviet leader repeated his as

sertions as to the convergence of the two leaders' points of view but
denied that any decisions had been made:
The adoption of decisions is a function of governments. Dur
ing the Moscow visit of UAR President Gamal Abdel Nasser, opinions
were exchanged en the situation that had arisen in the Near and
Middle East. There were no differences between us in our apprai
sal of the situation arising from U.S. and British aggression in
the Near and Middle East; we were in full agreement on this. We
exchanged opinions as to what measures should be taken against
the colonialists' aggression to prevent it from spreading, to
halt it and to compell the aggressor countries to withdraw their
troops so that normal conditions could be created in the countries
of the Near and Middle East.-'-'
As in the case of the Suez War, some Egyptian publicists continued to take
Soviet maneuvers at face value.

'•Audeh described the Soviet posture:

The Soviet Union answered American and British intervention
in Lebanon and Jordan with wide-ranging maneuvers and by mass
ing troops along the Turkish and Iranian borders. Then it sup
plemented this posture, which indicated its unmistakable deter
mination to be prepared for any and all contingencies of the
explosive situation, with a call for a summit conference to save
the world from the dangers of thermonuclear war which ominously
loomed on the horizon.56
The crisis was meteoric.
doom proved groundless.

All the anxieties and prophecies of

United States troops in Lebanon did not move

54. Izvestia and Pravda, July 23, 1958, cited in CDSP, vol. 10,
no. 29, p. 5.
55. Ibid., August 5, 1958, cited in CDSP, vol. 10, no. 31, p. 4;
Khrushchev, For Victory, p. 627.
56.

'•Audeh, ^Abd al-Nasir's Role, p. 214.
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against Syria; nor did Turkey move. The: internal crisis in Lebanon was
resolved by restoring consensus politics.
withdrew.

American and British troops

Nevertheless, it was instructive for both"TnS~Tfnir-ar.d tha_

Soviet Union.

VAbd al-N£sir was certainly disappointed in the extent

of Soviet commitment to the Arab revolution which he considered indivi
sible.

He saw firsthand the cautious and irresolute nature of Soviet

leadership.

This fresh realization could not but have played a part in

his decision to balance his foreign policy by establishing a working eco
nomic relationship with the United States.

This decision conveniently

coincided with a fresh anti-communist campaign in the UAR.

For the Soviet

Union, Western intervention afforded it another opportunity to pose as the
friend and guardian of the Arab revolution by claiming that it had foiled
a conspiracy designed to destroy the UAR and the nascent Iraqi Republic.^
The Soviet leadership was confronted with <>Abd al-Nasir's explicit anti
pathy to communism and his determination to disentangle the Arab world
from all external influences, political or ideological.

Khrushchev re

cognized this explicitly:
The Arab peoples who have risen in resolute struggle against
imperialism are waging this struggle not under the Marxist ban
ner, but under the colours of the national liberation movement....
We greet them as they are today—fighters against colonialism,
against imperialism, who demand that the jackboots of the alien
invader should not trample upon their soil.
Recently, Mr. Nasser, President of the United Arab Republic,
paid a visit here. Our talk was pleasant and useful. I am a

57. Khrushchev, For Victory, p. 633; the same theme appeared in
an editorial by Pravda, July 31, 1958, cited in CDSP, vol. 10, no. 31,
p. 7.
.

150
Communist and he is the leader of the Arab national liberation
movement.
On their side, the Soviets must have viewed with favor the in
creasing influence of the communist faction in the coalition that over
threw the Iraqi monarchy and hence decided to support the new Iraqi lead
er, ^-Abd al-Karim Qissem.

These two intrinsically antagonistic policies

by the UAR and the Soviet Union came to open clash in early 1959.

The Anti-Communist Campaign in the UAR
After the Iraqi crisis, UAR authorities in Syria continued their rou
tine dismantling of the Syrian Communist Party.

To the leadership of the

UAR this was strictly an internal matter and was completely removed from
friendly relations and cooperation with the Soviet Union.

In brief, the

policy of compartmentalizing relations with indigenous communists and
friendship with the USSR, was continued.

VAbd al-Nasir never tired of re

peating his appreciation of Soviet aid, which had been offered uncondi
tionally and showed a high degree of Soviet sensitivity to '-Abd al-Nasir'3
self-respect.

The UAR media held UAR-Soviet cooperation as the example of

healthy and correct relations between two states of differing social sys
tems.

In the meantime, VAbd al-N&sir's euphoria over the coup in Iraq

was gradually transformed into concern for his supporters and later into
anxiety over the direction of Iraq's orientation away from Arab unity.
In Iraq, the leader of the coup, Brigadier General *-Abd al-Karim
Qassem, headed a coalition of anti-royalist groups that included communists,

58. Khrushchev, For Victory, p. 611; Idem, For Peaceful Competi
tion and Cooperation (New York: International Arts and Sciences Press,
1959), pp. 29-30.
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Ba^thists, and NHsirists.
the UAR.

The latter two groups were determined to join

Q&ssem, having learned from the experience of Najib in Egypt,

leaned away from the N&sirists and Ba^thists and gradually began to re
place them with communists.

Events in Iraq coincided with Syrian commun

ist activities that sought to undermine the UAR.

At the same time, ^-Abd

al-Nasir sincerely sought to implement non-alignment by restoring and im
proving relations with the United States.

All these factors coalesced to

form a strong motive for him to launch a scathing attack against Arab com
munists.

On December 23, 1958, he fired the opening salvo in the first

phase of a harsh war of words against the indigenous communists in the
UAR—and against the Soviet Union when it came to their defense.

On the

second anniversary of Egypt's presumed victory in(the Suez War, ^-Abd alNasir revealed communist opposition to the union of Syria and Egypt and
the continuing conspiracy to undermine it:
Reaction which knows that the union will prevent exploitation,
opposed it. The Syrian Communist Party opposed the union, as well.
The communists dared not engage publicly in a struggle against it.
Your absolute belief in Arab unity drove them into secret and un
derground activities....
We cannot struggle against Zionism or colonialism if we fight
among ourselves. The communists rejected this logic. They re
fused to join the National Union. They even rejected the very
concept of Arab unity which is the only successful tool in the
fight against colonialism....
Last week, some communists openly called for the dissolution
of the UAR; but this is also the aim of Zionism; this is the aim
of colonialism....
We will fight against all who seek to destroy our unity and
those who oppose Arab nationalism....^

59.
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The implication of collusion between communism, Zionism, and colonialism
was unmistakable.

^-Abd al-N&sir left open only the interpretation that

it was collusion in the pursuit of the same objective if not actual, pre
meditated, and conspiratorial collusion.
This attack by '•Abd al-N£sir was followed by other similar denun
ciations.

One editorial in al-Akhbar equated communists with Zionists,

the supreme pejorative in the Arab world, and imperialists, all bound to
gether by their desire to perpetuate a fragmented Arab nation.^

This

outburst against communists was soon followed by a more detailed and de
liberate analysis of the fundamental differences in philosophy and ap
proach to social issues between communists and the official party of the
6X
UAR.

Communists believe in the class struggle as inevitable in the pro

cess of social development, while the National Union was created to insure
against that struggle.

The National Union, the article continued, has

sought harmony between the various strata of society through bridging the
economic gaps that have been elements of disharmony in Arab society.

The

article also pointed out another fundamental difference with regard to
Arab nationalism and unity.

Communist dogma has emphasized international

ism as the only meaningful and real bond between the workers, while Arab
nationalists have been devoted to the materialization of their dream of
uniting all Arab peoples into one state and one nation built on bonds of
common heritage and common destiny.

Muhammad Hasanain Heikal added a

moderating influence by explaining that

60.
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Arab unity and the Natinal Union emanate from local conditions.
Attacks on Arab communists are not attacks on communism and com
munists all over the world. In fact, some communists are lionized
by us as heroes: Khrushchev is a hero to us, Tito and Mao Tse
Tung are heroes. Communism has accomplished, in communist coun
tries, feats that cannot be ignored. But in spite of all our es
teem for these communists and their ideology, we do differ with
them.^
This toning down of the attack on communism and restatement of
compartmentalization did not deter Khrushchev from publicly coming to
the defense of Arab communists and from condemning anti-communism.

Such

a new posture constitute a reversal of the oft-stated Soviet policy of
non-interference in the internal affairs of a friendly country.

Such a

policy was often cited by ^-Abd al-N&sir and other UAR leaders as one of
the foundations of UAR-Soviet friendship.

Undoubtedly Khrushchev's new

posture contained an element of boldness which was motivated by a per
ceived change in the balance of forces in the Arab world resulting from
the ascendancy of communist influence in Iraq.

Reducing UAR influence

in Iraq served two equally important purposes.

It would reduce the pres

tige and hence the maneuverability of '•Abd al-Nasir, resulting in an in
creased dependence of the UAR on the Soviet Union.

A contained UAR could

not establish correct relations with the United States for fear of endan
gering increasingly vital Soviet economic aid.

Equally significant, sup

port for Arab communists who opposed Arab unity would increase their al
ready enhanced significance to Q£ssem, thus preventing the expansion of
the UAR which would correspond with subsurface hostility to and fear of
Arab nationalism.

62.

Ibid.

Soviet publications reiterated an earlier view which
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indicated that the Soviets, "as Marxists,...are not inclined to make a
fetish of Arab unity as such (or even more of 'Pan-Arabism'), or to ig
nore the fact that in certain circumstances it may be utilized for a time
by the reactionary forces which strive to impede the current progressive
63
development of the Arab peoples."
Appropriately, Khrushchev used the forum of the Twenty-First Con
gress of CPSU to come to the defense of his Marxist-Leninist followers:
Our country, like other socialist countries, has supported
and will support the national liberation movement. The Soviet
Union does not interfere and has no intention of interfering
in the internal affairs of other countries, but we cannot fail
to state our attitude toward the fact that a campaign is being
conducted against progressive forces in some countries under
the spurious slogans of anti-Communism. Since there recently
have been statements in the United Arab Republic against the
ideas of Communism and accusations were leveled at Communists,
I, as a Communist, consider it necessary to declare at the Con
gress of our Communist Party that it is wrong to accuse Commun
ists of helping to weaken or divide national efforts in the
struggle against imperialism....
The struggle against Communist and other progressive parties
is a reactionary undertaking. An anti-Communist policy does not
unite national forces, it divides them and consequently weakens
the efforts of the whole nation in defending its interests against
imperialism....It is...naive to equate Communism and Zionism....
We do not conceal the fact that we and some of the leaders of
the United Arab Republic have divergent views in the sphere of
ideology....The differences in ideological views should not impede
the development of friendly relations between our two countries and
the cause of .joint struggle against imperialism [my emphasis].64

63. K. Ivanov, "The Situation in the Middle East," International
Affairs no. 1 (January 1959): 80.
64. Gruliow, Current Soviet Policies, 3: 59-60; Pravda and Izvestia, January 28, 1959, cited in CDSP, vol. 11, no. 4, p. 21; Mizan Ap
pendix A 1 (February 1959): 2-3; Khrushchev's speech was discussed by
Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, pp. 103-04, even though in the discussion
he confused parts of an exchange of letters with the speech.
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Khrushchev's speech exhibited his supreme pragmatism in relations with
the UAR.

He was careful not to mention ^-Abd al-N&sir by name.

Such

care was motivated by the as yet undetermined outcome of the struggle in
Iraq between Qassem and the communists on the one hand and the N3sirist
elements on the other.

In the party congress, other minor officials dis

cussed UAR anti-communism but with an emphasis on its adverse impact on
the anti-imperialist struggle.
The UAR response was immediate.

It was given by Heikal who sum

marized the speech and categorized it as a reproach.

He too recognized

that ideological differences did exist and could not be denied.

Such dif

ferences—including those expressed in the imprisonment of local communists
—were frankly admitted by '-Abd al-Nasir and openly accepted by Khrushchev
as an internal matter.

Heikal continued by explaining the Bandung Princi

ples, the basis of UAR-Soviet friendship, as endorsed by the Soviet Union.
These principles guaranteed each people the freedom to choose the social
system which suited its particular condition.

They also called for peace

ful coexistence between states of differing social systems and committed
all states to abstain from interfering in the internal affairs of other
states.

Heikal then reiterated familiar statements regarding the nature

of the UAR's anti-communism:
The accusations made in Cairo were not made against communism
as an ideology ncr against communists everywhere....
If we feel that communism as an ideology does not suit our
milieu and our conditions, that does not mean that we do not
still believe in the possibility of peaceful coexistence between
different ideologies.
Our accusations are directed against members of one communist
party that are active in our country, the Syrian communists who
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are our citizens.... They are taking a direction which is at
variance with what we believe to be our national interest. Can
we then be silent? Who else would or should object?
Our people has affection and respect for the Soviet Union,
but we also reject communism as an ideology and believe, in
stead, in our Arab nationalism and positive neutralism.
Some may wonder if we should leave, unanswered, Khrushchev's
reproaches. The answer is no. We are not a wealthy nation.
Our wealth is our self-esteem, our independent personality for
which integrity we have struggled. The gravest error we can
commit is to remain silent when we feel that cur integrity is
impugned or our independent personality is trampled upon.65
Immediately after this well thought out rebuff to Khrushchev's re
marks, Heikal turned his attention to the events in Iraq.

He called upon

QSssem to resist the temptations of the "devil"—presumably communism—
who was trying to exploit him.

He also accused Iraqi communists of collu

sion with imperialists because both opposed Arab unity.

He concluded with

an exhortation to Q&ssem to crush Iraqi communists.
Within a very short time, the Soviets also felt compelled to ans
wer Heikal for what seemed to be in reality a reasonable and polite rebuff
to Khrushchev's remarks.

They maintained that the Arab peopl

as a whole

and the course of life itself would determine the suitability of communism.
Soviet journalists also wrote that, for a person who opposed interference
in the internal affairs of other states, Heikal by his articles was inter
fering in the internal affairs of Iraq.

They were particularly appalled

by the accusation of collusion between communism and imperialism; as one
Russian author asserted, only a person who had lost all sense of shame
could make such an assertion.

65.
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man intoxicated by his own unfounded sense of self-importance.

Heikal,

he wrote, spoke only for himself:
Haikal dwells at length on ideological differences, obviously
trying to inflate and magnify their importance in the relations
between the two countries [the UAR and USSR].
Although Haikal constantly used the pronoun "we" in his ar
ticles in an attempt to create an impression that he speaks for
the government of the United Arab Republic, his opinion is the
opinion of one individual. al-Ahram, which is edited by Haikal,
is not the organ of the government or of the National Union [sic].
In writing his slanderous articles, Haikal merely carries out as
signments of those U.S. circles which are trying to shove the
Arab peoples back under the yoke of colonialism.... Haikal's
longstanding ties with certain American circles are well known
not only in Cairo but beyond it as well. It is sufficient to
say that he learned the journalist's profession at the American
University in Cairo, learning not only how to write but also in
whose interests to write.66
It was very significant that the Soviets attacked Heikal and dis
sociated him from the UAR government.

In this mannner they allowed '-Abd

al-Nasir and his government to save face and thereby to continue the prag
matic and mutually beneficial relations between the UAR and the Soviet
Union.

Other articles in the Soviet press reiterated Khrushchev's warn

ings that the crises between the UAR and Iraq and the UAR and the Soviet
Union were artificially created by colonialist circles which "are highly
interested not only in splitting the Arab states and undermining Arab
unity but also in driving a wedge between the Arab countries and the
Soviet Union thereby isolating them and depriving them of support.
This was construed by ^-Abd al-Nasir as a conciliatory approach to which

66. Pravda, February 19, 1959, cited in CDSP, vol. 11, nos. 6-7,
pp. 26-27; Mizan 1 (March 1959): 8.
67.
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he responded in kind. In a speech in Cairo, he reiterated his fierce
independence by declaring that the UAR would not accept orders from London,
Washington, Paris, or Moscow.

He revealed an exchange of letters with

Khrushchev in which the Soviet leader reassured ^-Abd al-NHsir that the
issue of communism in the UAR was an internal one in which the Soviet
Union did not wish to interfere.

VAbd al-Nasir, while publicly restating

ideological differences, also emphasized that
We, in our relations with the Soviet Union, have always ap
preciated and have been grateful for Soviet support in all our
battles with colonialism. We are similarly grateful and appre
ciative for Soviet aid in building up our economy and our indus
trialization. More significantly, we are especially grateful for
Soviet meaningful and successful efforts in foiling the economic
boycott imposed on us and economic war launched against us....
Every state has its own social system and ideology.... We
have always discussed this openly and candidly with Mr. Khrush
chev so as to deny the opportunity, for those who fish in mud
died water, to disrupt our relations with the Soviet Union.68
Khrushchev acknowledged the Egyptian's signal and expressed satisfac
tion with it:
It was a pleasure for me to read the speech President Nasser
made in Cairo a few days ago, in which he said firmly and force
fully that the hopes of the imperialist powers that there will be
a cooling and then a disruption of the friendly relations between
the United Arab Republic and the Soviet Union do not stand on
solid ground. President Nasser declared that those hopes would
not be realized, that it would be the policy of the United Arab
Republic to strengthen our friendly ties. We are quite satis
fied with this statement and say in turn that we also adhere to
this policy.69

p. 14.

68.
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With these two conciliatory statements the strained atmosphere between
the two states could have been replaced by one of cordiality but for the
bloody events in Iraq.

The Shaww£f Revolt
It has been indicated above that the UAR viewed events in Iraq
with increasing anxiety.

The Iraqi government, under the leadership of

Bragadier General ^-Abd al-Karim Qassem, gradually removed those elements»
in the original coalition which had successfully overthrown the monarchy>
that had supported an undefined link with the UAR.
ist figures were ejected from their positions.

By February all union

What was left was a mot

ley coalition of the National Democratic Party, the Kurdish Democratic
Party, and the communists, of which the last was the strongest and most
influential element.

Communists infiltrated many important organizations.

As they grew stronger they demanded the purge of disloyal officers such
as the commander of the Mosul garrison, Colonel ^-Abd al-Wahab Shawwaf,
known for his strong support of unity with the UAR.
staged provocative demonstrations in his city.

Communist elements

Their activities height

ened his anxiety over the drift of the Iraqi revolution and he decided to
act.

On March 7, 1959 he declared the Baghdad government illegal and

called for a new Revolutionary Command Council.
and savagely suppressed.

The revolt was cruelly

The UAR helplessly watched barbaric atrocities

committed against nationalist elements.

Heikal later attempted to under

stand the extraordinary violence and to generalize about the manner in
which the revolt was suppressed:
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There is something in the Iraqi nature that leads to vio
lence. Iraq has always been a border state between civiliza
tions and a place where empires collided and armies clashed.
Violence has become ingrained in the Iraqi character and in
Kirkuk it was given full reign.70
The reaction of the UAR government was swift.

Communists and their

sympathizers were again rounded up in a nationwide dragnet.

Propaganda

organs launched the most intensive campaign against communism, communists,
and their defender, the Soviet Union.
The culprits in the abortive revolt were seen by the Soviet media
to have been the United States, its agents, and collaborators among reac
tionary elements in Iraq.^

The view of the UAR was obviously radically
A

different.

It viewed the martyred Shawwaf as a national hero, while his

murderers were the
communists who are fighting you today...are foreign agents who
do not believe in the liberation of their countries but who
work for aliens....
We consider these communists as lackeys. The Syrian Communist.
Party did not work for nor was it inspired by Syria's interests
but did work and was instructed to work by foreign communist
parties. These are the communists you have sheltered and
nourished. They have no free will because they are foreign agents
who want to enslave their country and other Arab countries to
foreign domination. Communist terror in Baghdad against Arab
nationalism and against the leaders of the UAR will strengthen
our determination to struggle to protect our Arab nation.72
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The very next day, ^-Abd al-N&sir renewed his hostile attack on Iraqi com
munists and widened it to include Qassem, whom he equated, in his objec
tives and oppressive methods, with Nuri al-S&'-id.

He rejected Pravda's

claim that the Shawwaf revolt in Mosul was Western-inspired.
The revolt erupted against the rule of terror in Iraq,
against communist terror, against oppression in Iraq, against
the persecution of freedom-loving people....
The Disuniter of Iraq [Qassem in Arabic means divider or
disuniter and is a catchy, pejorative phrase] thinks that after
he disunites Iraq into confessions and regions, he will do the
same for the Arab nation to make it more conducive to the growth
and spread of communism.73
The following day he intensified his denunciation of communism and commun
ists, but he significantly refrained from any mention of the Soviet Union.
He recounted the treacherous history of Syrian communists before, during,
and after the formation of the UAR.
When their leader [Khaled Bakdash] returned to your city
thinking the fruit of disunity was ripe, they were shocked by
the awareness of the Arab people and their determination to de
fend their nationalism, indeed to defend their religion, their
faith rejecting atheism and communism. So they went to Baghdad
where the rulers of Iraq gave them sanction to work against your
republic, foolishly-believing in their ability to create a Com
munist Fertile Crescent....
It was not a matter of differences over ideology, but it was
black and red vindictive rancour....
We tried every way to achieve the unity of Arab ranks, but
communist plots foiled us. The communists had their plans to
dominate Syria. When they failed they ran to Iraq and trans
formed it into a communist country and from it they tried to
expand into the rest of the Arab states from which they sought
to form a Communist Fertile Crescent....
They claim to be democratic.... Now you see democracy in
Iraq: closing and burning of offices of the press, killing

73.
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women and innocent children.
stood by communism.

You see how democracy is under

These speeches were supplemented by organized political and reli
gious demonstrations in which Arab communists, Q&ssem, and the Soviet
Union were castigated as anti-national and anti-Muslim.

On March 15,

^•Abd al-N&sir pressed his attacks on Egyptian, Syrian, and Iraqi commun
ists.

He revealed attempts by Egyptian communists to recruit him into

the party, attempts which failed because of his belief in the eternal
mission of Arab nationalism and his inability to believe in atheism and
lackeyism, the two primary communist attributes.

Even after the success

of the coup in Egypt, *>Abd al-Nasir continued, they persisted in their
attempts to dominate the revolution and exploit it for their own ends.
They failed because the overwhelming majority of the Egyptian people re
fused to submit to a negligible minority.

They wanted to establish a dic

tatorship based on bloodbaths under the guise of a false democracy.

Egyp

tian communists were defeated . Later joined by Syrian communists, they
fled to Iraq where they exploited a leader who was burdened by his in
feriority complex, his envy, his hatred, and his realization of his in
significant role in launching the Iraqi revolution.

'•Abd al-N&sir de

scribed the character of these communists and the situation in Iraq:
We all know that communists are first-class opportunists.
They are pursuing opportunities to dominate Iraq. They declared
false slogans that were undemocratic. Where is democracy in
Iraq today? It is the democracy of terror, of gallows, of Kan
garoo courts and of murder. They liquidate all who do not obey
their demands.

Ibid., 2: 359-61.
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This is their version of democracy, the most extreme kind
of dictatorship based on terror, communist terror dictatorship
which was proclaimed in Baghdad and punishes anyone who defends
his nationalism with death and extinction.75

Propaganda War
In responding to these words and deeds, Nikita Khrushchev exacer
bated the already strained relations by mentioning *-Abd al-N^sir by name.
He could not. or pretended not to be able to, understand the crisis be
tween Iraq and the UAR, especially in view of the latter's initially en
thusiastic support for the former.

"But gradually Mr. Nasser's attitude

toward the Iraqi revolution began to change.
comprehension."^

Why this happened is beyond

The Soviet leader continued his speech to the Iraqi

delegation by describing Iraqi measures as progressive and as serving
the interests of the people.

He then proceeded:

What, then, can explain the change in President Nasser's po
sition? His delusion- regarding unification of the Iraqi Repub
lic with the United Arab Republic has evidently had an effect
here. President Nasser insists on joining the Iraqi Republic
to the United Arab Republic....
Of course, the question of union of states must be decided
by the peoples of the countries concerned....
The unification of several states is a complex matter.
Wisdom and patience must be displayed in such matters. If
hasty action is taken, this can only lead to undesirable conse
quences....
I must admit that all of us are grieved by President Nasser's
recent statements in Damascus. When speaking of Communism and
Communists he armed himself with the language of the imperialists.

75.
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Attacks on Communism are nothing new. What Mr. Nasser said
about Communism was said long ago by the reactionaries of various
countries. Mr. Nasser has not yet used all the weapons in the
arsenal of the enemies of Communism....
Communists are said to be agents of foreign states. But
let me ask: Of what country are Communists of the Soviet Union
agents?...
Many of those who once attacked Communism have long been re
pudiated by the people and are now forgotten. If they are some
times remembered, it is only as reactionary figures who brought
unhappiness to their people. Therefore I am sure that President
Nasser will gain no laurels by playing the thankless role of
fighter against Communism, although it may for a time bring him
into favor with certain circles in the imperialist s t a t e s . "
In the same speech, Khrushchev elaborated his views on Arab nationalism
and the Arab drive for unity.

The unity he endorsed was that of purpose,

unity against the common foe of colonialism:
The further development of the Arab states and their struggle
for complete liberation from colonial dependence and for streng
thening of their economies demand the consolidation of Arab soli
darity and the rallying of the peoples of the Arab countries
against the imperialists' intrigues. We hope that common sense
will prevail and that every effort will be made to resolve this
conflict and to prevent the imperialists from using it in their
own interests.78
Even common interest, the basis of Arab nationalism, was really only a
temporary common interest in the struggle against colonialism:
They say that Arab nationalism supposedly stands above the
interests of individual states or the interests of various seg
ments of the population of the Arab countries. There is no
doubt that the majority of Arabs have a common interest in the
struggle against the colonialist yoke. But after a country has
freed itself of foreign rule, the interests of the people can
not be ignored. After all, the interests of all Arabs cannot
coincide. Therefore attempts to use nationalism to ignore the

77.
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interests of individual segments, of the population, the
interests of the working people, are unfounded.79
After discharging his obligations as the supreme communist, Khrushchev
never lost sight of his responsibilities as the ruler of a nation-state
with interests that were not necessarily sanctioned by ideological purity.
Hence he revealed his well developed sense of pragmatism by anticipating
no change in the relations between the two states:
You may ask: What will relations between the Soviet Union
and the United Arab Republic be now? I think thsy will be the
same as before. After all, when we built up friendly relations
with the UAR, we were aware of President Nasir's anti-Communist
views. True, we thought that more tolerance and more attention
to the people's democratic demands would be shown in the course
of the national liberation struggle which requires the unity of
all anti-imperialist forces. Unfortunately, measures are being
taken instead to suppresss freedom-loving aspirations not only
in the United Arab Republic but even in other countries.80
President "-Abd al-N&sir responded immediately and officially.

His

office issued a statement which emphasized the UAR's esteem for Soviet
friendship but deplored its support of Arab communists as an affront to
Arab consensus.

He also rejected accusations regarding the forceful in

clusion of Iraq in the United Arab Republic.

'-Abd al-Nasir further re

iterated that his attacks on communism reflected Arab fears of a new type
8X
of colonialism.

UAR commentators saw this speech as a milestone on the

road of Soviet-Arab relations which signified an effort to take over the
Middle East through withdrawing support for non-alignment and backing the

79. Ibid.; the same views on Arab unity and Arab nationalism
were also expressed by Y. Zvyagin, "The Mosul Plot," New Times no. 12
(March 1959): 10.
80. Ibid.; Khrushchev speech of March 16, 1959 may also be found
in Mizan Appendix 1 (April 1959): 1-6.
81.
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communist "menace" in the area.

82

Other commentaries continued to

disparage the Iraqi ruling coalition and its activities by describing
suppression of nationalists as massacres that were for the benefit of
international communism.

They called Baghdad the communist capital of the

Middle East whose doors were open even to Israeli communists, the primary
83
protagonists of Zionism.

Izvestia retorted by accusing the UAR media and

^Abd al-Nasir of willfully ignoring Khrushchev's regrets for the worsening
of Soviet-UAR relations and his concern for the impact of the UAH-Iraqi
dispute on the outcome of the national liberation struggle of the Arab
peoples, even though such concern was expressed by some circles of the
Arab public.^
^Abd al-Nasir's real answer to Khrushchev's speech of March 16, 1959
came, however, in hard-hitting speeches delivered on March 20 and March 21
and in pointed remarks made during an interview with an Indian correspondent.
In these statements he synthesized his views on Egypt's, and later the UAR's,
struggle for complete independence from both West and East and unequivocably
announced his opposition to communism and its designs:
Today, brothers, having successfully fought the battle with
imperialism and its collaborators, we are now faced with a new
struggle with subservience and communism....
No power in the world will ever again place us in a sphere of
influence.... If a tiny group of separatists in our Arab homeland
have made themselves agents for foreigners, and if a handful of
persons in this nation claim communism and advocate subservience,
we view such persons as alien to their homeland, its independence
and its freedom.
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Brethren, under no circumstances would we allow such a group
to work among us for a foreign power or for a foreign communist
party. We cannot possibly accept the defense of this group by
Premier of a foreign power, namely, Soviet Russia. We cannot ac
cept this protection, because we fought so that we can eliminate
foreign protection and capitulatory privileges. If Khrushchev
defends a minority of our countrymen who have drifted away from
the unanimous will of our homeland, and justifies his defense in
the name of communism, we say to him that we do not accept this
defense for we consider it as interference in our internal af
fairs. We have not interfered in the internal affairs of the
Soviet Union or supported one group of Russians against another....
If a communist party were established in this country, it
would crush our freedom and make us subservient to world commun
ist parties. We do not accept such domination....
If reactionary parties which depend on imperialism, and if
communist parties that depend on communism, were established,
efforts will be directed against patriotism and nationalism.
Patriots and nationalists will face a battle against reactionary
imperialism and, later, will face another battle against world
communism. If reactionary imperialism should triumph, it would
establish a reactionary dictatorship in order to suppress all
nationalist elements so as to establish a state dominated by im
perialist collaborators. If a communist state is established,
the communists will crush or, as they say, liquidate all nation
alist elements until they get rid of all of them. They will then
establish a real and terroristic dictatorship that is subservient
to international communism. This is something we do not want....
As for our friendship, we answer friendship with friendship;
and to hostility we respond in kind.... Having attained our free
dom and independence we shall never sell it, not for millions and
millions of pounds, dollars, or rubles.... 5
In a follow-up speech on the same day, he turned his attention to
Iraq where he accused the Iraqi communists of conspiring with imperialist
86

collaborators to retain Iraq in the Baghdad Pact.

But his most signi

ficant utterance dealt with the role of the Soviet Union in the Suez War:

85.
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We were, from October 29 to November 6, for nine days, fight
ing Israel, Britain, and France, we depended on God only, and then,
on ourselves. No state stood by us. We had no prior agreement
with the Soviet Union.... I repeat, we were alone. Without our
hot-headedness and devotion our homeland would have been turned
to rocket bases directed against the Soviet Union, against the
socialist and communist worlds. On November 6, the same day as
that of the cease-fire, the Russians issued their ultimatum.
For nine days we fought alone, aided by the Almighty and the
will of our people.... We had not a hint of external aid, not
even from the Soviet Union....87
These themes were continuously repeated in other speeches.

What

^-Abd al-Nasir did not say was expressed by UAR newspapers and radio.

Un

doubtedly, there was concern over worsening relations with the Soviet
Union; but the blame for it was laid squarely at Russia's doors:
Moscow is blaming the West for the tension between the UAR
and the Soviet Union. This is not true, even though the West
unsuccessfully attempted to drive a wedge between the two states.
The blame for the undesirable state of tension between us lies
at Moscow's doors for abandoning and violating the principles
upon which UAR-Soviet friendship was based. Moscow interfered
in our internal affairs when it supported agents of international
communism against the will of the nation. Ironically, it suc
ceeded in interrupting good relations between the UAR and the
Soviet Union when all the efforts of imperialism and colonialism
failed.88
The Soviet Union was apparently sharply stung by ^-Abd al-N&sir's
devaluation—indeed, his denial—of the Soviet role during the Suez War.
This can be surmised from an article in Pravda by a very high-ranking of
ficial of the CPSU, traditionally referred to as "Observer."

The author

lamented the fact that:
Leading figures of the Arab peoples, in the first place
Gamal Abd al-Nasser, President of the United Arab Republic,
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have repeatedly noted and highly estimated the great importance
of the support rendered by the peace-loving countries, and es
pecially Soviet help, in the Arabs' struggle for independence
and in the Egyptian people's rebuff to imperialist aggression....
The Soviet people, who feel a deep sympathy for the Arabs'
heroic struggle, have repeatedly expressed their respect for
the leaders of the UAR and personally for President Nasser who
headed this struggle. All the greater, then, is the surprise
with which the Soviet people learn that in a number of recent
public utterances he presents a picture of the USSR's position
on the liberation struggle of the Arabs and the Anglo-FrenchIsraeli intervention against Egypt that seriously contradicts
well-known historical facts and previous statements of the UAR
President himself....
It is difficult to understand why Mr. Nasser changed his own
opinion of the role of the Soviet Union in stopping the aggres
sion against Egypt, a role that is well known outside as well as
within the Near East. Even the American Associated Press news
service, which surely cannot be suspected of sympathy for the
Soviet Union, recalled that Britain and France decided on a
cease-fire on November 7, 1956 after the well-known warning by
the USSR. "This is the first time," the news service points
out, "that President Nasser has commented with underestimation
on Soviet help during the crisis."89
Addressing himself to the unfriendly remarks about Iraq, he found them
ironical as they appeared to be similar to the statements made by Western
sources about the UAR.

"Observer" then seemed to excuse UAR media at

tacks on the Soviet Union and its allies since they originated in publi
cations edited by persons closely connected with the West.
President kAbd al-Nasir took the first opportunity to answer
Pravda.

On March 30, 1959, in a speech to the armed forces, he acknow

ledged Soviet moral support along with that of many other states, but he
challenged communist newspapers to produce a single shred of evidence of
material support or even of an offer of material support from the Soviet

89.
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Union.

The Egyptian leader discussed his attempts to compartmentalize

the Soviet Union and communist activities, but he was foiled by Khrush
chev's intervention on behalf of Arab communists.

He mocked Soviet grief

for democracy by challening the Soviet Union to apply it within its own
91
borders.

iv
Abd al-N&sir objected in principle to Soviet asylum for Arab

communists, where they conducted anti-UAR subversive activities, and won
dered "that had I done the same thing for Bulganin, Shepilov, or Zhukov
92
what would have been the feelings of Moscow to such an attitude?"

,
^Abd

al-Nasir insisted that the struggle against communists and the Soviet
Union was imposed on him.

He both privately and publicly approached So

viet leaders and asked them to refrain from supporting Arab communists.
He tried to make it absolutely clear that his quarrels with local commun
ists did not express, nor should they be considered to express hosility
toward the Soviet Union.

He was assured that Soviet leaders would accede

to his wishes, but events in Syria and Iraq proved otherwise.

^-Abd al-

N&sir revealed that he had agreed to the speedy merger of Syria and Egypt
only to preempt a communist conspiracy to take over Syria.

Then, having

deeply penetrated the power structure, Iraqi communists were well on their
way to dominating it totally.

He also claimed that he had absolute proof

of their plan to seize power in Iraq completely and then to use the coun
try as a base from which to expand into Syria and later to
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Fertile Crescent.

Under such conditions he could not but alert Arab

93
nationalist to the impending danger to the Arab nation.
In his role as a political analyst, a deliberate scholar, and an
unofficial yet more disciplined voice of the Egyptian government, Muhammad
Husanain Heikal calmly discoursed on the conflict between the UAR on the one
A

hand, Qassem and the Soviet Union on the other.

He recalled how Iraq had

deviated from the mainstream of Arab thinking in 1955 by joining the Baghdad
Pact.

He found in Q3ssem's dependence on the communists and their consequent

overwhelming influence a similar deviation from the Arab mainstream.

As for

Khrushchev, he assigned to him a role similar to that of John Foster Dulles,
who "could not accept neutrality of the Middle East, now Khrushchev could
not accept it, either.
dominant power.
94
it is a loss."

Both, though at different times, wished to become the

In the past, neutrality was a gain for the Soviet Union; now
Heikal could perfectly understand that the Soviet Union

wished, as would any other power, to extend its influence by whatever means
it could muster.

Soviet history was replete with examples:

Pact, the Yalta Conference, etc.

the Nazi-Soviet

The Soviet Union supported Egypt's struggle

because it fought the Baghdad Pact, the Western instrument for completing the
encirclement of the Soviet Union with bases from which atomic bombs could be
dropped on the Soviet homeland.

Egypt was also calling for and adopting posi

tive neutrality in an area which was a Western preserve.

Every victory for

Egypt was a defeat for the West, and it was also a victory for the Soviet
95
TT 4
Union.
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Throughout April of 1959, the energetic anti-Soviet and anticommunist verbal campaign continued.

It concentrated on the familiar

themes discussed above and on other disparaging articles that denounced
the Chinese occupation of Tibet.

Some writers, praising Pasternak, made

an oblique condemnation of the Soviet suppression of freedom of expres
sion.^

One particular news item which exploited the extreme sensitivity

of Arab nationalists to separatist movements within the Arab homeland was
particularly indicative of the diabolical skill, if not the veracity, of
the UAR propaganda machine.

The article accused the Soviet Union of

transporting armed Soviet Kurds to Iraq by way of the Suez Canal to join
97
Iraqi Kurds in massacring Arab nationalists.

Izvestia indignantly ans

wered this accusation by a counter-accusation of forgery and spreading
lies.

It pointedly reminded al-Ahram that some of the ships mentioned by

it were transporting and unloading badly needed economic aid such as
98
machinery and oil products.
In the middle of the heated exchanges between the Soviet Union
and the UAR, Khrushchev chose to answer privately '•Abd al-Nasir's accu
sations.

In a very long letter he took issue with those statements that

were particularly offensive to the Soviet Union.
anger, he declared that

More in sorrow than in

UAR-Soviet relations had been shadowed by dark

99
cloud but that it was "in no way due to any initiative of ours."
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the claim that Egypt stood alone during the Suez War, Khrushchev ans
wered:
Here, Mr. President, you have taken the path of denying ab
solutely the obvious truths.
It is common knowledge that the Soviet Union from the very
first day of the Suez crisis resolutely and consistently came
to the aid of Egypt's legitimate rights by giving her large
scale support. After the armed attack on Egypt by Britain,
France, and Israel, the Soviet government took such steps which
played far from the last role in forcing the aggressors to
leave Egyptian soil.
Did anyone entertain any doubts that had the forces which
unleashed the armed aggression against Egypt, ignored the cate
gorical warning by the Soviet Union and not stopped hostilities,
the Soviet Union would have used more efficient means of curb
ing the aggressors?100
To the charge of interfering in the internal affairs of other states,
Khrushchev countered that *-Abd al-N&sir was himself intent on such a
course and that Khrushchev advised tolerance and restraint.

The Soviet

leader was particularly sensitive to *-Abd al-N^sir's declaration that
UAR friendship and independence was not for sale for rubles, dollars,
or pounds, to which Khrushchev retorted:
I would like just to ask you this: is it possible that
Soviet rubles compromise somebody in the United Arab Repub
lic?
It is well known that the Soviet Union has never imposed
and does not impose aid upon anybody.... If you are of the
opinion that the aid which we agreed to give, at your request,
to the United Arab Republic is a burden to you, if you want to
get rid of rubles which we have given under the existing agree
ments, you are free to refuse them.
You may rest assued that this will in no way offend us....
We do not wish to be obtrusive in giving aid to countries
which do not need it and vilify us instead of being grateful

100.
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and set the people against the Soviet country that gives dis
interested aid.
And does not the present situation, when a campaign is go
ing on in the United Arab Republic against the Soviet Union,
and consequently against the Soviet people, give rise to com
plications for discharging our obligations under the agreement
for the constructions of the Aswan Dam?101
Khrushchev was quick to point out that this was not a threat.

The

complications he feared were connected with the anxiety of the Soviet peo
ple for Soviet citizens working in a hostile surrounding.

^-Abd al-Nfisir's

reply was direct and to the point; it was even, at times, abusive.

He

disagreed with Khrushchev's whole approach:
I cannot conceal from you that I was so surprised by the con
tents of your letter that when I read some of the paragraphs I
felt I was reading an article in one of the Western newspapers
where the facts deviate from their origin, when the gaps between
the events are filled with fancies, and when facts fail the
writers, they resort to imagination.102
He maintained his assertion that he and his people were alone on the bat
tlefield in Sinai and Port Sa'-fd, even though he would not underestimate
the value of the Soviet ultimata.

That acknowledgement was an indirect

reversal of his most recent statements and a return to an earlier posture
of gratitude.

He did, however, remind Khrushchev of the Quwwalti story

and emphasized that the timing of the ultimata would have been disastrous
if it had not been for the gallant and determined resistance of the Egyptian
people.

kAbd al-N&sir then returned to his problems with Arab communists

who, with Soviet support, were working against Arab nationalism.

His hos

tility to such endeavors had incurred Soviet displeasure—much to his

101.
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regret.

He ended his letter with a profession of friendship and hoped that

the Soviet Union would reciprocate such friendship by not supporting the
hostile activities of Arab communists.
With this exchange of letters, the direct involvement of the two
leaders in the war of words between the UAR and the Soviet Union came to an
end.

The UAR's basic objective in these acrimonious verbal attacks on Arab

communists, and on the Soviet Union when it came to their defense, was the
best manifestation of compartmentalization.

It sought to secure an equal

relationship with the Soviet Union on the basis of accepted international
norms that govern relations between nation-states.
The withdrawal of Khrushchev and ("Abd al-Nasir from direct parti
cipation in the propaganda contest did not, however, signify its end.

It

continued at a lower level and reduced intensity while UAR-Soviet relations
a

remained cool.

Notable examples of Soviet displeasure with fAbd al-Nasir

may be surmised from the absence of his name from the annual greetings and
slogans of the May Day celebrations in the Soviet Union and from veiled
insinuations.

Soviet media avoided mentioning the UAR president by name,

but the reference was unmistakable.

However, they shifted emphasis to

^Abd al-Nasir's associates, such as Sadat, Shafe^i, and others as heroes of
their people during the struggle for independence but who later became
exhausted and irrelevant when faced with the more complex tasks of building
a nation.

These leaders had become paranoid, attributing their failures to

!L03
imaginary conspiracies.

A

The change of Soviet posture toward ''Abd al-Nasir

103. K. Ivanov, "Cross-Roads in the Middle East," International
Affairs!no. 5 (May 1959): 29-31.
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was undoubtedly dictated by the realization that increased pressure on him
would be useless at best and at worst counter-productive.
In this interval the Soviet media returned to the time-tested tech
nique of quoting news sources from the Soviet orbit.

This new trend, however,

was disrupted by an interview with Life magazine in which ''Abd al-Nasir
returned to his theme that Arab communists coordinated their activities with
other communist parties and sought to undermine the UAR.

He maintained that

a communist Iraq would pose a threat to Syria, Jordan, Kuwait, and Saudi
Arabia. He also cautioned that difficulties with the Soviet Union did not
signify a shift in UAR foreign policy.

Indeed, he pointed out that such

difficulties were inevitable in non-aligned posture which sought the elimi104
nation of the influence of both East and West from the Arab world.
Immediately after this interview, the Soviet media returned to the
fray.

Seizing on the alleged death of an Arab communist, Faraj Allah Hilu,

in a UAR jail, they resumed reporting on the persecution of communists in
the UAR."'"^^

UAR media refrained for a while from responding.

September, their tolerance wore thin.
abuses thrown at them:

But by

They protested against a long list of

"Those who follow Radio Moscow and other media organs

106
in its orbit cannot but notice the developing anti-UAR media effort."
Pravda returned to the offensive but also compiled with the already
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established approach of disassociating the UAR information media's
A

verbal abuse from President '^Abd al-Nasir and his government.

It

attributed this abuse to
some ill-wishers in the UAR [whose efforts] to poison the friendly
atmosphere of Soviet-Arab relations look pitiful. For their foul
acts, they make use of several Cairo and Damascus press organs,
whose pages are blasted with anti-Soviet propaganda. Slanderers
on the Cairo newspapers Al-Akhbar and Akhbar El Yom, which are
known in the Arab East for their longstanding ties with reac
tionary circles in the West, are especially inventive in this.
Other Cairo newspapers such as al-Ahram and al-Gumhuria, and
also the Damascus newspapers al-Jumhour and al-Bakhda [alWahda?] have joined the anti-Soviet campaign. At the same time,
objective information on the Soviet Union, which the Arab readers
await with such great interest, has all but disappeared from these
newspapers. Anti-Communist books many years old have appeared
in the Cairo bookstores.107
This transparent attempt to absolve the UAR government from re
sponsibility for its media must have looked ridiculous.

Pravda apparently

forgot or pretended to forget that all newspapers were owned by the
National Union, the sole party sanctioned and sponsored by the government.
President ^Abd al-Nasir's enmity for Marxism-Leninism was not modified,
nor was it reduced.

As in his interviews with Life, he continued, in

other interviews with the Western press, to condemn communism and to pre
scribe means to resist it:
Communism is an ideology which can be resisted only with
another ideology. The revolution of July 23 stopped the spread of
communism in Egypt when it offered the Egyptian people an ideology
that emanated from its particular condition, principles, history,
and creative ability. The successful struggle for independence,
positive neutralism, Arab nationalism, and the creation of the
strong foundations for a Socialist Democratic Cooperative
society; all of these factors combined to stem the

107. Pravda, September 19, 1959, cited in CDSP, vol. 11, no.
38, pp. 21-22.
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spread of communism and its replacement by an ideology rooted
in our life thus completely isolating communists.-^08
In another incident, Cairo seemed painfully stung by a report from Radio
Moscow which alleged that the UAR was trying to procure arms from the
West.

Egyptian news media, particularly al-Ahram, shot back:

Our procurement of arms from the West, in addition to those
we secure from the East, is not an accusation we defend against;
it is a dear wish we ardently seek to fulfill. It is especially
painful for us to hear Radio Moscow utter the same lies and hal
lucinations used by Western media regarding the Russo-Egyptian
arms deal.
We hope the Soviet Union will soon realize that it stands to
lose the goodwill and friendship of our people for the sake of
parties that are resented, nay, hated by their countrymen.109
In the extensive anti-Communist and anti-Soviet campaign a pre
vailing "two-stage thesis" seemed unmistakably implied.

It described the

Arab struggle for independence to be begun in an anti-colonial phase to
be followed, after the defeat of colonialism, by a struggle with another
enemy, communism.
this thesis.

Soviet authors refuted the premise and conclusions of

They pointed out that colonialism was still strong and dir

ectly or indirectly exerted overwhelming influence in many parts of the
Arab world.

They reminded Arabs of the Israeli danger, American, British,

and French military bases in North Africa, and a strong British presence
in the Arabian peninsula.

To them, "the real purpose of that bogus theory

is, first, to stir up trouble between the Arab and socialist countries,
and, second, to incite the Arabs against the communists, who have consis
tently been the staunchest and most devoted fighters against colonialism.""'""'"^
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Another charge to which the Soviets were sensitive was their
atheism, their persecution of religious communities, and their suppres
sion of all faiths and especially of Islam.

Their sensitivity rested on

their fear of losing influence in the Third World where Muslims consti
tuted a significant segment.

To defend against such a charge, they de

signated a Soviet Muslim, Rauf Seidov, writing in a non-Russian publica
tion, to turn the tables on the UAR by citing stories of brutal perse
cution and torture of Arab communists in UAR jails and pointedly asking
if Islam justified such torture.

He categorically denied Soviet perse

cution of Islam."'""'''''
The president of the UAR showed proof of his determination to re
tain his independence by returning to the themes of a joint colonialcommunist conspiracy to suppress Arab nationalism in his commemorative
speeches in the UAR.

He declared that the will of the Arab nation would

crush colonial lackeys and communist agents and that the Arab nation
would emerge victorious.
One of the Soviet proxies in these vociferous and abusive ex
changes was Bulgaria.

In January of 1960 Radio Sofia suddenly and in

explicably began broadcasting and rebroadcasting the death in prison of
Brigadier General Yusuf Mansdr Siddlq, an Egyptian communist and a former
member of the Revolutionary Command Council.

111.

Mizan 2 (January 1960):

Bulgarian authorities must
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have looked ludicrous and felt acutely embarrassed when the same gentle
man was resurrected, presenting himself at the Bulgarian Embassy in Cairo.
Bulgaria was also guilty of harassing UAR students, some of whom were al
legedly beaten.

These and other Bulgarian activities solicited a sharp

response:
The unmitigated lies spewed by Radio Sofia could not have
been broadcast without government sactions. Then why?
Some say Sofia is the guiding and controlling center of the
Middle East communist parties. The failure of these parties
meant a failure for Sofia. It therefore decided to vent its
frustrations on the UAR, the center of nationalist activities.
a

/v

Others say Sofia is the place of refuge for Khaled Bakdash,
the communist who dreamt of leading the Arab East into communism.
Instead, he only succeeded in leading himself to Sofia, a refugee
and a renegade....113
By the beginning of 1960, having realized earlier the wisdom of
sparing *>Abd al-N&sir their abuse, the Soviet media came to realize that
they were no match for the potent propaganda machine of the UAR in the!
Arab world.

This was the only explanation for the gradual Soviet with

drawal, if not precipitous retreat, from the verbal confrontation.

This

was amply manifest in the appearance of articles relegating ideological
114
differences and their resolution to history.

A month later Khrushchev

himself declared the quarrel at an end and regretted it as a mistake and
a waste of time.

Others returned to the emphasis on progress achieved in

the UAR—with and due to Soviet aid, of course.

Another, more authorita

tive dissertation on the practical benefits of cooperation between the
UAR and the Soviet Union was penned by Academician Ye. Zhukov:

113.
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The political and ideological differences between the UAR...
and the socialist states do not prevent these states from acting
in the international area together with the Soviet Union and the
other socialist states in defense of peace, for total and gen
eral disarmament, against aggressive bines, for the banning of
nuclear weapons and the elimination of military bases on others'
territories.115
The UAR for its part responded favorably and reemphasized the prac
tical aspects of its Soviet connection.

President '•Abd al-N^sir and the

UAR media took note of the faithfulness with which the Soviet Union car
ried out its obligations in spite of the strained relations between the
two states.

The UAR president used the opening of a new textile factory

to express his gratitude:
1

and today we open the first factory, the first fruit of UARSoviet technical assistance agreement.... I take this oppor
tunity to thank the Soviet Union for its assistance in the de
velopment of our economy and for its scrupulous implementation
of the economic aid agreements in spite of the known and obvious
differences over social ideologies and the consequent strained
relations between us. The Soviet Union never threatened to sev
er economic ties or denigrated us because of our need for devel
opmental assistance. By this noble sentiment and wise policy,
the Soviet Union earned our esteem.
We consider the friendship which binds our two peoples is
strong and will not be affected by the different ideological
outlooks or political principles....H^
With this highly pragmatic attitude on both sides, the acrimonious, abu
sive, almost venomous verbal exchanges between the UAR and the Soviet
Union were suspended, but not altogether terminated.
The war of words between the two states which almost wrecked
their marriage of necessity and convenience was undoubtedly instructive
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for each of the enigmatic antagonists.

For the Soviet Union, *-Abd al-N&sir
•

proved to be an incurable anti-communist who would not hesitate to risk
everything in his pursuit of true and unfettered independence.

The Soviet

Union, if it sought to retain any influence in the Arab world, had to deal
with the. Egyptian leader on his terms.

For the UAR, the conflict with the

Soviet Union reinforced its original concept of the Soviet state as a great
power which sought influence in the Arab world through whatever means
available to it.

In the UAR view, the Soviet Union had established direct

contact with Q&ssem, "and had found in him someone who appeared to be an
alternative to Nasser.

Perhaps he would even prove to be Nasser's superior,

for he seemed to be relying heavily on the Communists.""^''

Soviet Economic Aid
As has been noted above, the Soviet-UAR and communist-UAR quarrel
had no impact on the economic cooperation between the two states.

Para

doxically, it was in this period that the Soviet Union combined its faith
ful discharge of obligations incurred under previous agreements with new,
more expensive, and economically more burdensome obligations, the best
example of which was the commitment to aid the UAR in the construction
of the Aswan High Dam. Trade volume between the two states expanded both

118
in overall value and in the variety of commodities exchanged.

Economic
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assistance from Soviet bloc countries, excluding the Soviet Union, also
increased.

The Soviet Union began deliveries for projects specified in

the January 28, 1958 Agreement on Economic and Technical Cooperation, most
important of which were educational and technical centers for up to 4,000
trainees.

In addition, the Soviets presented to the UAH, free of charge,

the complete equipment for a machine tractor station.

The overall Soviet

participation in the industrialization plan was certainly impressive.

The

Soviet Union was directly involved in "more than 100 projects including
six iron and steel, six machine-building installations, 20 oil and chemical
industry enterprises including a coal-tar chemicals plant, two pharmaceu
tical plants and a nitrogenous fertilizer plant; three enterprises for
119
food and textile industries; a shipyard; and irrigation systems."

The

fact that aid was not interrupted—indeed, was not even obliquely threat
ened by the vehement disagreements between the two states—did not go un
noticed either by President ^-Abd al-Nasir or the UAR media.

al-Ahram

commented that "cooperation between the UAR and the Soviet Union continues
in spite of the crisis over the situation in Iraq and President '-Abd al-

120
N&sir's attacks on communism and communists."
It was also in this period of tension that economic and cultural
relations with the United States were resumed.

In the beginning of the

crisis, the U.S. knew of difficulties with the Soviet Union and offered
aid to Egypt.

President ^-Abd al-N&sir requested grain and within twenty-

four hours received a favorable response.

119.
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Law 480, commonly known as the Food for Peace Program.

Soviet pub

lications reacted adversely to renewed economic ties between the UAR
and the West, particularly the U.S.

Warnings were published about the

unreliability of the West, as proven by the withdrawal of the offer to
finance the Aswan High Dam.

In contrast, Soviet faithfulness and relia

bility was emphasized with the factual proof of continued delivery of
Soviet goods provided for by aid agreements in spite of strained rela122
tions between the Soviet Union and the UAR.

Another incident involved

what was perceived as Soviet pressure on UAR students in Soviet univer
sities.

'•Abd al-N&sir requested and immediately received U.S. coopera-

123
tion in transferring 250 students to American universities.

The Aswan High Dam
Undoubtedly the most important and enduring aid project under
taken by the Soviet Union was the construction of the Aswan High Dam.
The commitment resulted from extended negotiations that began in June of
1956 and culminated in two separate agreements covering the two stages
of the construction of the dam.

Agreement on the first stage was reached

and officially signed on December 27, 1958; the second stage was announced
on August 27, 1960.

Available information on the sequence, progress, and

posture of each of the two parties at the negotiation of the first agree
ment is contradictory.
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Egypt in June of 1956, the Soviet foreign minister offered Soviet aid
124
for the construction of the dam and Egypt refused.

Khrushchev, how

ever, revealed that, when first approached by Egypt, the Soviet Union
had declined to commit itself to such a huge enterprise.

He stated that

"After preliminary approaches to our embassy people in Cairo, ^Amer, De
puty Supreme Commander of Egyptian forces, came to Moscow with a proposal that we should build the Aswan Dam.

125
At first we refused."

Later,

due to the persistent efforts of ^Amer and to the professional evalua
tion of the feasibility and benefits, both economic and political, of the
proposed dam, the Soviet leadership reversed itself and consented to aid
in the construction of the first stage.

The formal agreement was signed

on December 27, 1958. The preamble to the agreement was significant in
its reaffirmation of the bases of Soviet-UAR friendship:

equality, mutual

respect for sovereignty, and non-interference in the internal affairs of
the respective states.

The monetary value of the agreement was 400 mil

lion rubles ($100 million) in a 12-year loan at 2.5 percent annual in
terest, to be repaid in Egyptian or convertible currency with first pay
ment due after the completion of the first stage but no later than Janu126
ary 1, 1964.

The Soviet loan was certainly superior to that offered

by the World Bank in amount, interest, and terms of payment.

Needless to

say, the news of the agreement was received with joy and gratitude.
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was also seen as an added proof of the correctness of the policy of
active neutrality, the validity of the Bandung Principles, and the so
lidity of a friendship based on mutual interest and the joint pursuit of
j
127
peace and progress.
During the ceremonies for the initiation of the construction of
the first stage of the Aswan High Dam, *-Abd al-N&sir made an official re
quest to the Soviet Union for aid in the construction of the second stage.
To his surprise and delight., the Soviet Union, after a meeting of the
128
Politbureau of CPSU on January 17, 1960, consented to his request.
Heikal quoted Khrushchev as saying, after the decision was reached, "We
have forgotten our quarrels with Egypt.
129
and a waste of time."

It was all a misunderstanding

Formal negotiations lasted until August 27,

1960, when the final draft of the agreement was signed by both sides.
The UAR leadership, headed by '-Abd al-N&sir, was justifiably pleased and
had ample reason to be grateful to the Soviet Union.

The president of

the UAR wrote Nikita Khrushchev in a formal letter:
We note with much gratitude that the people of the Soviet
Union have frequently confirmed their friendship for the people
of the United Arab Republic in their struggle, whether it be
the national struggle for their independence or the preserva
tion of that independence [my emphasis].
We are happy that you have consented to take part in build
ing the second stage of the High Dam on the same basis as the

127. al-Jumhflriyyah, October 24, 1958; Pravda, October 24, 1958,
cited in CDSP, vol. 10, no. 43, pp. 17-18.
128.
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129.
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agreement on your participation in building the first stage
[my emphasis].... Our people express satisfaction with these
terms, which, as I noted in January 9, 1960,•..contain no
restriction and conditions [my emphasis].... X am confident
that the cooperation between our Arab engineers and workers
and the Soviet engineers...will promote the consolidation of
friendship between our peoples, in which they have believed
and which they have tried to preserve under all conditions
[my emphasis ].
This gratitude of equals tempered with dignified determination to pre
serve UAR independence was echoed by the UAR media during and after
publication of the terms of the new agreement which was valued at 900
million rubles ($225 million).
By August of 1960, the Soviet Union had committed a total of 2,000
million rubles ($500 million) in credits for economic development in
131
addition to military aid valued at 1,800 million rubles ($450 million.)
Such a vast sum was of crucial importance to Egypt and enabled it to
embark on an ambitious program of industrialization.

Even though the

Soviet Union camouflaged its true objectives with high ideals and altruistic
pretentions, Egyptians continuously viewed the motives of Soviet aid in
the realistic terms of power politics.

To them, Soviet aid was not only

for the benefit of Egypt; it also benefited the Soviet Union in the context
of the pursuit of equality with the West.

Soviet aid, in their view, was

not a charitable act but assistance which Egypt had already deserved and
earned by its posture in world affairs which was of undoubted benefit to Soviet

130.
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Union.

Khrushchev presented the two sides of Soviet pieces of silver;

both converged to secure benefits for the Soviet Union.

He maintained

that Soviet aid permitted Egypt to uphold its independence by relieving
it of the pressures of colonialism, which implicitly meant the weakening
132
of the West.

A more tangible motive for Soviet aid was sought by

Khrushchev, who admitted chat "we had also to make sure that we would
not simply be giving our money away.

We had tomake sure that the Egyp

tians could repay us in regular deliveries of their best long-fiber cot133
ton, rice and other goods."
by the Soviet leader:

That sentiment was expressed, elsewhere,

"We do not engage in charity.

gives help on a fair commercial basis."

The Soviet Union

Soviet aid was also conceiv

ably motivated by the pursuit of respectability and recognition as a
major industrial power equal to the United States.

The granting of aid

on an intergovernmental basis and almost exclusively to the public sec
tor which was engaged in the development of heavy industry with the
consequential growth of a working class could be remotely construed as
an ideological motivation.

In this case, Soviet aid was a subjective

factor with objective consequences materializing in the creation and
growth of a working class.

132. Khrushchev, For Victory, pp. 598-99, 680-81; the same theme
is expressed in D. Byeloshapkin, "The USSR and the Economic Development
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The verbal confrontation between the Soviet Union and the UAR
was suspended when the Soviet Union reverted to a pragmatic approach to
its relations with the UAR by delegating the resolution of ideological
differences to history.

This did not mean, however, that it abandoned

its pursuit of ideological justification for the costly and burdensome
cooperation with the UAR.

Such justification had two simultaneous phases.

One was to establish the character and type of the class which exercised
political power and for whose benefit political power was exercised.

Be

tween 1958 and 1960 Soviet authors evolved the view that the revolution
of July 1952 was a national anti-imperialist revolution which undertook
reforms that benefited the national bourgeoisie, whose interests the new
135
government represented.

In 1960, probably reflecting strained rela

tions between the two states, the Soviet press turned a more critical
eye to developments in the UAR.

Y. Bochkaryov revealed the extreme pov

erty in Egypt and condemned bourgeois short-sightedness, while Izvestia's
permanent correspondent described Egypt's presumably Demo'cratic Socialist
Cooperative society as a sham since the dominant class was and remained
136
the bourgeoisie.

But these critical views regarding the bourgeoisie's

domination of the UAR's political life fitted very well with the ideolo
gical justificaiton for cooperation with Egypt, which was already estab
lished by the Twentieth Party Congress of CPSU and was based on Lenin's

135.
136.
ruary 1960):

Mizan 1 (February 1959):

7; 3 (April 1961):

5.

Yuri Bochkaryov, "Report from Cairo," New Times no. 7 (Feb
25-28; Mizan 2 (July/August 1960): 2-9.
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pronouncements.
From the rostrum of the Twenty-First Congress of
CPSU, Khrushchev noted that
there are also countries which, though not socialist, cannot be
considered to be in the imperialist system. These countries,
which have gained their national independence through liberation
struggle, wish to develop in their own way and to bypass the
capitalist stage of development so that...they may proceed to
construct society on other foundations.
Many public figures in these countries say they want to build
socialism. True, it is hard for them to utter the word "Commun
ism," and it is not always clear what they mean by socialism.
There is no doubt, however, that these figures are benevolently
oriented toward the socialist countries [my emphasis of this
key determinant]....138
The congress, in order to ascertain what were the "other foundations" and
"what they mean by socialism," declared in a formal resolution that "The
Social Sciences and economics in particular face the task of creatively
generalizing the experience of economic and cultural construction and in139
vestigating new problems raised by life."

This call was later inter

preted in a leading article of the first issue of Problems of Oriental
Studies to mean an exhortation to Soviet orientalists to
Make profound study of the political and economic structure,
and also of the specific paths of economic development in sover
eign countries of the East, and in particular to carry out care
ful research on problems with state capitalism in countries of
the East, with an analysis of its social and economic nature.140

137. V. I. Lenin, The Awakening of Asia (New York:
Publishers, 1971), pp. 52-55.
138.

Gruliow, ed., Current Soviet Policies, 3:

139.

Ibid., p. 212.

140.

Quoted in Mizan 1 (May 1959):

3.

International
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Soviet orientalists responded with articles dealing with the complex
nature and purpose of the national bourgeoisie.

These articles con

stituted a heated discussion on the merits and dangers of the bourgeosie
which,
In their desire for their countries' independent develop
ment,...come into sharp conflict with the imperialist
monopolies, who have an interest in maintaining their economic
and political domination in the former colonies.
This antagonism prompts the ruling national bourgeoisie
to use foreign policy to repel imperialist pressure, both
economic and political. The position of the national bour
geoisie seems to me one of the principal factors determining
the foreign policies of the non-Socialist countries of Asia
and Africa.1^1
Academician Ye. Zhukov echoed the same views and saw certain advantages to
142
be derived from a general anti-imperialist platform.

Others pointed

out the danger of dealing with the ruling class of state-capitalist coun
tries where "the imperialist press and the various agents of monopoly
capital try to intimidate the national bourgeoisie and other ruling
circles in the underdeveloped countries of the East with the 'threat of
Communism'....

In this manner they try to win it over to the side of

143
colonialism...."

Still another author, V. Balabushevich, openly and

bluntly accused the national bourgeois leaders of opposing, from class
interests, the workers' struggle to improve their living standard, and

141. V. P. Nikhamin, "Some Features of the Foreign Policy of
Eastern Non-Socialist Countries," International Affairs no. 3 (March
1959): 85.
142.

See note 13.

143. V. Y. Avariv, "Economic and Political Progress in the Under
developed Countries," International Affairs no. 3 (March 1959): 80.
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he therefore, at least by implication, rejected cooperation with the
144
national bourgeoisie.

One Soviet author took the pragmatic approach

and advised cooperation with the class in question based on the single
most important factor, its role in the anti-imperialist struggle, in spite
145
of its anti-communism.

The discussion seemed to have been settled in

favor of the pragmatic approach as seen from a major pronouncement au
thored by Ye. Zhukov who condemned
The doctrinaires and "leftists," permitting themselves to
sniff into forms of national liberation movement that do not
fit into the usual sociological patterns, forget that no "pure"
revolutionary processes take place in nature.... A failure to
understand this diversity, an arrogant slighting of antiImperialist actions when in certain historical conditions nonproletarian elements appear on the forestage, is a most dan
gerous form of sectarianism that leads to self-isolation.146
That had been the line already adopted by the Soviet government, as was
seen from continued economic and military aid extended to the UAR, of
which the most expensive item was the commitment for the second stage of
the Aswan High Dam officially signed one day after the publication of
this article by Zhukov.
The stormy conflict between the UAR and the Soviet Union laid
firm foundations for the relations between the two states.
not ideology, was the operative principle.

The UAR derived practical

benefits from its cooperation with the Soviet Union.

144.

Mizan 1 (December 1959):

Pragmatism,

The ambitious

7.

145. A. A. Guber, "Distinctive Features of the National Liberation
Movement in the Eastern Colonial and Dependent Countries," International
Affairs no. 3 (March 1959): 71-75.
146.

Pravda, August 26, 1960.
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industrialization plan anchored in the construction of the Aswan High
Dam would under prevailing circumstances have been an elusive objective
but for Soviet aid.

Similarly

sults from its aid to the UAR.

the Soviet Union obtained tangible re
The Arab world remained outside military

blocs directed against Soviet Russia.

Cooperating with and defending

the UAR provided it with the otherwise unlikely opportunity to appear as
the champion of the Arab and Third Worlds.

Aid to and trade with the UAR

provided the Soviet Union with necessary commodities such as cotton and
rice.

From the UAR's point of view, it was a healthy, mutually benefi

cial relationship that would be cherished as long as it did not conflict
with its concept of compartmentalizing its relations between states and
its outlook toward ideologies.

When the Soviet Union's dual character as

both a nation-state and an ideological guardian was manifested in its
defense of indigenous communists, the UAR felt threatened by the Soviet
Union as it had felt threatened by the West.

It reacted to this threat

with more intense fury than that it had directed against the Western
powers.

The result was a vigorous propaganda war which was gradually

perceived by both sides as counterproductive but from which the Soviet
Union was the first to withdraw.

Communist danger, real or apparent,

acted as an added impetus for *-Abd al-Nasir to reassert his posture of
non-alignment.

It moreover revealed the urgency of developing an in

digenously bred socioeconomic ideology, Democratic Cooperative Socialism,
justified not by any human intellect but by the divine commandments in
which the majority of his people believed.

*-Abd al-N£sir repeatedly

stated that only this home-grown ideology could not only stem the growth
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of communism in the UAR, but also reverse it.

Its basic tenets of social

harmony, spiritualism, and particularism—all were antithetical to MarxismLeninism.

CHAPTER V
SOCIALIST EGYPT AND THE SOVIET UNION:
THE IDEOLOGICAL DIMENSION
September 1960-0ctober 1964

JamSl ^-Abd al-N3sir viewed revolution as progressing along two
interdependent paths:

political and social.

The latter, by its very

nature, was more complex as it entailed an intricate interaction between
subjective decisions and objective consequences.

In pursuing the aims

of a Socialist Democratic Cooperative society, he embarked on extensive
nationalization which both he and others viewed as socialism in action.
The "Socialist Decrees" strengthened centrifugal forces within the Syrian
region of the UAR and aided !.n the success of secessionist elements in
breaking Syria away from Egypt.

The breakup of the UAR propelled its

president further to the left and compelled him to transform his amor
phous socialist tendencies into a well defined ideological framework.
He sought also an implementing instrument.

Hence, the Charter for Na

tional Action and the Arab Socialist Union were adopted.

The Soviet

Union initially viewed these developments in the UAR as progressive but
refused to characterize them as manifestations of socialism.

Neverthe

less, these same developments generated doctrinal discussions among
Soviet ideologues that led to the gradual elevation of the UAR to the
non-capitalist path of development.

In fact, Nikita Khrushchev charac

terized Egypt as a nation on the path of socialist construction.
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The Social Revolution
Every people on earth goes through two revolutions—a
political revolution that helps them recover their right to
self government from the hands of a despot...or free them
selves from the domination of alien armed forces...; and a
social revolution—a class conflict that ultimately ends in
the realization of social justice for all the inhabitants of
the country.
Peoples who preceded up on the path of human progress have
all passed through those two revolutions, but not simultane
ously.... In our case, we are passing through the gruelling
ordeal of experiencing the two revolutions together.1
Jam&l ^Abd al-N&sir reflected that social justice was to be achieved
through socialism, of which economic freedom was an indispensable ele
ment.

Economic freedom could not be achieved by abolishing private pro

perty nor by the elimination of the classes that struggled when an ex
ploiting minority of capitalists and feudalists dominated the state
aparatus.

The socialism he sought was not based on dogma but resulted

from an:endless evolution arising from responding to ever changing needs.
It was a hybrid between extreme individualism and extreme collectivism.

2

Others had reflect on an ideology which eliminated exploitation and closed
the gaps between factory owners and workers, farmers and landowners.

A

mixed economy was the ideal solution as it would continue a tradition in
Egypt begun by Muhammad kAli the Great.

al-'-Aqqad, adopting a Burkean

outlook, maintained that socialism of this type would preserve an organic
link between Egypt's past and present.

1.

kAbd al-N&sir, Philosophy of Revolution, pp. 22-23.

2. al-Ahram, September 12, 1960, February 22, June 23, 1961; '•Abd
al-N&sir, Collection, 3: 326.
3. kAbbis Mahmfid al-^-Aqqid, DirSs&t fi al-Madhflhib al-Adabiyyah
wa al-Ijtima^iyyah [Studies in Civic and Social Doctrines] (Cairo: Maktabat Gharib, n.d.), pp. 208-11.
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Egypt pursued a brand of socialism that was premised on economic
expansion as the imperative prerequisite for sufficiency, the desired
tool to narrow socioeconomic gaps between the various Egyptian social
strata.

Economic expansion was, up to that time, optimistically ex

pected from increased participation of private capital in the industri
alization effort.

These expectations were dashed since private capital
4

was unable, unwilling, or insufficient to participate.

The UAR govern

ment was groping for a way to substantiate the hopes and promises of a
socialist society.

It resolved to institute extensive restrictions on

the private and intensive expansion of the public sectors.
The government assigned the task of explaining the new economic
approach to the UAR public to Muhammad Hasanain Heikal.

He called on

the people to investigate boldly Western and Eastern social systems with
out inhibitions, prejudice, or fear.

He exhorted thinkers to adopt what

ever was useful and suitable to the Arab milieu:
We must look to Marxism without fear, for in it there is a
lot we agree with and a lot with which we disagree. Undoubtedly
economic conditions affect social behavior; but man is not only
the product of history but also its maker.... We acknowledge
class struggle...but we also believe that it does not need to
be violent.
Similarly, we must look at the West unaffected by psycholo
gical complexes; for here, too, there are things with which we
agree and disagree. We believe in private property, but limited
private property so many can enjoy it. We believe that the
foundation of a free society is the free man in whose content
ment lies the contentment of society. In this fashion we em
phasize, equally, heavy industry and consumer goods so the new
worker can spend his earnings on locally produced commodities.

4.

al-Ahram, July 14, 1961.
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The question is not really a matter of choice between
capitalism and communism.... The question is a matter of
choice between progress and regress in the social and eco
nomic fields.^
Heikal then proceeded to remind his readers of the objectives of the re
volution and for whose benefit it had initially been launched.
volution belonged to the workers and peasants.

The re

The elimination of the

gaps between the classes was one of its objectives to be achieved by the
state machinery under the supervision of the National Union.

Simultane

ously, the UAR government issued in rapid succession a series of edicts,
commonly called the "Socialist Decrees," that radically and organically
changed the nature of society in the UAR.
The Socialist Decrees^ were all-encompassing.
aspect of the UAR economy.

They touched every

In the agricultural sector, agrarian reform

was intensified by a new and lower limit on maximum individual ownership
of land set at 100 feddans.

The beneficiaries of the first agrarian re

form were forgiven one-half of their redemption payments.
workers secured new and substantial benefits:

Industrial

25 percent of companies'

profits, representation on the board of directors, seven-hour work days,
and improved disability insurance.
tions in taxes and rents.
strictions.

5.

Renters were also relieved by reduc

Monied interests were subjected to severe re

The government set maximum allowable salaries, established

Ibid., July 7, 1961.

6. The decrees are detailed in al-Jumhflriyyah al-^Arabiyyah alMuttahidah: al-Shu^-un al-Iqtis^diyyah wal al-Ijtima^iyyah, 1961 [UAR;
Economic and Social Affairs, 1961] (Cairo: Markaz al-WatM^iq wa al
Abhath, Maslahat al-Isti^iamdt, 1962), pp. 26-44; they were also dis
cussed in al-Ahram, July 17-28, 1961; Saab, Egyptian Agrarian Reform,
pp. 181-87; Said, Arab Socialism, pp. 31-35.
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a graduated income tax, and decreed limits on the maximum equity owner
ship by individuals in stock companies.

The public sector was the great

est beneficiary of the Socialist Decrees.

It absorbed outright a large

number of corporate entities, including banks and insurance companies.
It gained 50 percent interest in other firms and controlled the cotton
trade, the export industry, and utility companies.

7

Between 1962 and 1964,

reacting to the successful resistance in Syria to the Socialist Decrees,
the state expanded its control, through partial or complete nationaliza
tion of bakeries, the construction industry, pharmaceuticals, textiles,
chemicals, land and river transport, the oil industry, and health care.
It extended agrarian reform by expropriating real estate assets of reli
gious institutions, further reduced redemption payments, and established
cooperative societies.

In summary, the UAR government launched a genuine

revolution in the economic life of its people that, indicative of the
disparity in the distribution of wealth, adversely affected only a minute
minority of the population.

The UAR media echoed ^Abd al-Msir and Heikal

in viewing the objectives of the Socialist Decrees as

eliminating the

dominant position of capitalists and feudalists and increasing the num
ber of property owners.

This, together with workers' benefits, would

raise the standard of living which would in turn ensure the absence of

7. UAR government activites in social and economic fields are
adequately treated by O'Brien, The Revolution in Egypt's Economic Sys
tem, pp. 208-10; Nutting, Nasser, p. 302; Mansfield, Nasser's Egypt,
pp. 138-39, 176-77; Mar*-i, Agrarian Reform and Social Growth, pp. 52-53,
60, 66-75; Saab, Egyptian Agrarian Reform, p. 188; Malcolm H. Kerr,
Egypt under Nasser (Washington: Foreign Policy Association, 1963), p.
21; Fouad, "The Economics of Foreign Aid," p. 149; al-Ahram, August 13,
1963, March 20, 22, 23, 28, 1964; al-Akhbar, August 13, 1963; Roze alYusuf, February 2, 1962.
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class struggle and maintain social harmony.
also seen as socialism in action.

The Socialist Decrees were

To their advocates they represented

a unique ethnocentric, i.e. Arab-Egyptian, approach to socialism which
emphasized the value of the individual, was legitimized by Islam, and was
far removed from communism or Soviet-style socialism.

9

Soviet reaction and evaluation agreed with the remoteness of
these measures from communism but disagreed with the UAR's pretentions
to build socialism.

Soviet media belatedly and cursorily reported the

Socialist Decrees on August 15, 1961.

This was followed by the first

authoritative evaluation printed in Pravda on August 24, 1961.

The So

viet writer saw the decrees as a response to the hopes of the masses.
He reinforced the contention of Egyptian authors that these reforms were
far from communism:
We can indeed confirm that this is far removed from Commun
ism. But it is also far from building Socialism. In speaking
of this we are not intending to lessen the importance of the
President decrees in the UAR. The people place great hopes in
them. Will these hopes be realized?
The realization of these decrees depends on whether their
fulfillment will be impeded by reactionary forces which doubt
less will attempt to put a spoke in the wheel.10
He went on to characterize the objectives of smoothing away class differ
ences and of building socialism with the aid of naitonal capital as dan
gerous illusions, the recognition of which could be painfully costly to
the revolution.

8. al-Akhbar, July 26, 27, 1961; *-Abd al-N&sir, Collection, 3:
456-57, 486-87, 508.
9. al-Akhbar, August 10, 29, September 26, December 8, 1961;
^•Abd al-Nasir, Collection, 3: 458-63.
10.

Mizan 3 (July/August 1961): 3-4.
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Deepening of the Social Revolution
Soviet anxiety about reactionary response to the Socialist Decrees
was soon justified when the Syrian army launched a coup d'etat on Septem
ber 28 and declared the secession of Syria from the UAR.
event was not a spontaneous occurrence.

This shocking

It was rather the culmination of

many factors that led to the foundering of the union between Syria and
Egypt.

Many forces that had supported—indeed, that had taken the initia

tive to form the union drifted away from *\Abd al-Msir's rule.

The So

cialist Decrees simply provided the spark to an already volatile situa
tion.

The beleaguered president of the UAR interpreted the seemingly ef

fortless success of Syria's secession as the direct response of reaction
ary feudalist and capitalist elements to the agrarian reform instituted
earlier in Syria.
Decrees."'""''

That response was sharpened further by the Socialist

This perception would assume greater significance as ^-Abd al-

N^sir later moved to protect his regime in Egypt.
Soviet coverage of events in Syria reflected uncertainty among
the Soviet leadership.

It was scrupulously neutral and matter-of-fact.

News items were published without any comment.

The new secessionist

Syrian leadership approached the Soviet Union on September 30 with the
view of gaining diplomatic recognition.

The Soviets, however, did not

extend recognition until ''Abd al-Nasir publicly acquiesced to Syria's
secession.

11.
565, 567.

Only then did Pravda quote a Lebanese communist paper which

^Abd al-Nflsir, Collection, 3:

524, 537, 539-40, 544-45,
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published a statement by the SCP that characterized the breakup of the
12
UAR as a victory fo the Syrian people.
^-Abd al-Nasir recovered quickly from the setback he suffered at
Syria's secession.

His perception of a conspiracy of capitalists and

large landowners behind the dissolution of his republic alerted him to
the possibility of a similar conspiracy against his regime in Egypt.

He

recognized his conceptual error in allowing reactionary forces into the
National Union:
Our framework for popular mobilization was the National Union
which we hoped would contain the class struggle.
Our error was in allowing reactionary elements to be included
in and to penetrate, paralyze, and transform the National Union
into a facade unresponsive to the will of the masses.
A visual proof of this error can be seen in the fact that the
very same people who led the reactionary secessionist movement in
Syria, were some of the leaders of the National Union.
We have to reorganize the masses so that the National Union
will become the revolutionary instrument of the nationalist
masses whose interest and eternal rights are obtained through
revolutionary change. The National Union must belong to the
workers, peasants, intelligentsia, officers, and soldiers who
were the vanguard of the July 23 revolution.-^
He was true to his word.

He issued punitive sequestration decrees

and excluded those whose property was sequestered from the political pro
cess for a period of ten years.

He also called for public political con

ferences in which he personally participated.

The conferences were given

wide and extensive coverage by all the organs of the Egyptian media.

^-Abd

al-NHsir also convoked a Preparatory Committee which represented a cross

12. al-Ahram, October 5, 1961; Pravda, October 7, 8, 1961, cited
in CDSP, vol. 13, no. 39, pp. 22-23.
13.

^Abd al-NSsir, Collection, 3: : 568.
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section of the population.

It recommended the convening of a National

Congress of Popular Forces in which workers and peasants constituted an
absolute majority of 62 percent and from which all elements or persons
who were the subject of land reforms and nationalization decrees were ex
cluded from representation for ten years.
These recommendations were analyzed by Soviet commentators.

I.

Belyayev justified the exclusions as necessary for the protection of the
revolution, but lamented the inability of "progressive" and "democratic"
forces, i.e. communists, to participate in the delibertaions of the pro14
posed National Congress of Popular Forces.

Another, more prominent

author justified the exclusions by the previous domination of Egypt by
the bourgeoisie but, more significantly, he prematurely interpreted them
as a revision of ^-Abd al-N&sir's concept of class harmony:
whole concept of 'class harmony' had to be revised.
mitted:

"And so, the

President Nasser ad

'We have not been over-successful in resolving the contradic

tions by peaceful means.'

Such is the background of the present reforms,

which the people fully approve as corresponding to their national inter* ..15
ests.
The recommendations were carried out and the National Congress of
Popular Forces held its first meeting on May 21, 1962.

The most impor

tant accomplishment of this elected body was the public deliberation and
subsequent adoption of a written document, the Charter for National Action,
which set forth the basic tenets of the UAR's Arab socialist ideology.

13.

14.

Mizan 4 (January 1962):

24-25.

15.

G. Mirsky, "The UAR Reforms," New Times no. 2 (January 1962):

204
It also authorized the formation of a new political organization, the
Arab Socialist Union.

A new constitution was called for and promulgated.

The Arab Socialist Union (ASU) excluded from its ranks large
landowners, reactionaries, and exploiting capitalists.

The nature of the

ASU was never clearly defined.

Some authors viewed it as an elitist,

selective, vanguard-type party.

Others maintained that it was a mass

party which embodied a national alliance.

In this they were supported by

16
the Statute of the Arab Socialist Union adopted on December 7, 1962.
But this contention was disputed by ''Abd al-Nasir, who must have had in
mind the preamble of the ASU Statute, which defined the ASU as the "socialist
vanguard," when he promised that "only the most conscientious and active
will be accepted.""^

The ASU was charged with the realization of the

socialist revolution as set forth by the Charter for National Action.

It

was to accomplish this objective by determining and implementing the
nation's will.

It was to act energetically to unite the nation in the

struggle to build a socialist society while safeguarding itself by
18
isolating reactionary elements.
The new constitution, promulgated on March 23, 1964, formalized,
legitimized, and institutionalized Egypt as a democratic socialist state
which was said to be anchored in an alliance of the working people.

It

16. Said, Arab Socialism, p. 43; "Statute of the Arab Socialist
Union," cited in Hanna and Gardner, Arab Socialism, p. 374; al-Ahram,
May 22, 1962; Roze al-Yusuf, March 23, May 6, 1964.
17. Pravda, August 6, 1962, cited in CDSP, vol. 14, no. 31, p. 13,
in Mizan 4 (September 1962): 15.
18. The ASU is adequately dealt with in other works already cited,
in al-Ahram, December 8, 1962, January 1, Februaryl, 1963; al-Akhbar,
January 1, 1963; ^Abd al-Nasir, Collection, 3: 58, 436.
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declared the economic foundations of the state to be a socialist system
based on the twin principles of sufficiency and justice where the people
controlled the means of production.

Moreover, the new constitutional in

strument apportioned to the workers and peasants at least half the seats
19
in the National Assembly (Majlis al-Ummah),

This was of particular in

terest to the Soviets, who approvingly interpreted it as an indication
20
that "the workingman is to hold a dominant position."

From the time ^Abd al-N£lsir uttered the term "socialism," his
ideas and those of other Egyptian thinkers were essentially amorphous,
extemporized, and uncoordinated,

With the adoption of the Charter for

National Action, Egyptians, synthesized all these ideas into a single the
oretical framework which was looked upon as the fountainhead of Nasirist
Socialism, otherwise known as Arab Socialism.

The president of the UAR

defined it as "a national program which determines our present stage of
development, the path of our future development, and the objectives we
21
seek."

Others asserted that it was not an intellectual and ideological

compromise between communism and capitalism:
Generally, socialism is not a middle ground between com
munism and capitalism. Socialist thoughtdoes not inevitably
lead to communism. Similarly, capitalist thought does not
inevitably lead to capitalism. It is independent thought,

19. "The Constitution," cited in Hanna and Gardner, Arab Social
ism, pp. 386-408.

1964):

20.
10.

I. Belyaev, "Changes on the Nile," New Times no. 18 (May

21. ^-Abd al-Nasir, Collection, 4: 26. Other elaborations on
the Charter appeared in Roze al-Yusuf, May 21, June 25, 1962, as well as
in other newspapers and periodicals. The text of the Charter for National
Action is cited in full in Said, Arab Socialism, pp. 91-133.
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independent from capitalism or communism. It (socialism) is not
a middle ground between them, but a third ideology on equal foot
ing with them.22
The initial Soviet reaction to the charter was published in Prav
da.

There it was seen as the embodiment of the hopes of workers, peasants,

petty officials, and the national intelligentsia.

The same article jabbed

23
at the concept of socialism with a flourishing stockmarket.

B. Abasov

discussed the charter in detail, elliptically criticizing it for its ad
mitted recognition of and emphasis on its separateness from Scientific
Socialism, concluding that
The UAR will encounter many more difficulties on its chosen
path. In order to surmount them it is important to know how to
analyze the situation which arises, and to recognize friends from
enemies. The future will show whether the leaders of the UAR
are able to put into practice the projected Charter of National
Action in its entirety.24
The reaction of Egyptian Marxists who were incarcerated was more
interesting.

They were dumbfounded by the glaring contradiction between

the declared aims of the charter and the actual practice of the state
machinery.

How could there be socialism without socialists?

25

22. Ihsan kAbd al-Quddilce, "al-Mith&q: Laisa Hallan Wasatan bain
al-RaJsm^liyyah wa al-Shuy\l^iyyah [The Charter Is Not a Middle Ground be
tween Capitalism and Communism]," Roze al-Yusuf, June 26, 1962, p. 3.
23. Pravda, May 11, 1962, cited in Mizan 4 (June 1962): 7-8;
the charter itself was summarized in Pravda, May 24, 1962 without any
comment.
24.

Mizan 4 (July/August 1962):

9.

25. Fathi '•Abd al-Fattah, Shuyu^iyyun wa Nasiriyyun [Communists
and Nasirists] (Cairo: Roze al-Yusuf, 1965), pp. 200-91, 242-45; Pravda
of July 19, 1961 quoted the same sentiment, but avoided the issues be
cause "we did not want to complicate the interview."
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Arab Socialism
sS

^Abd al-Nasir and his cohorts undoubtedly intended to transform
Egyptian society into a socialist community.

The doctrine they synthesized

was not a transplanted ideology based on a materialistic view of reality.
It was a native ideology influenced by indigenous mores.

The ideology they

devised was not presumed to cure social ills everywhere; it was a local,
specific, and reformist doctrine justified by the most profound spiritual
influence, Islam.

Egyptians never tired of pointing out explicit dis

tinctions between Arab Socialism and Marxism-Leninism.

They concentrated

on basic principles, the sum total of which showed their "special way" in
dealing with the most important issues of their society.

They wanted

equality, but specified an equality of opportunity, not of stature nor of
income.

They opposed capitalism, but distinguished between exploitative

capital, which they expropriated, and cooperative national capital, which
was given a set share in the economic scheme and which was incorporated
in the national alliance.

Their socialist ideology reflected an abiding

commitment to Arab nationalism, thus casting aside presumed Soviet
internationalism.

That commitment led them to champion self-determination

for all peoples.

This was also manifest in their support of the Afro-Asian
26

national liberation movement.

26. Imam, Nasirism, p. 213; Said, Arab Socialism, p. 18; (Abd alNasir, Collection, 4:" 37; Jalal Kishk, "al-Milkiyyah al-Fardiyyah fi alIshtirakiyyah [Private Ownership in Socialism]," Roze al-Yusuf, April 9,
1962; Idem, "Rad (ala Prafda: al-Wuduh la Yan fni al-Inhiyaz [A Retort to
Pravda: Clarity Does Not Mean Prejudice]," Roze al-Yusuf, July 30, 1962;
Ihsan 'Abd al-Qudduce, "The Charter Is Not a Middle Ground between Capitalism
and Communism," Roze al-Yusuf, June 26, 1962; Salah ''Abd al-Sabur, "Ta
(allam al-Ishtirakiyyah [Leam Socialism]," Roze al-Yusuf, January 1, 15,
February 5, 12, 1962; al-Akhbar, January 25, May 22, 1962.
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Predictably, the Soviets rejected "particular socialism" because
"history has proved...that the people's path to freedom and happiness is
Socialism based on the great teaching of Marx, Engels, and Lenin.
27
other Socialism...is fraught with danger."

Any

But they also recognized the

inevitable consequences of the first step toward even a hyphenated
28
socialism
orientation.

as well as the pragmatic benefits of its anti-imperialist
S. Ogurtsov reiterated the view that while "special

socialism" was extremely remote from genuine, scientific socialism it
would .beii wrong to reject all its concepts since "there are individual
tenets of a progressive nature...that do not contradict revolutionary
teaching and that are directed against imperialism, toward the complete
29
uprooting of colonialism."
The principal tenets of Nasirist Socialism, Cooperative Socialism,
or Arab Socialism were embodied in the Charter for National Action.
Nevertheless, they were the object of elaborate and extensive discussion
in

intellectual

circles and

were

publicized in the Egyptian media.

27. Pravda, July 19, 1962, cited in CDSP, vol. 14, no. 29,
p. 20; Mizan 4 (September 1962): 11-12.
28. V. Kudryavtsev, "Fighting Africa's Daily Battles,"
International Affairs no. 10 (October 1962): 53.
29. S. Ogurtsov, "The Developing Countries and Social Progress,"
Asia and Africa Today no. 7 (July 1962): 3, cited in CDSP, vol. 15,
no. 53, p. 10; "Socialism, Capitalism, and the Underdeveloped
Countries," Mizan 6 (November 1964): 25.
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Egypt had arrived at an inevitable socialist solution to its problem.
The question of inevitability (Hatmiyyah), however, bore no relation in
the Egyptian understanding to the scientific inevitability hypothesized
by Marxists.

Inevitability as stated in the charter meant the unavail

ability of any other choice for Egypt to follow if it were to come to
grips with its socioeconomic problems.

That inevitability arose from

a conscious and subjective rejection of both the capitalism of the West
and the socialism of the Soviet Union which, however, was not mentioned
by name.

The inference was yet inescapable as to which state was meant

by a parageaph in the charter which stated:

"On the other hand, there

have been systems of progress which realized their objectives at the
expense of the working people, by a ruthless application of ideology
which sacrificed the lives of whole generations for the sake of others
«. unborn.
u
»30
yet
The charter partially accepted the concept of economic deter
minism but completely recognized the individual's impact on history.
31
The individual was not only the product but also the maker of history.
Egyptians understood the vital relationship between economic and poli
tical freedom.
freedom.

The two were interdependent.

Democracy meant political freedom.

Socialism led to economic
Hence, a socialist-

democratic system which collectively controlled the means of production

30. "The Charter," pp. 112-13; al-Akhbar, May 22, 1962; Im&m,
NHsirism, p. 184.
31.

Said, Arab Socialism, p. 69.
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would guarantee the individual his basic political freedom and it would
32
also ensure his freedom from want.
To cure Egypt's social ills, native solutions were necessary.
Such solutions could not be imported or transplanted, but must reflect
the particular and indigenous experience of the Egyptian people:
Real solution to the problems of one people cannot be im
ported ready-made from the experiences of another....
Social experiences are capable of passing from one place to
another but not of being blindly copied....
Moreover, socialist action is no longer compelled to follow
literally principles formulated in the nineteenth century.33
Egyptian thinkers referred to Marxism as the imported ideology intended
by the charter.

They further described it as a petrified dogma.

The

Egyptian ideology, they asserted, resulted from living experience, en34
hanced by scientific certainty and new realities.
Nasirist Socialism was supposedly "scientific.11

That word, more

than all other' concepts combined, caused tremendous confusion in intel
lectual circles.

The term was undoubtedly used almost regularly.

leaders drew comfort from the acceptance of the term.

Soviet

They interpreted

it as a fortunate turn in '•Abd al-N&sir's thinking while at the same
time they ignored the context and the true meaning which was intended
by Egyptians.

The latter were quick to point out that scientific social

ism, as understood by kkbd al-N&sir, was meant to be a scientific

32. "The Charter," pp. 105, 108-09; al-Akhbar, May 22, 1962;
'"Abd al-N&sir, Collection, 4: 505; Radio Cairo, December 14, 1964.
33.

"The Charter," pp. 95, 106.

34. Jalal Kishk, "Ishtirakiyyatuna wa al-Ddin wa al-Markiciyyah
[Our Socialism, Religion, and Marxism]," Roze al-Yusuf, June 4, 1962, p. 9.
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approach to solving the problems of society.

In his inimitable style,

al-^Aqq&d resented the Marxist monopoly on the term and rejected Marx
ism's claim to be a science:
Marx was the first to call his ideology Scientific Social
ism even though he was not a scientist in the accepted sense
of the wor.d The field in which he earned a Ph.D....was not
chemistry, physics, biology, or mathematics....
And his socialism is not one doctrine which can be accur
ately described as the scientific doctrine, while all other
socialist doctrines are not. Scientific Socialism, regardless
of its innumerable variets, is the practical socialism which
can be implemented in regulating capital and securing justice
for workers.35
Others accepted the term but interpreted it at least partially along
Marxist lines, even though they disclaimed Marxist atheism:
Scientific Socialism cannot mean atheism in the context
of the Charter. It is utilized by us to distinguish our so
cialism from Utopian socialism. It is also our conviction
that building socialism cannot be accomplished by simply wish
ing it, but by recognizing objective laws of historical devel
opment, present realities, and social relationship; all would
lead us to the discovery of positive scientific ways to re
place the old system by a new one which can survive to test
of time.36
The uproar over this question of Scientific Socialism was unne
cessary.

In a public meeting, *-Abd al-N&sir explicitly distinguished

between Arab Socialism, the use of "Scientific Socialism" notwithstand
ing, and Marxism-Leninism when he stated:

"There is a basic difference

between our socialism, as described by the Charter, and Marxism-Leninism.
37
The latter does not acknowledge religion, while we do."

35.

But the

al-Akhbar, October 3, 1962.

36. Ibid., May 26, 1962; the same thesis was expounded by anoth
er author in Ibid., March 16, 1963.
37.

'•Abd al-N&sir, Collection, 4: 49.
•
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controversy was obviously significant enough for

VAbd al-N^sir to return

and very explicitly explain what he meant by Scientific Socialism.

In a

meeting of the National Assembly he issued the most definitive statement:
"I want to speak, now, of Scientific Socialism.
is heresy and Marxism.

Some have said that this

This is absolutely not true.

If we want sound

socialism, then it must be scientifically achieved, not by haphazard, ex38
temporaneous means."
Arab Socialism envisaged an economic system wherein a public sec
tor which controlled the commanding heights of the economy was comple
mented by a private sector.

The question of private ownership was de

termined by complex considerations.

The aspiration of individual Egyp

tians to acquire ownership in either land, houses, or small business
could not be ignored with impunity.

The state was neither inclined nor

was it capable of enforcing the abolition of private property.

also not able to manage all the sectors of the economy.
comprehensive development of the economy did not require

It was

Moreover, the
total control.

The state sought to mobilize all social and material resources to ex
pand the economy in which the public and private sectors competed for
the collective benefit of society.
ship was the most important.

In the private sector, landowners-

The leadership emphasized that Arab Social

ism did not require the nationalization of land.

It did require a new

maviTnnm limit, set at 100 feddans, on area of land per family.

Egyptian

authors pointed out that their approach to landownership was not tactical

38.

Radio Cairo, November 14, 1964.
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as was that of the Soviet Union in its early days.

Another aspect of

private ownership was closely connected with a fundamental religious
sanction of the right of inheritance which was guaranteed by Shart *-ah.
All these considerations led to specific recognition of private property
by the charter, which stated: "Control over the tools of production
does not necessitate the nationalization of all the means of production;
neither does it mean the abolition of private ownership or any infringe39
ment of the right of inheritance."
The Soviet Union, while unable to accept the concept of private
ownership on doctrinal grounds, was nevertheless sympathetic to the re
alities of Egyptian society.

One Russian author went to the heart of

the matter when he wrote:
The leading branch of the UAR economy is agriculture, in
which about seventeen-million people are engaged. And here
private property still prevails. Yes, private ownership of
land continues; and to abolish it is not so simple. Every
fellah [peasant or farmer] who has no land dreams of getting
it. To the Egyptian countryman, land and only land is the
source and earnest of well-being and even of safety. Announce
that the fellah will not receive land, and you will lose his
support.^0
Another Russian author put forth a more sophisticated explanation, pro
bably better grounded in Marxism-Leninism.

He indicated that since state

power is held by the urban petit bourgeoisie and the peasantry, they

39. "The Charter," p. 113. Treatment of private ownership is
also found in Ibid., pp. 114-15, 117-18, 120-21; Im&m, NcLsirism, p. 322;
Jal&L Kishk, "al-Milkiyyah al-Fardiyyah fi al-Ishtirdkiyyah [Private
Ownership in Socialism]," Roze al-Yusuf, April 9, 1962; ^Abd al-Nasir,
Collection, 4: 225.

1964):

40.
11.

I. Belyaev, "Changes on the Nile," New Times no. 18 (May
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diverted these reforms.

"The people in power do not own businesses,

although their fathers might have had a small shop, dispensary, handi
craft workshop or piece of land.

For this reason small property illu-

41
sions and attitudes are still strong among them."
A striking quality of Nasirist Socialism was its spirituality
and its anti-materialistic view of reality.

Hence, the charter was un

equivocal on this question when it enumerated the characteristics of the
1952 revolution: "The fifth was unshakable faith in God, the prophets
and the sacred messages which He passed on to humanity in all places
42
and at all times, as a guide to justice and righteousness."

It went

into more detailed analysis of the value of spiritual faith to Arab
Socialism:
The spiritual values derived from religions are capable of
guiding man, §f lighting the candle of faith in his life and
of bestowing on him unlimited capacities for integrity and
care. In essence, all divine revelation is a human revela
tion aimed at restoring man's true dignity and happiness....
The essence of religious revelation does not conflict with
our outlook on life.43
All Egyptians who wrote about Arab Socialism justified the doctrine and
44
its implementation by Islam.

This religious emphasis was accompanied

by a comparative analysis of the Marxist-Leninst view and the failure
of the Soviet regime to eradicate religion:
Marx and Lenin maintained that religion would wither away
and that anti-religious states would be the best guarantee of

41. "Socialism, Capitalism, and the Underdeveloped Countries,"
Mizan 6 (November 1964): 25.
42.

"The Charter," p. 92.

43.

Ibid., p. 123.
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freedom of faith because it would not be biased with or against
any particular faith. But the communist state launched a fana
tic war on religion and imposed atheism on its people; atheism,

then, in turn became the religion of the state which was en
forced with all its might.
Here too Soviet criticism was realistic and sympathetic.

Viktor

Mayevsky allowed lAbd al-N&sir to discourse on the value of religion to
46
socialism and on the absence of any contraditions between the two.
Another Soviet author discussed the necessity of accrediting religion
with social content:
Some African countries (and others) have to build their new life
in an atmosphere of strong religious ideas. This cannot be dis
counted in determining the ways of development in North Africa....
There the Moslem clergy still has a powerful influence, and the
people at large, illiterate and lacking culture, are still fana
tically religious.
As a result, we often hear of discussion in the Moslem coun
tries about whether Socialism is compatible with Islam. One may,
of course, adopt the abstract approach and declare that Social
ism cannot be built with the hands of religious people because
it is a scientific outlook which is only consistent with atheism.
Is it surprising in the light of the facts, to hear Presi
dent Nasser of the United Arab Republic say on the 10th anni
versary of the National Revolution in Egypt that Co-operative
Socialism in the UAR is "a law of justice, a divine law?"47
Arab Socialism recognized the natural differentiation of society
into various classes.

It even acknowledged that "the inevitable and

natural class struggles could not be ignored, but their resolution could
be arrived at peacefully and with the aim of creating national and class

45. Jalal Kishk, "Our Socialism, Religion, and Marxism," Roze
al-Yusuf, June 4, 1962, p. 9.
46.

Pravda, July 19, 1962, cited in CDSP, vol. 14, no. 29, p. 19.

47. V. Kudryavtsev, "Fighting Africa's Daily Battles," Interna
tional Affairs no. 10 (October 1962): 53.
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unity."

National unity was to be achieved by the cooperation of the

various patriotic strata of society within a national alliance, the Arab
Socialist Union.

Class harmony was traditional in Egypt because of the

lack of industrial development and the people's preoccupation with the
struggle for independence.

That tradition was maintained and reinforced

under the revolution especially after the workers' gain achieved through
49
the Socialist Decrees.

These gains obviated the class struggle.

But

to ensure this tradition of class harmony, *-Abd al-N3sir proposed the
liquidation of class distinctions.

Political and economic democracy—

that is, the provision of equal opportunity in a state of affluence re
sulting from an expanded economy—would inevitably liquidate class dis
tinctions.

This did not mean equality of stature, but only equitable

and immediate enjoyment of the fruits of one's labor.^
Rejection of the class struggle meant also the rejection of anoth
er fundamental Marxist tenet, the class dictatorship.

This was in keep

ing with the presumed objective of establishing political democracy which
"could not exist under the domination of any one class.

Democracy meant

the authority and sovereignty of the entire people."^

After all, Egypt

had just freed itself from the dictatorship of the alliance of feudalists
and capitalists and was determined not to exchange one dictatorship for

48.

"The Charter," p. 110; al-Akhbar, March 16, May 26, 1962.

49. Ihsan ''Abd al-Qudddce, "Tabaqit bil& Sirsl^ [Classes without
Struggle]," Roze al-Yusuf, June 11, 1962, pp. 3-4.
50. '•Abd al-N&sir, Collection, 4: 38, 49-50, 62; Salah ^-Abd alSabur, "Learn Socialism," Roze al-Yusuf, January 1, 1962, p. 16.
51.

"The Charter," p. 110.
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52
another.

Moreover, there was a lesson to be derived from the experiences

of other societies since "in reality, the dictatorship of one class does
not mean, when it is implemented, the dictatorship of the entire class,
but it means the dictatorship of the leadership of that class.

This we

53
will never permit in our society."
The containment of the class struggle and the assurance of na
tional unity were delegated to the Arab Socialist Union which was to act
as the embodiment of all the classes.

As a vivid expression of demo

cracy, the Egyptian leadership theoretically provided that "the new con
stitution will ensure that the farmers and workers will get half the
seats in the popular organizations at all levels, including the House
54
of Representatives (National Assembly)."

The worker was defined as

any person who was a wage earner, regardless of position or salary, while
the peasant was identified as one who tilled the soil and enjoyed its
fruits, whether as renter or owner.The quota system was justified
by the legacy of inequitable share

of power enjoyed by those in whose

interest the revolution had been launched, and by the determination to
guard against the reclaiming of power by exploiting capitalists and feu
dalists.^^

Soviet authors took note of these distinctions and chose

either to emphasize the long-term progressive outcome of the anti-imperialist

52.

'-Abd al-N4sir, Collection, 4: 49-50.

53. Ihsin *-Abd al-Quddilce, "Classes without Struggle," Roze alYusuf, June 11, 1962, p. 4.
54.

"The Charter," p. 110.

55.

al-Ahram, July 7, 1961.

56.

''Abd al-Msir, Collection, 4: 41-42; Imam, Nasirism, pp. 328-30.
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thrust of Arab Socialism or to relegate to the judgment of history the
correctness of the Marxist-Leninist view of reality.^
The last but not the least tenet of Arab Socialism was the abso
lute necessity of a planned economy as the only way to harness the ener
gies of the nation in the effort to expand it and thereby to generate
sufficiency.

A planned economy, moreover, had a dual objective:

taneously to increase production and consumption.

simul

Instead of being geared

toward total capital accumulation, increased production was to satisfy
immediately the need for consumer goods.

Otherwise, the charter declared,

Egypt would imitate "systems of progress which realized their objectives
at the expense of working people...and sacrified the lives of whole gener58
ations for the sake of others, yet unborn,"
an unmistakably pejorative
reference to the industrialization experience of the Soviet Union.

Arab Socialism vs. Marxism-Leninism
Although Arab Socialism differed with Marxism-Leninism on many
important points, they both converged on the need for a planned economy.
But '•Abd al-N&sir attempted to define explicitly the disparities between
his ideology and that of the Soviet Union:

57. Pravda, July 19, 1962, cited in CDSP, vol. 14, no. 29, p.
19; Mizan 4 (September 1962): 9; N. S. Khrushchev, Prevent War, Safe
guard Peace (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1963), pp. 101-02.
58. See note 30; "The Charter," pp. 112-13; elaborations on this
are found in Ibid., pp. 120, 124-25; ^Abd al-N&sir, Collection, 4: 42;
al-Akhbar, May 22, 1962; JaMl Kishk, "al-Istighiai wa al-Ra-J sm&liyyah
al-Wataniyyah [Exploitation and National Capital]," Roze al-Yusuf, July
9, 1962.
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The first is our belief in God, and Marxism is atheistic.
The second
difference is that we want to move from a reactionary dictator?ship to popular democracy; Marxism-Leninism moves from reactionary
dictatorship to that of the proletariat, which is only one of the
classes of society. The third point, Marxism and communism re
quire the nationalization of land. We do not desire that; rather,
we believe in private ownership in land in a cooperative frame
work. The fourth point, communism does not believe in private
property. We maintain that we believe in it but not in exploi
tative private ownership. Another point of difference, MarxismLeninism seeks to destroy violently the bourgeoisie, which we
call reaction. We maintain that we resolve this clash between
the state and the bourgeoisie in a peaceful way without liqui
dating that stratum which itself used violence to maintain its
power.59
We believe in the prophets and Marxism does not.

Another Egyptian author discussed differences with Marxism-Leninism
that focused on the value of personal initiative as a significant motive
for advancement, the replacement of classes with standards of performance,
and the negative aspects of centralization, bureaucratization, and authori60
tarian rule.

He did not, however, describe the nature of the Nasirist

regime which was technocratic, bureaucratic, and authoritarian in spite
of ^Abd al-NsLsir's overwhelming popularity.
A more comprehensive and analytical summary of the differences in
outlook between Arab Socialism and communism was authored by Heikal.

He

expanded the respective attitudes of the UAR and the Soviet Union toward
private property.

The former nationalized with compensation, while the

latter expropriated outright with no recourse or remuneration.

A profound

59. kAbd al-Nslsir, Collection, 4: 89; the same theme is dis
cussed by Said, Arab Socialism, p. 76.
60. Ihsin *-Abd al-Qudduce, "Ishtir&kiyyatuna wa al-Shuyu^-iyyah
[Our Socialism and Communism]," Roze al-Yusuf, March 5, 1962.
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difference between the two ideologies with respect to the value and the
role of the individual also existed:
The state in communist society owns all. The individual is
its tool and is given the bare necessities of life. The posi
tion of the individual human being in Arab Socialist society is
different and is not determined by the state. The individual
in Arab Socialism is the foundation of the social structure; the
state is the instrument of the popular will to establish and en
sure justice. Whereas the individual in communist society is
considered simply as a cog in a huge machine, tinder Arab Social
ism he is valued as a creative entity on whom the only restraint
is placed against exploitation....
In short, the difference in the outlook toward the indivi
dual is his place in history. Under communism he is the pro
duct of history, and under Arab Socialism he is both product
and maker of history with which he maintains a dynamic rela
tionship.61
Heikal pointed out other differences with Marxism-Leninism.

He

asserted that Arab Socialism was innovative and dynamic, whereas MarxismLeninism was dogmatic and static.

The role of the individual member in

the communist party was contrasted with that of the participant in the
Arab Socialist Union.

In the communist party the member was compelled

to follow the party line blindly, whereas the member in the Arab Socialist
Union was encouraged to search for, evaluate, and adopt whatever was use
ful from the rich heritage of man.

Moreover, the nature of political par

ties in the two states was seen as fundamentally dissimilar.

In the So

viet Union the CPSU was an elitist, selective movement, while political

61. Muhammad Hasanain Heikal, "Nahnu wa al-Shuyu^iyyah: Sab^-Faw&riq beina al-Shuyu'•iyyah wa beina al-Ishtirakiyyah al- ^-Arabiyyah-alTSrikh la Yasir fi Tariq Masdud [We and Communism: Seven Differences
between Communism and Arab Socialism—History Does Not Move toward a
Dead-End]," al-Ahram, August 4, 1961.
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organization in the UAR was a mass movement from which only the most
reactionary were excluded.^
A synthesis of these differences expounded by Egyptian leaders
and thinkers yields seven characteristics of Arab Socialism which were
fundamentally antithetical to Marxism-Leninism: (1) its spirituality,
i.e., its belief in religion; (2) its specific and ethnocentric quality;
(3) private but unexploitative ownership; (4) nationalization with com
pensation; (5) esteem for the individual and his role in human develop
ment; (6) an equitable share of the fruits of labor of the producing
generation; and (7) a mass political party with minimum exclusion from
the political process.
The Soviet leadership and Soviet Orientalists were well aware of
these ideological incongruities.

In fact, Soviet publications quoted

*-Abd al-Nasir's discourse on the differences between Egyptian and Soviet
experiences.

Nikita Khrushchev relegated the resolution of these dif

ferences to history:
Many leaders of the newly independent countries are trying
to pursue a kind of intermediate policy, which they call supraclass....
A number of Asian and African countries...claim now that
they are building socialism....
But what socialism do they have in mind? What do they mean
by it? What forces do they intend to rely on in the building
of socialism?
We are convinced of one thing: the march of time and his
tory will confront the former colonial countries with the
choice of following the road of either capitalist or non-capi
talist development.... The leaders...will sooner or later have

62.

Ibid.

222
to realize that the only way to achieve victory and correctly
solve the fundamental social problems is to lean on the work
ing class, as the most consistent and most revolutionary class
of society.... They will either have to understand this, or
other people will come on the scene with a better understand
ing of the demands of reality.63
Others noted the declared differences with Marxism-Leninism but
emphasized the significance of the rejction of capitalism and the con64
scious decision to opt for socialism.

V. L. Tyagunenko, a prominent

Russian Orientalist, ascribed these ideological differences to the
normal lag of ideology behind concrete action, for "the reforms are
more advanced than the theories behind them.

This lagging of theory

behind practice is inevitable where the revolutionary struggle is led
not by proletarians armed with Marxist-Leninist theory but by revolu
tionary democrats whose ideology is usually eclectic.

Ideological Pigeon-Holing
The term "revolutionary democrat" used by Tyagunenko and others
was the result of a long and tortuous path which Soviet theorists trod
before finding in the body of Marxism-Leninism the doctrinal framework
into which developments in the UAR would fit.
a dilemma.

They were on the horns of

They had to accommodate the requirements of the USSR as a

superpower engaged in a contest for the hearts and minds of the Third

63.

Khrushchev, Prevent War, pp. 101-02.

64. R. Avakov and R. Andreasyan, "Revolution on the Nile," New
Times no. 30 (July 1962): 15.
65.

Mizan 6 (November 1964): 32.
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World as well as the USSR as the embodiment and the guardian of ideological purity.

66

To add to their pains, the behavior of the UAR could not

be wholly positively evaluated.

The socioeconomic structure attempted by

the UAR was, in their view, positive, but the persecution of local com
munists could not be totally ignored.

They suffered from the usual dif

ficulties of applying theoretical projections based on ideological ex
pectations, projections that were rarely accurate when applied to actual
dynamic human endeavor.

Soviet theorists were always lagging behind po

litical decisions for which they were called upon to find ideological
justifications.

Not the least of these justifications were those which

dealth with the cooperation between the Soviet Union and openly declared
anti-Marxist regime

like the UAR.

It must be noted that Soviet authors

were not totally consistent in the use of the ideological terms they
applied to the UAR.

Neither were they unanimous in their judgment as

to the relative position of the UAR on the path of socioeconomic devel«. 67
opment.
Exhortations to Soviet orientalists to make a profound study of .
68
the political and economic structure
of countries of the Third World

66. Robin Buss, Wary Partners: The Soviet Union and Arab So
cialism (London: The Institute for Strategic Studies, 1970), pp. 1, 7;
Morton Schwartz, "The USSR and Leftist Regimes in Less-Developed Coun
tries," Survey 19 (Spring 1973): 214-15; Thornton, The Third World in
Soviet Perspective, pp. x, xiii.
67. An excellent critical analysis of the difficulties and ideo
logical differences faced by Soviet ideologues in placing the UAR in the
Marxist-Leninist scheme was done by Uri Ra'-anan, "Moscow and the 'Third
World,'" Problems of Communism 14 (January/February 1965): 22-31.
68.

See chapter IV, note 140.
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bore fruit when the Soviet delegation submitted the "National Democracy"
thesis to the Conference of Representatives of Communist and Workers'
Parties in November of 1960.

On its adoption by the congress, the thesis

became the definitive ideological framework for dealing with the less
developed countries.

In the following July the Congress of CPSU adopted

it as part of its program.

The new concept defined the state of national

democracy as
the state that consistently defends its political and economic
independence, struggles against imperialism and its military
blocs, against military bases on its territory; a state that
struggles against new forms of colonialism and the penetration
of imperialist capital; a state that rejects dictatorial and
despotic methods of government; a state in which the people are
assured broad democratic rights and freedoms...and the opportu
nity to work for agrarian reform.69
The CPSU party program added the concept of a united fron for all demo
cratic forces as well as the creation of a strong public sector in the
70
economy.

69. Pravda, December 6, 1960, cited in CDSP, vol. 12, no. 49,
p. 4; the same theme was repeated approximately in the program of CPSU;
see Pravda and Izvestia, July 30, 1961, cited in CDSP, vol. 13, no. 29,
p. 4. The concept of national democracy was also adequately discussed
in Mizan 3 (January 1961): 2-3; 3 (July/August 1961): 1; Pravda, Janu
ary 25, 1961, cited in CDSP, vol. 13, no. 4, p. 12; Kommunist no. 8 (May
1961): 33-48, cited in CDSP, vol. 13, no. 22, p. 207; Thornton, ed.,
The Third World in Soviet Perspective, pp. 27-29; Laqueur, The Struggle
for the Middle East, pp. 174-75; William T. Shinn, Jr., "The 'National
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The UAR exhibited some of the attributes of the state of national
democracy.

It was not so recognized.^

On the contrary, it was casti

gated for its demagogic use of socialist slogans while it oppressed com
munists.

The conference expressed its "proletarian solidarity with the

glorious sons and daughters of the working class and democrats who are
72
languishing in dungeons in...the UAR."
''Abd al-ET&sir's radical reforms caught the Soviet Union by sur
prise.

This was evident from the confused evaluations of his "social

revolution."

Almost all Egyptians who discoursed on the reforms of

1961 and 1962 maintained with ^Abd al-NHsir that Egypt was implementing
73
"socialism in action."

One Soviet author indicated the confusion in

Egypt about ^-Abd al-N&sir's program when he quoted an exasperated Egyp
tian businessman:

"I want something definite.

ism, why is there so much capitalism left?

If we're building social

If we're building capitalism,

then why is there all this nationalization and talk about socialism?

I

wish someone would tell me for certain just what we are building."^
The Soviet writer also gave the unmistakable impression that no one in
Egypt, except President ^-Abd al-N&sir, really knew what type of socio
economic system was being established.

Russian scholars like V. Tyagunenko,

71. B. Ponomarev, "Concerning the National-Democratic State,"
Kommunist no. 8 (May 1961): 33-48, cited in CDSP, vol. 13, no. 22, pp.
3-7.
72. "Statement of the Conference of Representatives of Communist
and Workers' Parties," Pravda, December 6, 1960, cited in CDSP, vol. 12,
no. 49, p. 4.
73. Pravda, July 9, 1962, cited in CDSP, vol. 14, no. 29, p. 19;
Mizan 4 (September 1962): 9.
74.
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Y. Rozaliev, G. Mirsky, and R. Avakov retained earlier evaluations which
characterized the latest reforms as manifestations of state capitalism.^
But Mirsky commented:
Last July President Nasser issued a series of decrees and
proclaimed the beginning of a "social revolution." The mea
sures provided for in these decrees are officially described
as "socialist." That can be variously interpreted, but there
is no denying that no other non-socialist country in Asia or
Africa has ventured on such radical reforms [my emphasis].
Land reform was a different question.

L. N. Vatolina, whose ear

lier evaluation of the 1952 reform was none too favorable, gave the 1961
version an only slightly better assessment.
forward, but continued:

She saw it as a further step

"Even this new reform, which is a continuation

of the first, will not be able to solve the agrarian question, since it
retains the ownership of land by landlords and the semi-feudal exploita
tion of the peasantry.

Only by freeing the Egyptian village completely

from the survivals of feudalism can the position of the peasantry be
77
changed."

I. I. Potekhin adopted a more contradictory evaluation.

The

1961 land reform "substantially alleviated the condition of the peasantry
and undermined the landlords' land ownership....

But land holdings of

100 feddans are maintained by landlords, while a significant number of

75. Ibid., 4 (April 1962): 5; 4 (May 1962): 46; Y. Rozaliev,
"State Capitalism in Asia and Africa," International Affairs no. 2 (Feb
ruary 1963): 34-35.
76.
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12.
77. Mizan 4 (November 1962): 11; this evaluation was maintained
in Ibid., 6 (April 1964): 1-2.
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peasants have no land at all or possess sections of less than one fed78
dan."

Even the usually charitable Mirsky was somewhat skeptical.

He

characterized the UAR's land and cooperative policy as
one that affords oppotunities for the rise of private farms of
the capitalist type; and for this reason the countryside re
mains the chief vantage ground and hope of capitalism in the
UAR. Will the capitalist farmer become master in the country
side...or will the government be able (and determined) to curb
the power of private enterprise here? On that will depend in
large measure the issue between capitalist or non-capitalist
path of national development.^^

Renewed UAH-Soviet Quarrel
The agreement on Soviet participation in the construction of the
second stage of the Aswan High Dam

80

signaled the suspension of the cam

paign of mutual recrimination between the UAR and the Soviet Union.

This

was reinforced in a face-to-face meeting between '•Abd al-N^sir and Khrushchev in New York about which the UAR president reported to the National
Assembly:
In our usual candor which is the cornerstone of our foreign
relations, we both discussed, in fact, it was imperative that
we should have discussed, the difficulties in our relations of
1959.... We had to discuss frankly so we could strengthen the
friendship between our two countries; a friendship that is an
example to be emulated in the relations between states regard
less of differences between their respective social systems.
That friendship is the most striking feature of our independent
foreign policy.81

78. I. I. Potekhin, "Land Relationship in the Countries of Africa,"
in Thornton, ed., The Third World in Soviet Perspective, pp. 247-48.
79. G. Mirsky, "The Changing Arab East: Analysis of Political
Development Trends," New Times no. 2 (January 1964): 5.
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That sentiment was retained and echoed in all public pronouncements of
both countries.

It also ushered in a period of tranquillity in the re

lations of the two states which lasted until the beginning of 1961.
While the 1961 program of CPSU did not specifically criticize the
UAK. for the imprisonment of its communists, as did the Conference of Re82
presentatives of Communist and Workers' Parties,
the Soviet media
adopted a more critical posture toward the UAR's anti-communism.

This

led to renewed verbal quarrels which involved the media as well as high
officials of both sides.

The new abusive exchanges were initiated by

the Soviet press which resorted to its usual practice of quoting other
communist publications to indicate Soviet displeasure.

Pravda added its

own evaluation of the UAR's contradictory policies:
It would be wrong not to point out and condemn the contra
dictory nature of the policy pursued by the Egyptian government
and President Nasser: While asserting the need to strengthen
the struggle against imperialism and for the complete liberation
of Africa and Asia, he at. the same time orders the arrest of the
best Egyptian patriots and fighters against imperialism [i.e.,
communists], thereby decreasing the effectiveness of this strug
gle and serving the forces that fight against the independence
and progress of the Arab peoples.83
This first article in Pravda was followed by the direct participation of
Khrushchev in criticizing UAR internal policies.

The Soviet premier

stated again his "boundless solidarity with the fighters for the cause

82.
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of Communism in the Capitalist countries, especially with our comrades
who are languishing in the prisons of Spain, Portugal, Greece, West Ger
many, the United Arab Republic."^
The new quarrel was intensified on May 3, 1961.

The Soviet lead

er, in violation of the most elementary rule of hospitality, rudely lec
tured the visiting speaker of the National Assembly, Anwar Sadat, about
the virtues of communism.

He recognized the differences in outlook be

tween the USSR and the UAR on nationalism, socialism, and communism.

He

declared, however, that these differences would not affect the cordial
relations between the two countries.

He then discoursed on the benefits

of communism to the Soviet people, as could so obviously be seen from the
material progress in industry and other fields.

He continued:

We shall triumph. We progress and lead you with us. Now
you do not want Communism. Never mind. We are not angry. In
the future you will find that we are right.
At this point Anwar al-Sadat said: "We respect every prin
ciple chosen by any people for their freedom."
We also follow the same principle. We cannot drive people
into paradise with a stick. If this is paradise then people
must go to it of their own free will....
You may think that I want to transform you from Arab na
tionalists to Communists. Naturally, I do not propose to do
this now but I feel some of those present here will be Com
munists in the future, because life imposes itself upon man.
Communism consists of ideas and ideas cannot be buried in prisons••••
I believe that you must not be surprised to see me praising
Communism to this extent. What else can I praise when I am the

84.
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Secretary of the Communist Party? Shall I praise the American
system?... You say you seek Socialism which leads to Commun
ism.... You are like one who studies the alphabet.... If you
want Socialism, then you must not say that you are averse to
Communism. You are placing yourself in a critical position and
have fallen into the imperialist trap.85
^•Abd al-Msir was immediately informed and he angrily authorized
Heikal to draft a reply to be sent by Sadat.
patched a scathing letter.

Accordingly, the latter dis

He denied that the standard of living, i.e.

economic accomplishments, could serve as the only basis of judgment on
the merits of socioeconomic systems—otherwise "the Americans can tell
the Soviet people:

'We are still ahead of you in our standard of living,

86
consequently our system is better than yours."'

Sadat then continued

by reciting the history of the October and Arab revolutions.

He began

by comparing their respective ages and pointed out that through most of
the eight years of revolutionary Egypt, a continuous battle was fought
by imperialist forces against the UAR.

This did not prevent the govern

ment from achieving substantial social and economic gains.

These were—

unlike those of other revolutions, undoubtedly meaning the Russian revo
lution—accomplished bloodlessly; "one of the things about our own revo
lution of which we are particularly proud is that even in bad times it
kept its reputation clean.

It has not been a revolution of purges, mas-

87
sacres, executions and concentration camps."

The speaker of the National

85. Quoted in D. C. Watt, ed., Documents on International Affairs,
1961 (London: Oxford University Press, 1962), p. 659. The same incident
was discussed by Heikal, Cairo Documents, pp. 152-53; Idem., Sphinx and
Commissar, pp. 112-14.
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Assembly paid particular attention to the lack of Soviet desire eventually
to convert Egypt into a communist state and expressed the "hope that when
you said you did not want to convert us from Arab nationalists to commun
ists this was something that will apply to the future as much as to the
present. Like you we feel that in the end history will decide between
88
our different ideologies."

The Egyptian correspondent refused to be

restricted to a choice only between capitalism and communism:
We reject capitalism, not just because we hate it, but be
cause we think it does not suit the nature of our people, or
their hopes and needs. But if we reject capitalism this does
not mean that communism is the only choice left for us; though
it has succeeded in other conditions this does not mean that
it would necessarily succeed in conditions here. Our people
will never let themselves be limited to two choices only. We
believe that the horizon of man's hopes is wider than this nar
row vision, and our people do not need to cut themselves off
from the rich intellectual heritage of the whole world. On the ^
contrary, we think that they can share it and contribute to it.
The Egyptian leadership was careful to contain this incident.
viet apology would have ended the matter.

A So

Failing this, the exchange was

published in the Egyptian press which was already replete with articles
that were offensive to the USSR.

The Soviet Union was again depicted as

a land of dictatorship, similar in its oppression to that of Nazi Ger
many and Fascist Italy, while the individual was deprived of his private
property and of his dreams.

Egyptian media returned to the theme of

90
Egypt's payment in full to the Soviet Union for its aid.
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The Soviet response was not long in coming.

"Commentator" launched

scathing attacks on specific Egyptian authors who slandered the Soviet
Union:
The System for which he [Abu Kheir] fights which he calls
"Socialism," is practially identical to the historically doomed
Capitalism, a society in which exploiters rule and where speak
ers shout from the rostrum about democracy while progressive
people rot in dungeons for their political convictions....
Fikri Abaza, who is editor-in-chief of al-Musawwar...does
not like the friendship between the Soviet Union and the United
Arab Republic....
Abaza is not merely an opponent of the friendship between
the UAR and the USSR. Hs is its ideological enemy. In this
capacity, he shoots his barbs in hopes of causing the greatest
possible damage to relations between the two friendly countries.
Mr. Abaza asserts that the USSR has been fully repaid for
"everything that you (i.e. the Soviet Union-C.) have given us
in the form of loans, aid and moral and material support.11
This al-Musawwar profiteer wants to reduce relations be
tween two friendly states to the level of ordinary marketplace
haggling. This gentleman, who is apparently accustomed to
seeking profit everywhere, reveals his whole horse trader's
spirit here....
However, what is this "high price" the Arabs have paid to
the Soviet Union...? The editor of al-Musawwar alleges that
it is the policy of neutralism and non-participation in mili
tary blocs by the United Arab Republic.
But is not the policy of neutrality beneficial primarily to
the Arab people themselves?... He declares that the defense of
vital interests of the Arab countries, which is fully served by
the policy of non-participation in the military blocs and alli
ances created by the imperialists, has been a favor rendered to
the Soviet state.91

91. Commentator, "Onslaughts of Slanderer," Pravda, May 31,
1961, cited in CDSP, vol. 13, no. 22, p. 18.
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These were the initial salvos of the renewed verbal assault,
reminiscent of 1959-1960, which was now in full force.

Soviet media

both directly and indirectly criticized the UAR's anti-communism, quoted
other communist publications detailing government persecution of commun
ists, and accused the UAR media—apart from the UAR leadership—of dis92
honesty.

The UAR media answered with sorrow and bewilderment and with

familiar themes about communists, communism, and the Soviet Union.

Com

munists were portrayed as foreign agents who cooperated with Zionists
93
and whose interests were in conflict with those of the Arab nation.
A comprehensive condemnation of Marxism-Leninism was authored by
the redoubtable ^Abb&s Mahmfld al-VAqqad.

He began with a repeat perform-

ance attacking the personal integrity of the foremost leaders of MarxismLeninism.

Marx was selfish; Engels was feminie; Lenin was a psychopath

who lacked human warmth and compassion; Stalin was an agent of the Okhrana,
94
a butcher who saw millions to their death, and a cruel sadist.

Marxism,

as an ideology, subverted Hegelian idealism and turned it upside down.
Scientific Socialism, for all its claims to scientific inevitability, pur
sued an unrealizable Utopia as its final objective.

al-'-Aqq&d refuted the

inevitability of revolution staged by industrial workers aiming at con
trolling the means of production and distribution.

Dialectical materialism

92. Pravda, June 3, 1961, cited in CDSP, vol. 13, no. 22, p. 19;
June 17, 18, 1961, cited in CDSP, vol. 13, no. 24, p. 24; July 22, 1961,
cited in CDSP, vol. 13, no. 29, p. 23.
93.
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94. ^Abbas Mahmtld al- ^Aqq&d, al-Shuyu ^iyyah wa al-Insaniyyah fi
Shari^at al-Islam [Communism and Humanism in Islamic Jurisprudence], 2nd
ed. (Beirut: al-KitUb al-VArabi, n.d.), pp. 69, 380-84, 389.
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or economic determinism was illogical since it considered the means of
production and distribution as at once the cause and effect of social
differentiation.

It suffered from the same inadequacies of all generali

zations that claimed to explain everything while in fact they explained
nothing.

Modes and means of production and distribution did not and

could not fully explain religion, patriotism, nationalism, science, phi
losophy, ethics, art, and literature.
case of Arab literature.

That was particularly true in the

The rules of Arab poetry had not changed and

thus did not respond to changes in the means and modes of production and
distribution.^
Marx's characterization of religion or theism as the "opium of
the people" was particularly offensive to al-^Aqq&d.

He categorically

rejected this concept and especially its applicability to Islam.

The

Islamic faith, al-^-Aqq&d declared, did not tranquillize people by shift
ing Muslims' focus to the afterlife.
this life.

Islam placed an equal emphasis on

It preached submission to none but God (Allah); indeed, it

commanded that Muslims guard their rights, rights that were secured by
divine sanctions.

Islam, moreover, decreed equality of all under the

I
96
law.

al-^-Aqqlld downgraded the significance of Marxism by maintaining
\

that the Russian revolution had enhanced the impact of Marxism; those
who successfully launched the revolution in October of 1917 only just
happened to be Marxists.

The Russian revolution, al-^Aqq&d pointed out,

95.
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was not inevitable.

Furthermore, it was launched and sustained by basic

ally agrarian Russians.

Both facts were contrary to Marx's economic de-

• •
97
termxnxsm.
Marxism-Leninism in practice did not fare much better with al^-Aqqad.

He considered Leninism-Stalinism as applied Marxism, adopting

a Trotskyite thesis by describing dictatorship under the guise of demo
cratic centralism which paved the way for Stalinism.

Stalin's reign of

terror was the logical extension of the successive substitution of party
for people, of central committee for party, and of the leader for the
98
central committee, with tragic results for freedom.
As for the Soviet Union, al-^-Aqqad saw it as the living proof of
the bankruptcy of Marxism.

Even though the Soviet Union had made signi

ficant strides in industrial accomplishment—at a terrible human cost—
these did not exceed those of Nazi Germany or Fascist Italy.

Another

example of the fallacy of Marxism vis-^-vis religion and nationalism was
the failure of the Soviet Union to eradicate both despite unspeakable
99
persecution.
The Soviet press answered these and other vituperations with a
transparent attempt to dissociate '•Abd al-N&sir personally from the UAR
media.

Pravda pointed out the Egyptian president's sentiment of grati

tude for Soviet aid in contradistinction to Western military, economic,

97.
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and diplomatic pressures.

The Soviet leadership ignored the renewed

verbal conflict and sent warm congratulations on the occasion of the Mus
lim New Year and the ninth anniversary of the Egyptian revolution.
But this made no impression on either the UAR press or on ^Abd al-N&sir.
Articles that were unflattering to Marxism-Leninism and the Soviet Union
continued to appear.

They asserted that Lenin had established a police

state which had been transformed by Stalin into a cage in which workers
benefited but paid a dear price in a bloody class war and the loss of
102
their liberty.

Arab communists added fat to the fire by negatively

assessing the Socialist Decrees, to which the UAR media retorted by
branding them as lunatic agents of a foreign power and traitors to their
103
fatherland and nation.
^Abd al-N&sir regretted these verbal exchanged for whose initia
tion he blamed the Soviet media and in which the UAR took a purely defen
sive posture.

He later assigned a great significance to UAR-Soviet

friendship but reasserted the existence of ideological differences be
tween the two states.

His regrets did not mean a change in his assess

ment of local communists as hired agents and as lackeys of foreigners,

100.
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on an equal footing with local feudalists and capitalists who also de104
pended upon and did the bidding of foreigners.

He emphasized the

differences between the Russian experience, its guiding ideological ten
ets, and its objectives and those of the Egyptian revolution:
Lenin said that power can be wrested from the bourgeoisie
only through a revolution, the President said. We too seized
power through a revolution. But we want to build Socialism
through peaceful means. Our understanding of Socialism differs
from your understanding. The basic difference between our revo
lution and your revolution is that, as the works of Marx and
Lenin point out, you consider the dictatorship of the prole
tariat necessary, we do not.... We are against a dictatorship
of anyone over anyone.105
kAbd al-NHsir continued to detail differences that included liquidation of the power of capitalists and feudalists, as opposed to phy
sical liquidation.

He then moved on to the differences in outlook to

ward religion and in the relative absence of a working-class movement
106
in Egypt as compared with the Soviet Union.

In a later interview,

he added that whereas the October revolution had been launched by the
people, the Egyptian revolution was undertaken by the army."^^

It is

instructive to contrast how gingerly Pravda treated '•Abd al-NSsir for
detailing these ideological differences with the harsh and brutal attack
it launched on Jal£l Kishk of Roze al-Yusuf for almost identical dis
tinctions between Arab Socialism and Marxism-Leninism and their respective

104. ^-Abd al-Nasir, Collection, 3:
November 11, 1961.

502-03, 625-26; al-Ahram,

105. Quoted in Pravda, July 19, 1961, cited in CDSP, vol. 14,
no. 29, p. 19.
106.

Ibid., p. 102.

107. ^Abd al-N&sir, Collection, 4: 227; Pravda, August 6, 1962,
cited in CDSP, vol. 14, no. 31, p. 13; Mizan 4 (September 1962): 12-13.

238
103
applications.

Pravda observed:

I have in front of me a series of article by a certain Kishek
of the magazine Roze al-Yussef. It is difficult to say what pre
dominates in them, ignorance or viciousness. The writer comes
down upon Marxist-Leninist teaching, shouts that "our Socialism
throws a political and philosophical challenge to Marxism," at
tacks the dictatorship of the proletariat, frantically defends
capitalist private property and shamelessly slanders the Soviet
people and their great achievements....
Galyal [sic] Kishek claims to have "an original point of view"
on Socialist teaching and the Soviet Union, but actually he par
rots the banalities of low-grade anti-Communist bourgeois propa
ganda. The arch-reactionary American, British and French news
papers and magazines themselves could reprint his articles with
enthusiasm....
The preaching of "Socialism" under the flag of anti-Communism
has not done anyone any good. Such preachers invariably ended up
in the quagmire of capitalist swamp, exposing themselves once and
for all in the eyes of the popular masses.109
Kishk issued a quick and equally abusive reply.

He rejected So

viet dogmatism as equally harmful as that of capitalism and bemoaned the
Soviets' lack of intellectual ingenuity to accept a "third road" of Arab
Socialism which is anti-exploitative but that believes in cooperating
with national capital.

Arab Socialism utilizes nationalization not as

a punitive measure but as the only means to achieve economic growth and
the liquidation of class distinctions."^'"''^

Kishk justified the UAR's

prohibition of communist political activities as a defensive measure de
signed to protect both the communist from themselves and the UAK. from

108.
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the terrible consequences of a communist seizure of power as exemplified
in Stalinist Russia.

He refused to be the stepping-stone for communists

in their drive for power.

The Egyptian author then warned the Soviet

Union against dogmatism:
Unfortunately, communists refuse to ascertain an abolutely
clear fact. The colonized peoples have pioneered their own
path to socialism without communist parties and without Lenin
ism. They, the communists, do incalculable harm to the cause of
socialism and to- the interests of the communist camp when they
insist on transforming ideological disputes into political ones.
With this outburst the verbal quarrel seemed to have come to an
end.

Indeed, the UAR information organs began to express less hostile

views of the Soviet Union.

It was henceforth seen in a slightly more

favorable light.

Impressions of Egyptian visitors to the Soviet state

began to appear.

One such visitor was a religious leader whose views,

though not altogether negative, were nevertheless more critical than most
of the contemporaneous literature.

He was shocked by the extremely high

cost of living and the housing shortage.

He bemoaned the atheism of the

Russians and was amazed by the near-deification of Lenin.

He admired

the Russian people, who "were highly organized, so organized, in fact,

112
that one felt an undercurrent of compulsion."

This was followed by

an account of a ten-day visit to Russia by a well known Marxist, Lotfi
113
al-Khuli.

Russia, he maintained, was a dynamic society which did not
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hesitate to adopt whatever was useful in capitalism—for example, the
cafeteria system.
for the future.

The people of Russia exhibited enthusiasm and hope

This was seen in their European haircuts, make-up, and

fashionable attire.
ment.

The new Russian look was encouraged by the govern

The Soviet people, he wrote, were by nature peaceful.

If they

were given the choice between ICBM and the amenities of life, they would
gladly opt for the latter.

They had immediate concerns such as agricul

tural insufficiency about which they heatedly argued and for which they
blamed their harsh climate and an unimaginative and unresponsive bureau
cracy.

The most penetrating analysis by Mr. al-Khuli dealt with the

struggle between generations and their respective attitudes:
The Russian population is composed of three generations that
live and coexist together in all facets of Soviet society within
the context of Marxism-Leninism. Those who lived under Tsarism
and early Soviet government. Those who were born in the Soviet
system and those who were born in the late 1940s. The first
group, headed by Molotov, believed in the inevitability of war
and hence concentrated on heavy industry and made tremendous
sacrifices during the hard times. Khrushchev assumed the leader
ship of the second generation and was also supported by the
third generation, the "rocket generation." The Khrushchev co
alition perceived the world as evolving in the direction of peace
as seen from the existence of a vast zone of peace consisting of
the socialist countries and nations of the Third World such as
India, Egypt, and Indonesia. They decided that war could and
must be avoided. Hence, they believed in peaceful coexistence
under which the struggle would shift from the military arena to
the economic, scientific and cultural spheres. In the clash
between Molotov and Khrushchev, the "rocket generation" won.
The two views also differed on the merits of foreign aid to
developing countries. The older generation opposed aid. The
"rocket generation" saw this approach as intellectually sterile.
They realized that the aims of the nationalist movements were
economic as well as political independence. These objectives
dictated the adoption of a socialist economy. The newly inde
pendent countries may not be in the socialist camp, but they
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were inherently opposed to colonialism and capitalism; as such
they would be friendly countries and, therefore, should be
aided.
As in the previous quarrel, the UAR made it absolutely clear that
its concept of compartmentalization was still valid.

Friendship and co

operation with the Soviet Union should not be obstructed by ideological
disagreements and by the quarantine of local communists.

Since Soviet

defense of local communists was construed as interference and local com
munist influence was seen as the extension of Soviet influence, Heikal
saw fit to reassert the principle of opposition to all forms of foreign
dominat ion:
Outright enmity toward the Eastern bloc is wrong. A holy
crusade against the communist doctrine is also wrong. That is,
we should fight to the end, within our borders, against foreign
interference from any source and should safeguard our national
ist doctrine by revolutionary action.... Egypt in the past waged
a very violent battle with the Soviet Union.... The success
achieved by Egypt in this battle was due, above all, to clear
sightedness. Egypt opposed the Soviet Union on the grounds that
while it rejected the Soviet Union's interference, it was, how
ever, determined to maintain its friendship.!^
The renewed quarrel died just as suddenly as it had erupted.

With

its termination began an era of cordial relations that gradually matured
into a strong and warm friendship.

It was marred only occasionally by

Khrushchev's lectures on nationalism and by outbursts from other commun
ist publications.

By the end of 1962 events in the Middle East such as

the overthrow of the royalist Yemeni regime and subsequent Egyptian in
tervention as well as the decline of communist influence in Iraq

114.

Ibid.

115.

Radio Cairo, August 9, 1963.
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served to enhance the significance of Jam&l '•Abd al-N&sir
to the Soviet
«
position both in the Arab, world and, indeed, throughout the Third World.

The Revival of Ideological Pigeonholing:
From Revolutionary Democracy to Socialist Construction
The gradual warming of relations between the two states was pro
pitious.

It coincided with the reevaluation of the "Socialist Decrees"

and with another attempt to fit the UAR into a Marxist-Leninist scheme
of social development.

As late as the beginning of 1963, the UAR was

included among "countries which have won their political independence
and pursued an independent foreign policy, which have freed themselves
from imperialist enslavement but remain in. the capitalist system of eco-

116
nomy."

But this view did not take into account a review of the Egyp

tian revolution undertaken by R. Avakov and G. Mirsky.

This study in

dicated that a small conspiratorial offiers' organization had launched
a coup without popular participation, thereby executing the national
will.

This elitist group initiated very radical reforms.The same

authors, in a study of social structure in the UAR, could not identify
the interests of the ruling elite with those of the national bourgeoisie
who were a very significant element in the concept of national democracy.
In fact, the "leading group in the UAR...cannot be directly identified
118
with the interests of any one class."

They conducted a detailed

116. "The Fundamentals of Marxism-Leninism," in Thornton, ed.,
The Third World in Soviet Perspective, p. 49.
117. Mizan 4 (September 1962):
New Times no. 4 (January 1962): 12.

3-4; G. Mirsky, "The UAR Reforms,"

118. R. Avakov and G. Mirsky, "The Class Structure in the UnderDeveloped Countries," in Thornton, ed., The Third World in Soviet Perspec
tive, p. 298.
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study of the decrees directed against the monied interests in Egypt,
concluding that "state power in the UAR is used to restrict and weaken
119
the influence of the wealthiest and strongest strata of society."
In a separate article, Mirsky later elevated the functional out
come of these reforms as making inroads on the capitalist system of pro
duction which was the sole preoccupation of the national bourgeoisie.
He then criticized the lack of appropriate studies:
In passing I should like to remark that we do not yet pos
sess any study of those elements of society in the under-developed
countries which do not fit into the concept of "bourgeoisie" but
which in many countries play a very large or even leading role.
I have in mind the intellligentsia and the army. It is from their
ranks that come revolutionary or national democrats.120
Mirsky did not, however, shrink from returning to an earlier theme and
expanding it to include a different category for the rulers of the UAR
and other countries,, of whom he wrote:
Of the forces in power in these countries, it is difficult
to say that they are representatives of the bourgeoisie. They
are rather representatives of the progressive intelligentsia,
revolutionary democrats, who understand the necessity of turning the anti-colonialist revolution into an anti-capitalist one.
An indication of the heated discussion among Soviet ideologues
regarding the place of the UAR's position in the Marxist-Leninist scheme
was the reaction of R. Avakov and L. Stepanov to Mirsky's evaluation of
the impact of the UAR's reforms on capitalist production.

119.

The two conceded

Ibid., p. 297.

120. Mizan 6 (April 1964): 5; the reader will note that there
was no consistency in the use of the two terms, but that the emphasis
is apparent.
121.

Ibid., p. 4.
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that the reforms struck a serious blow against the interests of the big
and middle bourgeoisie.

Avakov had written an earlier article with the

same conclusions:
But at the same time we should like to express our disagree
ment with G. Mirsky who affirms that the patriotic army circles
in power in the UAR have made inroads on the bases of the capi
talist system of production. This assertion is at variance with
reality. To deal blows at the big and even medium bourgeoisie
does not mean making inroads on the bases of capitalism.
G. Mirsky has run to one of those extremes.... He has given
an absolute significance to the social and economic reforms in
the UAR. He has analyzed them in isolation from the concrete
political situation in the country and in the Arab World as a
whole, and has failed to take sufficient account of counteracting
factors, and in particular of nationalistic and anti-democratic
tendencies expressed in the persecution of Left-Wing and consis
tently revolutionary forces and in refusal of an allicance with
them [my emphasis].122
Shortly thereafter Mirsky answered his critics.

He proposed that

newly independent countries were not bound by static ideological parame
ters.

As an example, "analysis of the development of the UAR shows, dog

matist views to the contrary, in our day of a world socialist system the
prospects before colonies and semi-colonies are infinitely wider and more
123
diversified than before."

In this he was echoing Khrushchev who ear

lier had described the aspirations of new national leaders toward social
ism.

He also detailed again the concept of national democracy.

But he

emphasized:

122. Ibid., p. 6. The reader should keep this point in mind, for
it will have a bearing on further reevaluation of the UAR reforms after
the release of UAR communists from jail.
123. G. Mirsky, "The Changing Arab East: Analysis of Political
Development Trends," New Times no. 2 (January 1964): 6.
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Of course, this does not preclude other forms of development
along the path of national liberation and social development.
Life will introduce much that is both new in the forms of
transition to Socialism and in the pace of social changes. In
any case, there is no doubt that life demands advance and one
cannot advance except by moving toward Socialism.
There is another thing that is not open to doubt. Socialism
cannot be built on position of anti-Communism, opposing the coun
tries in which Socialism has won the victory and persecuting the
Communists [my emphasis]....-^4
It has been noted that the sorest point in the pragmatic and ideo
logical relations between the UAR and the Soviet Union was the position
of Egyptian communists.

The UAR did not fit. the national democracy con

cept because the indigenous Marxists were not a party to a national demo
cratic front.

In fact, they were languishing in jails. This fact more

than any other caused Soviet theorists to agonize over fitting the UAR
into any particular ideological mold.

They tried but failed to modify

the concept of national democracy into revolutionary democracy.

It is

not possible to determine whether ^-Abd al-Nasir was aware of Soviet dif
ficulties over this issue.

One can only speculate that he must have been

made aware, through covert means, of Soviet displeasure.

Nevertheless,

in an interview with Le Monde in March of 1963, the UAR president de
clared his intention to release political prisoners, of whom the commun125
ists formed a sizeable number.

The Soviet press grasped for ^Abd al-

N&sir's promise and warmly approved:

124. Pravda and Izvestia, December 22, 1963, cited in CDSP, vol.
15, no. 51, p. 13.
125.

Fathi, N£sirists and Communists, p. 248.
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The reforms are being continued. President Nasser told a
Paris Monde [sic] correspondent that the government would close
all concentration camps and enable citizens of differeing poli
tical views freely to express them and share in the up-building
of the country within the framework of the Arab Socialist Alli
ance [sic].
The Soviet public welcomes these achievements of the Egyp
tian people with whom it has close ties of friendship and coop
eration.126
On the eleventh anniversay of the Egyptian revolution, '-Abd al-Nasir ful
filled his promise and a number of communists were released.
also met with favorable response.

This was

Pravda declared that this "decision

127
of the UAR has been greeted with satisfaction by the world public."

The key to the release of Egyptian communists was later found in
a statement made by the UAR president.

He denied that anyone had been

arrested because of his political tendencies.
tile to the revolution were arrested.

Only those who were hos

VAbd al-Nasir continued:

"They

were arrested because they opposed the revolution and not because they
were journalists or communists....

They were detained...because of their

128
activities against the revolution."
was an exercise in semantics.

\Abd al-N&sir's rationalization

Communists were not persecuted on grounds

of dogma; rather, he insisted that they constituted a danger to the revo
lution as a result of their socioeconomic ideologies or dogmas.

126.

This

"Egypt's 'Star Hour,'" New Times no. 29 (July 1963):

4.

127. Pravda, August 14, 1963, cited in CDSP, vol. 15, no. 33,
p. 20.
128. ^-Abd al-N&sir, Collection, 4: 440-41; al-Ahram, October 1,
1963; Radio Cairo, October 3> 1963. Another explanation for the release
of communists from jail was their consent to enter the ASU as individuals
where they could be observed and quarantined, as will be discussed later.
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led to almost automatic reappraisal of the socioeconomic reforms which
were now described as in
accord with the interests of broad sections of the people.
Herein lies their undoubtedly progressive character. Above
all they have affected the interests of the bourgeoisie,
and all capitalist elements. One is drawn to the conclusion
that these reforms are outside the framework of state capi
talism [my emphasis], and that conditions are being created
in the UAR for the country to go over to the non-capitalist
road of development.1^9
Mirsky later supported ^Abd al-N&sir, but with certain equivocations:
Objectively, these reforms in the UAR provide a basis for
non-capitalist development, though since they are a 'revolution
from above' (supported from below) and have not yet been at
tended by far-reaching democratization of public life, counter
offensive by the reactionary capitalists, who have imperialism
behind them, is not ruled out.130
More prisoners were released in March of 1964, apparently in pre
paration for Nikita S. Khrushchev's expected visit to the UAR.

Belyaev

candidly admitted that the treatment of communists was the sorest prob
lem in the UAR, but that "the factors which used to produce antagonism
131
between Communists and the regime are now being eliminated."

Khrush

chev himself explained away the anti-communist issue as a thing of the 132
past.

The reforms were reappraised in the climate of good feeling.

129.

Mizan 5 (December 1963):

21.

130. G. Mirsky, "The Changing Arab East: Analysis of Political
Development Trends," New Times no. 2 (January 1964): 3.

1964):

131. I. Belyaev, "Changes on the Nile," New Times no. 18 (May
11; the same theme also appeared in Ibid., no 32 (June 1964): 2.

132. Pravda and Izvestia, May 27, 1964, cited in CDSP, vol. 16,
no. 21, p. 18.
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In May of 1964, the measure implemented by ^-Abd al-Nisir eliminated the
bourgeoisie as a class.

"No one has touched them physically, they con

tinue to live in their villas.

But as a class they no longer exist.

Their capital is gone, so are their business and political conncections
133
with the West; they can no longer influence the nation's policies."
By the time Khrushchev arrived in Alexandria, the UAR was, in
Soviet eyes, firmly positioned along the non-capitalist path of develop
ment.

This doctrine was not new.

It was first broached by Karl Marx in

his debate with Russian socialists.

It was later elaborated by Lenin in

the Second Comintern Congress, and was further detailed by Soviet ideo
logues.

It proclaimed the possibility of moving from feudalism or pre-

capitalism directly to socialism without passing through the capitalist
stage.

This possibility could be realized through an alliance of workers

and peasants supported by the petit bourgeoisie.,

In Egypt's case, so

the Soviets rationalized, the alliance of workers and peasants supported
by the only class available, after the elimination of the big bourgeoisie
134
as a class, certainly did exist.

1964):

133.
10.

Therefore, the UAR was firmly on

I. Belyaev, "Changes on the Nile," New Times no. 18 (May

134. On this subject see Laqueur, The Soviet Union and the Middle
East, p. 21; Gruliow, ed., Current Soviet Policies, 4: 11; B. Ponomarev,
"Concerning the National Democratic State," Kommunist no. 8 (May 1962),
cited in CDSP, vol. 13, no. 22, pp. 4-7; G. Mirsky, "Whither the Newly
Independent Countries," International Affairs no. 12 (December 1962): 27;
Thornton, ed., The Third World in Soviet Perspective, pp. 27, 54; A. Sobolev, "National Democracy—The Way to Social Progress," World Marxist
Review: Problems of Peace and Socialism no. 3 (February 1963): 44-46;
K. Ivanov, "The National-Liberation Movement and Non-Capitalist Path of
Development," International Affairs no. 9 (September 1964): 35, 37, 41.
This conclusion was not unanimously adopted by all Soviet theorists, as
alluded to earlier. See "Socialism, Capitalism and the Underdeveloped
Countries," Mizan 6 (November 1964): 1-33; Uri Ra'anan, "Moscow and the
'Third World,"' Problems of Communism 14 (January/February 1965): 22-33.
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the non-capitalist path of social development.

Egyptians were aware of

these ideological accommodations that represented "a highly significant
,,135
concession.
The ideological position of the UAR was again evaluated by G.
Mirsky.

He perceived the ruling class in the UAR (the intelligentsia,

bureaucrats, professionals, army officers, and journalists) as originating
from the petit bourgeoisie, which exhibited a subjective desire to choose
socialism.

These leaders could do this with impunity because of the so

cialist camp which relieved them of the pressure of imperialist economic
blackmail by absorbing their exports.

Hence, with the aid of the Soviet

bloc which performed the functions of the proletariat, any country, re
gardless of its level of development, could set foot on the road to soX36
cialism.

This new ideological theme set the stage for Khrushchev to

elevate Egypt to the stage of socialist construction.

In a speech deli

vered while visiting the UAR, he said: "I wish you, youth of the UAR
which now walks in the way of socialist construction [my emphasis]', great
137
success-in this path."

The Soviet leader reasserted this new eleva

tion by making ^Abd al-N&sir a hero of the Soviet Union and a comrade.
Khrushchev later recalled:

135. Mustafa al-Husainl, "Marhalat Khrushchev [Khrushchev's Era],"
Roze al-Yusuf, October 26, 1964, p. 8; see also Heikal, Sphinx and Commis
sar, pp. 119-21.
136. Mizan 6 (November 1964): 14; G. Mirsky, "The Proletariat
and National Liberation," New Times no. 18 (May 1964): 8-9.
137. Radio Cairo, May 10, 1964; the same characterization was
repeated by Khrushchev in several other speeches in the UAR; Radio Cairo,
May 11, 1964; "Youth of an Ancient Land," New Times no. 30 (July 1964): 5.
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I believe that evening in his speech was the first time
[sic] Nasser said Egypt was going to build Socialism. Actu
ally, he said the Egyptians were going to build their society
on the basis of "scientific socialism," which we took to mean
Marxism. He did not cite Marx or Lenin by name for a number
of reasons.... Therefore his choice of the phrase "scientific
Socialism" was a concession.... In short, I was pleased by
his speech.-^8
The highest evaluation of the UAR was again given by Mirsky, who
considered it to be a Marxist state in practice if not in theory.
tified this extravagant and unrealistic appraisal:
ficer patriots to turn to revolutionary theory.

He jus

"Life obliged the of

Many of them, whether

they wanted to or not, were obliged to turn to Marxism or else spontane
ously given the conditions of the country's development, to put into prac139
tice what this doctrine recommends."

All the ideological upgrading,

however, realistic or not, was not satisfactory to the UAR, for it did
not recognize Egypt as it perceived itself, a socialist state.

The upward

evaluation of the UAR represented a persistent effort by the Soviet Union
to interpret events in the UAR from a Marxist-Leninist perspective as a
means of finding or of establishing bases of ideological proximity.

Para

doxically, as has already been detailed, the UAR took the exact opposite
stance.

Egyptians went out of their way to put an ideological distance

between Arab Socialism and Marxism-Leninism.
The UAR's movement toward socialism was a significant factor con
tributing to Syria's secession.

^-Abd al-Nasir saw a coalition of

138.

Khrushchev, Khrushchev Remembers, p. 443.

139.

Mizan 7 (April 1965):

4.
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feudalists and capitalists as the primary mover behind the breakup of the
UAR.

This perception led him to deepen the social revolution as a defen

sive measure to protect his regime from similar Egyptian elements.

This

defensive move accelerated the evolution toward the institutionalization
of Arab Socialism.

Hence, the Socialist Decrees, the Charter for National

Action, and the Arab Socialists Union were instituted as the triad upon
which Arab Socialism rested.

Egyptians, however, were careful to empha

size the specificity and the remoteness of Arab Socialism from the socio
economic system of the Soviet Union, i.e. communism.
The Soviets continued to evaluate and to try to fit Egyptian de
velopments into a Marxist-Leninist mold.
prevailing state of their relations.

Their assessment reflected the

During their quarrel over the UAR's

anti-communist campaign, Egyptian reforms and the subsequent socioeconomic
system were seen as remote from communism and amounted to nothing more
than state capitalism.
type socialism.

Soviet theorists rejected particular or national-

As their relations improved, so did the Soviet evalua

tion of NHsirist Socialism.

Because of the authoritarian nature of '"Abd

al-NSsir's regime, especially with regard to the exclusion of communists
from the political process, it did not completely fit in the concept of
national democracy.

Consequently, Soviet theorists revived an obscure

Leninist idea of revolutionary democracy.
One of the stumbling blocks impeding favorable ideological eva
luation was the imprisonment of local communists.

When '•Abd al-Nasir

released them for his own purposes, the UAR moved quickly toward the
non-capitalist path, then along the road to socialist construction, and
finally became a Marxist state in practice if not in theory.
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None of these evaluations and reevaluations were satisfactory to
the UAR, for they did not correspond to its self-image.

VAbd al-Nasir,

Heikal, and others maintained that the UAR was implementing socialism in
action; in fact, the 1964 constitution declared the UAR a socialist demo
cratic state.
Soviet authors persisted in attempting to create ideological af
finities between Marxism-Leninism and Arab Socialism.

Just as persistent

ly* Egyptians clearly differentiated Arab Socialism from Marxism-Leninism.
Indeed, they expressed unmitigated hostility toward it.

The Soviets were

grasping at straws when they expressed satisfaction with ^-Abd al-Nasir's
recognition of the class struggle but almost ignored his determination
to resolve it peacefully.

When he used the term "Scientific Socialism,"

they rejoiced, but they missed—whether intentionally or inadvertently—
the meaning of the term as he understood it or the context in which it
was used.
Arab Socialism insisted on the value of spirituality and on the
retention of private property.

Some Soviet authors exhibited an unchar

acteristic understanding of these attributes, attributes that were here
sies in the Marxist-Leninist context.
struggle and class dictatorship.

N3sirist Socialism rejected class

These rejections reflected the public

disdain and revulsion with which it evaluated the Soviet experience
under the leadership of Lenin and Stalin.
The realm of ideology seemed to be secondary to the Soviet Union.
For the UAR itself, compairtmentalization was the guiding approach to the
relations beteen the two states.

Ideological disparities had little or

no impact on the pragmatic dimension of UAR-USSR entente.
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CHAPTER VI
SOCIALIST EGYPT AND THE SOVIET UNION
THE PRAGMATIC DIMENSION
September 1960-0ctober 1964

One of the unique aspects of Egyptian-Soviet relations was their
seeming dichotomy.

Propaganda wars, ideological quarrels, and doctrinal

detente did not seem to have any influence on the pragmatic dimension.
As seen previously, aid and trade continued to expand without regard to
the ideological dimension.

UAR trade with the Soviet bloc, and parti

cularly with the Soviet Union, continued to expand.

By 1964, approxi

mately one-third of the UAR's trade was with the Soviet bloc."*"

Soviet

exports to the UAR, of which machine tools constituted a sizeable part,
grew from 97.8 million rubles in 1961 to 140.1 million rubles in 1964.
Correspondingly, (JAR exports to the Soviet Union, which consisted of
cotton yarn, cotton fabric, oil seeds, rice, and citrus fruits, increased
2
from 86.6 million rubles in 1961 to 111.2 million rubles in 1964.

A

curious item was the supply of five million pieces of underwear to warm
"Ivan" during the cryogenic Russian winter.

3

1. Tansky, U.S. and USSR Aid, p. 150. Other works that
adequate treatments of UAR-Soviet bloc trade are Miiller, Foreign
grams of the Soviet Bloc, pp. 15, 162-63, 176; Sawyer, Communist
pp. 12, 151; Fouad, "Economics of Foreign Aid"; Mizan Appendix 4
ber 1962): 6; The Military Balance, 1964-65 (London: Institute
tegic Studies, 1965), pp. 34-35.
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2.

Miiller, Foreign Aid Programs of the Soviet Bloc, pp. 172, 176.

3.

al-Ahram, December 21, 1963.
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Soviet Aid
Military aid grew both in quantity and quality.
viet military equipment sold to the UAR was obsolete.
the quality of arms improved dramatically.

Until 1961, So

From 1961 onward

Arms shipped to the UAR were

first-line equipment similar to those available to the Soviet armed
forces:

MIG-19 fighter-bombers, MIG-21 interceptors, TU-16 heavy bomb

ers, surface-to-air missiles (SAM), surface-to-surface missiles (SSM),
naval vessels with Styx ship-to-ship rockets, T-45/55 medium tanks that
were being replaced by the new T-62 medium tank, armored personnel car4
riers, and artillery.
The monetary value of military aid extended to
the UAR from the first momentous arms agreement of 1955 to 1965 is dif
ficult to gauge accurately.

It varied from $750 million to $900 million."*

Such considerable quantity and quality had multiple motives.

Students

of the subject are unable to point to any single overriding motive.

It

was certainly a response to the increasing commitments of the UAR in
Yemen after 1962 and in the Congo.

The Soviet Union was also probably

compelled to relieve Egypt's anxieties over the upgrading of Israeli
military equipment.

But from the Soviet perspective, the most important

4. Stephen P. Gilbert, "Wars of Liberation and Soviet Military
Aid Policy," Orbis 10 (Fall 1966/67): 854; Joshua and Gilbert, Arms for
the Third World, p. 23; Mizan 10 (November/December 1968): 215; Glassman, Arms for the Arabs, p. 27; Fredericks, "Soviet-Egyptian Relations,"
p. 147.
5. Gur Ofer, "The Economic Burden of Soviet Involvement in the
Middle East," in Confino and Shamir, eds., The USSR and the Middle East,
p. 222; Fredericks, "Soviet-Egyptian Relations," p. 146; Stephen P. Gil
bert, "Wars of National Liberation and Soviet Military Aid Policy,"
Orbis 10 (Fall 1966/67): 840.
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objective was to weaken Western influence in the Middle East and subse
quently to increase its own, even at the expense of local communists.^
Economic aid, excluding the Aswan High Dam, in the form of credit
agreements was also substantially expanded.

In 1963 a credit of $44 mil

lion was extended to the UAR and in May of 1964 another credit of $272
million was personally offered by Khrushchev during his visit to the UAR.
The latter credit was the last granted to the UAR under Nikita Sergeevich
Khrushchev's stewardship of the Soviet Union.

By the time the Soviet

premier arrived in Egypt on May 9, 1964, the Soviet Union had been in
volved in one hundred major projects including steel manufacturing, coking,
shipyards, textiles, machine tools, cutting tools, files, training centers,
metallurgical works, engineering, oil refining, electrode welding, nuclear
research, and pharmaceuticals.^

By the end of 1964, total Soviet credits

committed to the UAR amounted to $o44 million, of which appriximately $200

g
million had already been delivered.

These credits were covered by pay

ment agreements, most important of which was that of June 23, 1962 be
tween the USSR and Egypt which obligated the latter to convert the balance

6. Gilbert, "Wars of Liberation and Soviet Military Aid Policy,"
Orbis 10 (Fall 1966/67): 842, 844-47, 849, 852-53, 858; Joshua and Gil
bert, Arms for the Third World, p. 17; Fredericks, "Soviet-Egyptian Re
lations," p. 152.
7. Charles B. McLane, Soviet-Middle East Relations (London: Cen
tral Asian and Research Center, 1973), p. 37; Miiller, Foreign Aid Programs
of the Soviet Bloc, pp. 261, 263; Mizan 4 (February 1962): 9; 4 (March
1962): 18; 4 (July/August 1966): 7; 5 (April 1963): 19; 5 (September
1963): 12; Goldman, Soviet Foreign Aid, p. 74; A. Nekrasov, "Cooperation
and Disinterested Aid," International Affairs no. 3 (March 1963): 81;
Radio Cairo, February 22, 1964; "Joint Statement on Conversations between
Chairman of the USSR Council of Ministers N. S. Khrushchev and UAR Presi
dent Gamal Abdel Nasser," New Times no. 22 (May 1964): 39.
8.

Fouad, "Economics of Foreign Aid," pp. 101, 105.
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of payment into convertible currency.

This agreement was at variance with

the propaganda claims of the Soviet bloc:

"saving of foreign exchange is

a weasel-worded stipulation, contingent on the good will of the Soviet

9

Bloc partner."

The Aswan High Dam
Egyptian-Soviet relations were built on twin pillars:
aid and economic assistance.

military

Of the latter, nothing was more important

than the construction of the Aswan High Dam.

For Egypt it was the reali

zation of the dreams of countless generations of Egyptians.
dam meant an increase of two million feddans in arable land.
hungry Egypt, the consequences were immense.

For land-

It would increase acreage

for rice production to seven hundred thousand acres.
ton, was Egypt's most important cash crop.

Building the

Rice, next to cot

The dam would regulate irri

gation, improve Nile navigation, and reduce physical damage from peren
nial floods.

Along with the dam, one of the world's largest power sta

tions was envisaged with an electrical output of ten billion kilowatthours transmitted throughout Egypt by high-tension transmission lines
from 130,000 to 500,000 volts and ranging in length from 800 to 960 kilo
meters.
The physical dimensions of the Aswan High Dam were staggering.
It was 111 meters high and 5 kilometers long.

Building it required the

removal of 40 million cubic meters of earth, including 10 million cubic

9. Mllller, Foreign Aid Programs of the Soviet Bloc, p. 213; see
also Tansky, U.S. and USSR Aid, p. 153; Izvestia, June 29, 1962, cited
in CDSP, vol. 14, no. 26, p. 20.
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meters of solid rock, of which 614,000 cubic meters were granite. The
body of the dam required 1,200,000 cubic meters of concrete and ferro
concrete and 34,000 tons of metal structure.

It consisted of 4,166,000

meters of rock and several million cubic meters of sand, covered by
56,000 meters of cement.
was formed.

Behind the Aswan High Dam Lake Nasr (Victory)

It was 500 kilometers long and covered an area of 4,000

square kilometers."^ It was a veritable monument of engineering, a
credit to Egyptian and Soviet engineers and workers.
To Egyptians the Aswan High Dam represented a palpable accom
plishment of the revolution.

It was a victory in Egypt's lifelong strug

gle with the Nile, at once the giver of life and a tyrant.

It was the

embodiment of the Egyptian's characteristic determination, patience,
and zest for life.
and miracles:

It continued Egypt's tradition of performing feats

the pyramids for the dead and the dam for the living.^

To the Soviets the successful construction of the dam meant the
emergence of the Soviet Union as a recognized power in international
economic affairs.

It was a proof to the Third World of Soviet technical

prowess and scientific capacity, as well as of the usefulness of its
friendship and cooperation.

The Soviets saw their success as a tangible

10. al-Jumhuriyyah, October 24, 1958; "Aswan, a Project of
Friendship," International Affairs no. 7 (July 1964): 109-10; A. Nekrasov, "Cooperation and Disinterested Aid," Ibid., no. 3 (March 1963): 81;
"Harnessing the Nile: An Interview with I. T. Novakov, USSR Minister of
Power Development," New Times no. 6 (February 1960): 16; Mohamed Morad
Ghaleb, "Miracle on the Nile," Ibid., no. 2 (January 1964): 13; Miiller,
Foreign Aid Programs of the Soviet Bloc, p. 264; Radio Cairo, March 26,
1964; Pravda, August 7, 1963, cited in CDSP, vol. 15, no. 32, p. 5.
11. Radio Cairo, March 26, May 9, 1964; *-Abd al-Nagir, Collec
tion, 4: 286.
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victory in the struggle between capitalism and socialism.

It was an open

invitation to newly independent countries to adopt independent policies
12
without fear of capitalist economic blackmail.
The fact that the Soviet Union attached so much significance to
this project was apparent in its extreme sensitivity to any criticism
of Soviet craftsmanship or delay in the implementation of the plans.
When the New York Times described the alleged inferiority of Soviet
equipment, causing difficulties and eighteen months' delay, Izvestia
answered acidly:
Well, gentlemen, we need go no further! This could only
be written in either a state of shock or a fit of spite and
desperation.
Let us cite some facts and figures.
The construction work is not 18 months behind, as the Am
erican newspaper would like it to be. It is proceeding exact
ly on schedule. The blocking of the Nile will start on May 13
instead of May 15 as was planned.... By all indications, the
New York Time correspondent will be in attendance.13
These reputed difficulties with Soviet equipment and their subsequent
replacement with functionally equivalent American equipment was detailed
14
by other authors.

Another indication of the importance of the Aswan

High Dam to the Soviets can be seen in the timing of the visit of the
premier of the USSR to the UAR to coincide with the completion of the

12. Goldman, Soviet Foreign Aid, pp. 62, 84; Mizan 5 (July/August 1963): 1; 6 (June 1964): 10; "Visits of Peace and Friendship,"
International Affairs no. 7 (July 1964): 6; Observer, "Roots of SovietArab Friendship," New Times no. 21 (June 1964): 3.
13.

Izvestia, April 18, 1964, cited in CDSP, vol. 16, no. 17,

14.

Goldman, Soviet Foreign Aid, pp. 69-70.

p. 33.
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first stage of construction.

After all, aside from the investment of

Soviet prestige, the grant of Soviet treasure was substantial, amount
ing to iE 113 million."'""'
Egyptian and Soviet points of view vis-^-vis the Aswan High Dam
converged in regarding it as the jewel of Soviet foreign aid, the bed
rock and symbol of Arab-Soviet friendship, and a significant triumph in
16
the struggle against colonialism and imperialism.

Verbal praise and

symbolism notwithstanding, the completion of the first stage with the
diversion of the Nile on May 13, 1964 was the culmination of continuous
negotiation coupled with arduous labor.
was reached in December of 1958.

Agreement on the first stage

Construction began in January of 1960,

and agreement on the second stage was concluded in August of the same
year.

The accord on power transmission lines was signed in February of

1962.

Diversionary tunnels were begun in July of 1962.

Khrushchev's Visit to the UAR
Both the Soviet and Egyptian governments were determined, each
for its own reasons, to make the celebration of the completion of the
first stage of the Aswan High Dam an unqualified success.
The Soviet leadership was anxious that the celebrations...
should be made a great occasion. All the leaders of Africa
would be in Cairo...all would want to go to see the High Dam.

15. "Aswan: A Project of Friendship," International Affairs
no. 7 (July 1964): 109.
16. ^-Abd al-Nasir, Collection, 4: 281, 286; "The Soviet Union
and the Arab World," New Times no. 20 (May 1964): 2; Georgi Ushakov,
"Dulles' 'Aswan Gambit,1" New Times no. 20 (May 1964): 26.
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It would be seen as a victory for Egypt, and for all the un
derdeveloped countries of the Third World—a victory made possi
ble by the skill and help of the Soviet Union.... Alexei Adzubei assured me of the great importance the leadership attached
to Khrushchev's visit. It was, after all, his first visit to
an Arab country, and the Soviet Union had done so much for the
Arabs. It would also be the first time he had set foot on Af
rican soil.17
On the Egyptian side the focus of the media, the people, and the
government was summarized in one expression:

friendship.

The media filled

the air waves and newsprint with the theme that UAR-Soviet friendship em
bodied all that was both practical and noble.

It was a perfect example

of cooperation between two different social systems, "an honorable or
noble friendship" facilitated by the lack of colonial experience with the
Soviet Union and strengthened by a community of interests in fighting for
peace and against foreign military bases.
the two states.

Soviet aid mutually benefited

The realization on the Soviets' part that ideological

difficulties were not with the Soviet Union but with indigenous communist
parties removed the one source of friction between the two allies.

18

The traditionally hospitable Egyptians came out in force to be
stow on the Soviet leader the most tumultuous welcome ever accorded a
foreign dignitary.

This native warmth was reinforced by constant paeans,

except for a brief "time of trouble," to the friendship between the two
states.

Among the hundreds of thousands who came out to greet the Soviet

benefactor, some came to express genuine gratitude, some were mobilized

17. Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, pp. 124-25; Khrushchev main
tained that his presence in the UAR was at the insistence of ^Abd alNisir; see Khrushchev, Khrushchev Remembers, p. 442.
18. Radio Cairo, March 22, 1964; al-Ahram, May 23, 1964; Ihs3n
*-Abd al-Qudddce, "Nahnu wa al-Ittihad al-Suf yeti [We and the Soviet
Union]," Roze al-Yusuf, May 11, 19&4.
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by a persuasive government and the Arab Socialist Union, and others came
simply out of curiosity.

Naturally, each segment could not be quantified.

One thing, however, was universally acknowledged:

the Egyptian people

19
extended to Nikita Khrushchev a genuinely touching and warm welcome.
The UAR government, inspired by Jam£Ll *Abd al-Nasir, manifested its de
termination to ensure the success of the Soviet leader's visit by remov
ing any potential irritant as *Abd al-Nasir himself ordered the release
of the remaining communists from prison.
Khrushchev's itinerary was packed with visits to tourist attrac
tions, political institutions, large metropolitan centers, and the major
agricultural and industrial projects funded by Soviet aid—especially,
of course, the Aswan High Dam.

The host and guest exchanged the highest

awards of their respective countries.

^Abd al-Nasir was presented with

the Gold Star Medal, the Order of Lenin, and made a Hero of the Soviet
Union.

Khrushchev was draped with the Nile Sash.

each leader reiterated well known views.
*Abd al-Nasir.

In formal speeches,

This was especially true of

The Egyptian leader introduced Khrushchev as a friend

proven in word and in deed of Egypt, the Arab nation, and peace.

With

his characteristic ethnocentricity, he contrasted the Russian and Egyp
tian revolutions.

Implying similar if not equal impact, ^Abd al-Nasir

maintained his constant insistence on dealing with the Soviet Union on
an equal footing.

Not to be outdone, the Soviet premier responded with

like praise of ^Abd al-Nasir as the prominent leader in the national
liberation movement.

19.

He also issued blanket approval, disregarding the

Smolansky, The Soviet Union and the Arab East, p. 284.
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labors of Soviet ideologists, of Egyptian social, economic, and political
reforms which set it on the road to socialist construction.
Soviet jubilation at the UAR's socialism.

He expressed

Appreciating the value to the

Soviet Union of UAR foreign policy, he declared his support for the unity
and the just demands of the Arab nation.

20

In spite of meticulous Egyptian planning to make Khrushchev's
trip free of any unpleasantness, it almost ended in disaster when a dis
pute over Arab unity erupted between the guest on the one hand and CAbd alA

A

A

Nasir, President Ahmad Ben-Bella of Algeria, and President ^Abd al-Salam
A

^Aref of Iraq on the other.

Khrushchev was initially irritated by the

very presence of the Iraqi president who overthrew ^Abd al-Karim Qassem
and launched a sustained and bloody anti-communist purge.

He objected

21
to being on the same platform with ^Aref, whom he described as a goat.
The dispute over Arab unity exacerbated tensions between the two leaders.
Available accounts of the heated debate about Arab unity are contradictory.
The Soviet premier, probably because of old age and concomitant poor
memory, or perhaps because of deliberate falsification, confused the speech
he had delivered on May 14 with that of May 16.

Moreover, he maintained

that he had delivered a speech before the Iraqi leader and then, at the
A

urging of both ''Abd al-Nasir and Ben-Bella, he had again mounted the podium
to deliver a lecture on Arab unity:
I had a brief speech of my own prepared, and it was well
received by the audience....

At

20. 'Abd al-Nasir, Collection, 4:
1964; Radio Cairo, May il, 1964.
21.

585; Radio Moscow, May 10,

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 136.
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Then Aref (of Iraq) spoke. His speech was full of talk about
the Arab people this, the Arab people that, the interests of the
Arab people, and so on.... After Aref finished, Ben-Bella came
over to me and tried to persuade me that I should reply to what
Aref had said. I said that I had already spoken once [sic] and
that I did not have another speech prepared. Furthermore, it
would be inappropriate for me as a guest to turn the meeting into
a debate.
I said it would be very unpleasant for Nasser if I
started an argument. But at this point Nasser himself intervened
and said to me, "I would like to ask you to go ahead and answer
Aref. You will not be starting a polemic. You do not even have
to mention Aref by name. Go ahead and express your viewpoint on
this subject. It will be useful for Aref as well as for the rest
of us to hear." ...
22
Ben Bella and Nasser were both very pleased with my speech.

If Khrushchev thought he was recalling his speech of May 14, he
was in error.

This incident occurred on May 16.

Furthermore, the So

viet premier did not deliver a second speech on that date; he simply
departed from his prepared text.
23
Soviet newspapers.

This was noted by both Egyptian and

At any rate, Khrushchev forgot or ignored the

heated discussion that occurred in Ras Banas, on the Red Sea, in which
^•Abd al-Nclsir and Ben-Bella accosted him for his rudeness to ^Aref.
May 15 was presumably set aside for rest and recreation.

The

visiting dignitaries were scheduled to enjoy fishing on the Red Sea.

On

the yacht Huriyyah (Freedom), Khrushchev refused to shake hands with
'•Aref, declaring that "I am not going to shake hands with people whose
2A
hands are stained with the blood of communists."

22.

An embarrassed ^-Abd

Khrushchev, Khrushchev Remembers, pp. 444-45.

23. al-Ahram, May 17, 1964; Pravda, May 18, 1964, cited in CDSP,
vol. 16, no. 20, p. 7.
24.

Quoted in Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 21.
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al-NSsir tried to soothe the stunned '•Aref with courtesy.

Ben-Bella came

to the defense of Arab nationalism and Arab unity, to which Khrushchev re
torted that the only unity that was comprehensible to him was the unity
of the proletariat.
President Nasser joined in at that, saying: "Now you are
bringing us back to old quarrels. As a host I did not want to
take part in this discussion and I was glad to leave it to you
and Ben-Bella, but now I must join in.
"You say there is only one unity, the unity of the working
class.
How then can you explain the fact that the Soviet Un
ion and China are quarreling—and these are two countries where
the working class rules?
"You remember, Mr. Chairman, how you used to tell me about
the war. You call it the Great Patriotic War. Why? Why don't
you call it the Great Ideological War? I think, judging from
what you told me, that it is because the party was defeated.
"It was nationalism that stood up to the challenge of Hit
ler....
"I think that was a declaration of defeat from the party.
But the Russian nation itself stood up and turned it into the
Great Patriotic War.
"And then, when you tell us that we cannot attack Communists,
how is it that you yourself attack Stalin?' We attack bad Com
munists and Stalin is a good example of a bad Communist."
Khrushchev became absolutely furious and shouted: "I can
attack Stalin, but you cannot attack Stalin. You have no right
to attack him."25
Khrushchev apparently did not fully understand the depth of the
leaders' commitment to Arab nationalism, for he returned the very next
day to this sensitive issue when he departed from his text and launched

25. Heikal, Cairo Documents, pp. 156-57; it should be noted that
Heikal did not present the same argument in Sphinx and Commissar; see
Ibid., pp. 20-21.
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on a dissertation about ethnocentric and proletarian unity.

After de

scribing the complex makeup of the Soviet Union, he departed from his
text, a fact which caused a minor argument with his translator, and em
barked on a lecture on unity:
Dear friends,
Do you want me to tell you what I am thinking, or what you
like to hear?
What would have happened to our revolution if, let us say,
Vladimir Ilych Lenin, the great leader of our people, had said:
"Russians, unite against everyone else; Russians are the best
people, Russians are the salt of the earth!"...
My friend President Gamal Abdel Nasser is looking at me and
wondering what shall he say next!...
Certain speakers have addressed us here. I have listened
to their speeches. They say that they are Arabs, they want to
unite Arabs, etc.... If you take this approach, then we Rus
sians should pick up and go home. We are not Arabs.
Our leader Lenin also preached unity but not on a national
but on a class basis.
Aren't there capitalists among the Arabs. Aren't there also
landlords. Are they the brothers of Arab peasants and workers
whom they exploit? The Arab workers and peasants are closer to
me than Russian capitalists and landlords.
The Soviet Union came to the aid not of Arabs but of the
Egyptian people in their struggle against: imperialism and co
lonialism. We came to the aid of the United Arab Republic in
order that the working class, the peasantry, and the working
intelligentsia and other progressive forces might move forward
in building a new life.... an Arab worker is a brother to me,
a Russian; the Arab fellah is my brother. The Russian capital
ist and landlord and the Egyptian capitalist and landlord are
enemies to me, a Russian.
This is what I wanted to tell you about Arab nationalism and
the unity of labor. This, briefly, is our position on this subject.

26. al-Ahram, May 17, 1964; a similar text was printed in Pravda,
May 18, 1964, cited in CDSP, vol. 16, no. 20, pp. 7-8; the gist of his
speech is also found in Khrushchev, Khrushchev Remembers, p. 445.

President *-Abd al-N&sir delayed his answer until May 20, when he reasserted
his dedication to Arab unity and Arab nationalism:
Arab unity is not a racist slogan.
In this connection I would like to make two observations:
Firstly, the Arab peoples have always beeen a single nation
and throughout the course of history have represented a single
state [sic].
The different state formations that we now see on Arab soil
have been of recent origin.
Secondly, for many centuries we were sustained by two ele
ments: a single history giving rise to one consciousness; a
single view of the world based on oneness of language.
In the national societies that were created by the masses,
in the small state organization there is no place for landlords
and exploiting capitalists who are the lackeys of imperialism.
The unifying force of the Arabs will create a unity based
on socialism and freedom.^
Khrushchev listened attentively, and once again he departed from
his prepared text to address what he saw as a very important issue.

He

directed his answer to '•Abd al-N&sir:
In your speech you raised a question that I have heard more
than once at meetings here. This is a truly important question
—the question of Arab unity. We, the Soviet people, understand
unity somewhat more broadly, not merely as unity within a na
tional framework.
I have already said more than once that the struggle for
Arab unity on the basis of the unification of the working peopeople against the exploiters does not contradict the common
struggle of the people of all countries and of all nations for
a better future, for the building of socialism in each country
and throughout the world, for the building of a communist so
ciety, if you are not afraid of the word.

27.

^Abd al-N&sir, Collection, 4:

599-600; al-Ahram, May 21,
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It would be a great victory for the Arab Nation if the
Arabs were united in a single state. The unification of the
Arab peoples conforms to their interests [my emphasis] as a
result of it they would become stronger in all respects, and
this is precisely what the imperialists and colonialists fear.^g
Therefore they do not want the unification of the Arab people.
This indicated a slight shift in the Soviet attitude toward Arab unity.
Khrushchev did not explicitly insist on qualifying his endorsement of
Arab nationalism.
The Soviet leader's visit to the UAR was valuable to all concerned.
From the Soviet perspective it afforded Khrushchev the opportunity to
gauge, firsthand and on-the-spot, VAbd al-Msir's prestige and popularity
in Egypt and the Arab world.

It also gave him the undoubted satisfaction

of seeing what was essentially his own policy bear fruit.
his belief in the soundess of those policies.

It reinforced

The USSR and the UAR had

developed a community of views on a world scale.

This was clearly seen

from a joint communique marking the end of Khrushchev's visit.

Both

states expressed an identity of views on diverse subjects including dis29
armament, the Arab liberation movement, and the German question.
To Egypt the visit symbolized moral and material benefits.

To

^•Abd al-N&sir, the visit of the leader of one of the two superpowers,
with whom he could publicly discourse on fundamental issues, endowed an
immense prestige which was not lost on the Egyptian masses.

It also had

tangible benefits such as the new credit of 252 million rubles for the

28.

Pravda, May 21, 1964, cited in CDSP, vol. 16, no. 20, pp.

9-10.
29. Khrushchev, Khrushchev Remembers, pp. 446, 450; Pravda,
May 25, 1964, cited in CDSP, vol. 16, no. 21, pp. 15-17; Fredericks,
"Soviet-Egyptian Relations," pp. 107-08.
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second five-year plan as well as the gift of a 10,000-feddan farm to be
reclaimed and equipped by the Soviet Union.

The symbolism of Soviet de

corations was assessed by Heikal, who saw in them the manifestation of a
30
very close and preferred relationship with the Soviet Union.
Probably of equal significance were Heikal's observations as he
accompanied the Soviet leader on his journey from the Crimea to Alexan
dria, Egypt.

These observations offer a valuable insight into the char

acter of Soviet leaders and their lifestyle.

As Heikal remarked, Khrush

chev was a peasant who was quick to laugh or to anger, lovable, cruel,
and undisciplined in his personal habits. He was haughty and disdainful
31
of his subordinates.

He humiliated the minister of foreign affairs,

Gromyko, whom he forced to generate musical sounds by rapping a plate
32
while he commanded the minister of defense, Marshal Gretchko, to dance.
Soviet leaders suffered through "proletarian luxury" in their dachas in
Moscow and their palaces in the Crimea.

They enjoyed luxuries, not the

33
least of which were select movies shown in their private screening rooms.
Soviet aid to the UAR was an acknowledged burden on the Soviet
Union.

Khrushchev candidly admitted that "when the Soviet Union helps

the young developing countries, giving them a portion of the wealth amassed
by its own labor, then it is limiting its own possibilities for a certain

30.

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, pp. 135-36.

31.

Ibid., pp. 126-28.

32.

Ibid., p. 137.

33.

Ibid., pp. 126-28.
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34
period of time."

He justified this burden by communist internationalism

and by friendship among peoples.
justifying aid for the UAR.

Others were more frankly realistic in

It was the largest and most populous country

in the Arab world and the first to launch successfully the anti-imperialist
struggle.
ment.

It was also a leading state in the Afro-Asian non-aligned move

This aid affected the standing of the Soviet Union among Arab and

35
other newly independent countries, especially after 1955. -

All these

positive returns on Soviet investment in the UAR explained to a large ex
tent the Soviet inclination to deemphasize ideology and to maintain that
ideological differences did not preclude or prevent UAR-Soviet coopera
tion.

This was clearly stated by an editorial in International Affairs:

The Soviet Union has established equitable and fraternal
cooperation with the UAR and is not interfering in its domes
tic affairs, for it believes that every nation must choose its
own way. On the other hand, the Soviet Government has made no
secret of the fact that it and the UAR Government differ on
certain ideological questions. Yet this has not prevented the
Soviet Union from giving the UAR fraternal assistance and
^
building up friendship between the two nations [my emphasis].
Nikita Khrushchev addressed the same point when he reported to the Soviet
peoples on his trip to the UAR.

While he described the warm welcome ex

tended to them through himself,

34.

Pravda, May 28, 1964, cited in GDSP, vol. 16, no. 21, p. 17.

35. Pravda, March 27, 1964, cited in CDSP, vol. 16, no. 13, p.
24; May 28, 1964, cited in CDSP, vol. 16, no. 21, p. 17; "Roots of SovietArab Friendship," New Times no. 22 (June 1964): 1; "Joint Statement on
Conversation between Chairman of the USSR Council of Ministers N. S.
Khrushchev and UAR President Gamal Abdel Nasser," New Times no. 23 (June
1964): 36; "Visits of Peace and Friendship," International Affairs no. 7
(July 1964): 4.
36. "Visits of Peace and Friendship," International Affairs no.
7 (July 1964): 4.
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At the same time, of course, we also carried on discussions
on several other questions, in particular ideological ones, on
which we have different viewpoints. However, these differing
interpretations of certain phenomena do not hinder our streng
thening the friendship between the two states, a friendship
based upon the community of goals in the struggle against im
perialism and colonialism [my emphasis]....37
Soviet aid and trade were motivated by other concrete objectives,
not the least of which was the procurement of commodities not available
within the Soviet Union.
long-fiber cotton.

"For example, the UAR delivers its wonderful

Climatic conditions do not permit us to raise enough

38
of it at home to supply our mills with domestic raw materials."

Other

pragmatic motives dealt with the propaganda value of aid .that could be a
showcase of Soviet abilities by which Third World countries would be awed.
This was accomplished by supporting and strengthening states like the UAR
which suffered from the legacy of Western colonialism and pursued an
independent policy that was inescapably inimical to Western interests.
Soviet support would sustain the UAR and relieve it from pressure, enabling
39
it to escape, as Khrushchev had put it, "new enslavement."

A long-

term ideological objective, even though apparently secondary, was the
acceleration of objective consequences of subjective input into the socio
economic development of less-developed nations and aiding them not only
to avoid the pain and human cost of capitalist development, but also to

37.

Pravda, May 28, 1964, cited in CDSP, vol. 16, no. 21, p. 18.

38.

Izvestia, June 29, 1962, cited in CDSP, vol. 14, no. 26, p. 20.

39. Buss, Wary Partners, p. 12; Fredericks, "Soviet-Egyptian
Relations," pp. 154, 203; N. S. Khrushchev, Communism: Peace and Happiness
for the Peoples, 2 vols. (Moscow: Foreign Languages Publishing House,
1963), 1: 58; Idem, Prevent War, p. 332.
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enhance the growth of a proletarian class.

This was to be accomp

lished

aid which went exclusively

by a distinctive

feature in Soviet

to the public sector and concentrated
corollary training

on industrial projects with

centers for skilled and semi-skilled

But the foremost objective

40
labor.

was the piecemeal weakening of Western

influence which was certainly in the national

interest of the

Soviet Union.
The UAR continued to assume a
the best

manifestation of which

Soviet Union was correctly viewed
whose aid was not only

was

consistently

pragmatic posture,

compartmentalization.

as one

of the

The

two superpowers

useful but crucial to the success of the

UAR's nationalist policies.

At the same time, the Soviet Union,

as the repository of Marxism-Leninism and the leader of a world
communist movement, was another face of the same nation-state

with

which compromise was not possible, nor was it even contemplated.
^Abd al-Nasir persisted in defining ideological differences whose
existence the Soviet Union openly if not enthusiastically acknowledged.
He insisted on the uniqueness of the Egyptian revolution and the
differences between Egypt's experience and that of the Soviet Union.
This did not, however, hinder him from expressing
for Soviet aid nor from cajoling constantly

his

gratitude

the Soviet leaders for

40. Pravda, June 11, 1963, cited in CDSP, vol. 15, no. 23,
p. 19, August 7, 1963, cited in CDSP, vol. 15, no. 32, p. 5;
Fredericks, "Soviet-Egyptian Relations," p. 153; Khrushchev, Communism,
1: 58; Idem, Prevent War, pp. 332-33.
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more.

He recognized the difficulties of the Soviet Union while asking

its understanding for the peculiarities of Arab conditions.41

Unlike the

Soviet Union, which vigorously searched for ideological affinities with
the UAR, the latter pursued with equal vigor avenues which clearly pointed
out well publicized ideological dissimilarities with the Soviet system.
Various opinions attributed the strength of UAR-Soviet friendship
to, among other things, a mutually recognized and respected uniqueness.
"The second reason is that this friendship evolved between two peoples,
each of whom enjoy well defined identity, ideology, and philosophy."
Heikal put it another way.

He recognized "the meeting of the two peoples

along the road to socialism, freedom, and peace, even though they have
43
arrived at this road by different paths."

Another view of Soviet aid

was put in the context of mutual benefits rather than of altruism.

kAbd

al-N&sir repeatedly expressed this view:
The prelude to our friendship was the determined refusal of
the Arab peoples to transform their territory into military bases
from which to threaten the government and people of the Soviet
Union. On this path the Egyptian people stubbornly clung to
their principles which rejected foreign domination but which
preached non-alignment. These principles that believed in hu
manity's ability to devote its energies to bolder avenues than
a holocaust and nuclear brinkmanship. That was the prelude to
our extensive cooperation.^4

41. Pravda, July 19, 1962, cited in CDSP, vol. 14, no. 29, p.
19; Mizan 4 (September 1962): 10, 16; 4 (October 1964): 18; Radio Cairo,
January 9, 1963, May 9-25, 1964; al-Ahram, May 9-25, 1964.
42. Ihsan ^Abd al-Quddfice, "We and the Soviet Union," Roze alYusuf, May 11, 1964, p. 3.
43.

al-Ahram, September 15, 1964.

44. '•Abd al-N^sir, Collection, 4: 581; Radio Cairo, May 9, 1964;
al-Ahram, May 10, 1964.
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Others emphasized the other benefits which devolved on the Soviet Union
from its aid to the UAR and the Third World; in general, it was noted,
"When the Soviet Union extends aid to the Third World, it protects these
countries in the liberation from colonialism; but it also deprives its
45
principal enemy of resources that colonialism would otherwise have."
But beneath all these explanations there were still gnawing doubts as
to the true objectives of the Soviet Union in the Arab world and in the
UAR in particular:
observers in Cairo...found themselves...seeking answers to some
fundamental questions about Russian intentions. What did they
really want? Was it simply to be able to exert influence in
the area, or to liquidate the influence exerted by the West?
Did they aim at consolidating a territorial position in the
Middle East, or simply at using any position they might have
there as what later came to be called "linkage" in their ne
gotiations with the West? It was impossible to come to any
firm conclusions.^6
These lingering doubts notwithstanding, the Soviet Union and the
UAR by the end of 1964 had developed a community of views on world issues.
The UAR supported the Soviet Union on many significant questions in the
international arena.
itself.

The voice of the UAR was not significant in and of

It carried with it the recognised personal prestige' and

following of ^Abd al-Nasir.

It moreover meant the weight and influence

of the UAR in international organizations such as the League of Arab
States, the Organization of African Unity, and the non-aligned movement.
Was the UAR a mercenary nation whose prestige and influence were for hire?
The answer to this fundamental question could not easily be found in the

A

A

A

45. Samir Swailem, "al-Sufiyet wa al-^Alam al-Thaleth [The Soviets
and the Third World]," Roze al-Yusuf, May 18, 1964.
46.

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 118.
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economic benefits which accrued to the UAR, substantial though they were,
but in the convergence of objectives of the two states.

It might be ger

mane to recall at this point that Soviet aid was the result of Egypt's
posture in the world arena.

It was not the cause.

Having established

a coincidence of objectives, the Soviet Union extended economic and mili
tary cooperation as well as diplomatic support to the UAR, and this un
doubtedly strengthened their friendship and institutionalized their co
operation.

The material benefits were mutual; the moral benefits were

also mutual.

UAR prestige in the international sphere was enhanced by

Soviet support.

Equally, however, Soviet credibility, respectability,

and acceptance in the Third World were enhanced by the example of coopera
tion with the UAR.

The Removal of Khrushchev
Before Khrushchev's arrival in the UAR, ^Abd al-Nasir detailed
his expectations from his prospective guest.

He expressed in a meeting

the hope that he would be able to establish thorough, clear, and mutual
understanding with his Soviet friends.

"That did not mean that we wanted

agreement on all issues," he continued.

"It is natural for me to desire

a meeting of the minds on the widest possible spectrum of issues.

But I

also want each of us to be able to disagree with a clear and honest under47
standing of our respective views and circumstances."

When Khrushchev

left the UAR, ^-Abd al-N^sir "felt that now he could build a proper rela„48
tionship with the Soviet Union.
47.

^Abd al-N&sir, Collection, 4: 603.

48. Heikal, Cairo Documents, p. 157.

275

But that was not meant to be.

Several short months later, the

world was rocked by the news of the sudden resignation, ostensibly for
reasons of health, of Nikita Sergeevich Khrushchev from all his posts
in the government and the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.

He was

49
replaced by Leonid Brezhnev, Alexei Kosygin, and Nicolai Podgorny.
The Egyptian press carried news items from the wire services.
the source of more confusion than clarity.

They were

Heikal expressed anxiety and

justified the deep interest of Egypt in the removal or, as he put it,
the release of Khrushchev:
Undoubtedly the decision of the Central Committee of CPSU to
relieve Khrushchev from all his duties was a shock to all the
peoples of the earth. The Soviet Union is one of the important
world powers. Our deep interest in this momentous event is mo
tivated by the strong bond of friendship between and consequent
mutual benefits for both nations in spite of different social
systems and ideologies. We sincerely hope that this friendship
will be maintained and be allowed to evolve into stronger bonds.
Egyptians were bewildered by the suddenness and rapidity of the
change of leadership.

Marxists in Egypt were not any less confused.

attempted to understand and explain events in the Soviet Union.

They

They em

phasized the significance of Khrushchev not only as a Soviet personality
but as a person of tremendous importance in the struggle for peace.

One

author explained his removal as the result of a struggle for power between
contending forces within the all-powerful Central Committee.

This was

the only comprehensible explanation forthcoming, since noneof the accusa
tions leveled against Khrushchev of political opportunism, monopoly of

49. Pravda, October 16, 1964, cited in CDSP, vol. 16, no. 40, p. 2.
50.

al-Ahram, October 17, 1964.
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power subsequent to the abolition of collective leadership, or a new per
sonality cult justified his removal.

Of more significance, the manner in

which he was removed:along with editors of Izvestia and Pravda cast a shadow on the nature and legitimacy of Soviet institutions.51

UAR media

speculated on the impact of the change of leadership on Soviet foreign
policy and posture in the international sphere.

Some predicted a hard

line in dealing with the West and reconciliation with Red China.
disagreed.

Others

They anticipated no changes in Soviet domestic or international

policies since the difficulties facing the Soviet Union would remain the
52
same.
^-Abd al-Msir was personally saddened by the removal of a friend
with whom he had been able to establish, after mercurial and stormy strug
gles, a strong bond.

He was concerned even more about the impact of the

53
change of leadership on Egyptian-Soviet relations.

The new Soviet lead

ership was keenly aware of the anxiety not only of Egypt but of the whole
world over the meaning of what amounted to a palace revolt in the Kremlin.
An editorial in Pravda declared that the policies of the Soviet Union were
generated by its institutions as established by Lenin and, as such, were
constant.

Accordingly, the "Soviet Union will continue to strengthen

friendship and cooperation with the young sovereign states of Asia, Africa
54

and Latin America."

.

^Abd al-Msir was assured through official diplo

matic channels that the change in leadership would not result in any

51.

Ibid., October 18, 1964.

52. Ibid., October 22, 30, December 8, 12, 1964; Roze al-Yusuf,
October 26, 1964.
53. Matar, Frankly about ^Abd al-Nasir, p. 110; Heikal, Sphinx
and Commissar, p. 138.
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alterations in Soviet policy toward the UAR.^

Simultaneously, Egyptian

authors began to discuss the solidity and permanance of UAR-Soviet
friendship.
Heikal recognized the difficulty in fathoming the events in Moscow.
Such difficulty was compounded by his personal knowledge of Khrushchev
and the lack of clarity of the causes that had led to his removal.

He.

described Khrushchev's popular appeal and his success in softening the
rigidity associated with Soviet leaders.

He discussed another element

in the concern of the Egyptian people for a man they considered a friend
and who had only recently been an honored and cherished guest.

Heikal

declared that their concern
was not motivated by anxiety over a change in Soviet policy to
ward Egypt as a result of the leadership suffle. Egypt-has no
such anxieties because of many considerations.
The Soviet Union, like any other world power, does not base
its relations or policies with other states on subjective feel
ings or individual bias. Rather, they are the result of intri
cate, realistic, and sober calculations. The Soviet Union aids
us because of our effective and comprehensive revolution. Egypt
is granted aid because ot its importance in the Arab nation that
inhabits an area from the Atlantic Ocean to the Persian Gulf.
• The UAR is also one of the leaders of the national liberation
movement and in the search for new foundations of world peace.
It is no secret that the Soviet Union was initially suspicious
of and hostile to the Egyptian revolution. Subsequently, and
as a result of Egypt's struggle against colonialism, foreign
military bases, military pacts, etc...., the Soviet Union was
obliged to reassess our revolution and found that it was impera
tive for its own interests to come to its aid.56
Heikal continued to detail the errors of Khrushchev in exacerbating the
difficulties with Red China, his reckless adventurism in Cuba, and his

55.

al-Ahram, October 18', 1964.

56. Ibid., October 23, 1964; the same theme also appeared in alJumhuriyyah, October 21, 1964.

278

anti-Stalin campaign even though he had been a primary beneficiary of
Stalin's patronage.

Others concentrated on the nature of the domestic

political changes in the Soviet Union that were not the concern of the
UAR.

They detailed the efforts that Soviet officials undertook to as

suage the anxieties of Cairo. The gist of all these efforts was to em
phasize the constancy of Soviet policy as formulated by Soviet institu
tions regardless of the person who implemented them."^
At the first opportunity,

^Abd al-Nasir dispatched his personal

emissary, the ubiquitous Heikal, as a member of an official delegation to
the Soviet Union personally to assess the truth about Khrushchev's
removal and its impact on UAR-Soviet cooperation.

Heikal reported the

passivity with which Soviet citizens seemed to have accepted the changes
in the top leadership. He also discoursed on the new leaders and on his
anxieties about their intentions, considering that
amid all the speculation over the reasons for Khrushchev's
downfall, his Middle East policy was often mentioned. It was
said that some East European countries had protested that the
level of Soviet aid to Egypt was much too generous, and that
no attempt had been made to exact better treatment of local
communist parties in exchange for it.... No doubt Egyptian
anxieties on this score were known in the Kremlin, for at the
first meeting with Brezhnev he set out to allay them. "What
happened," he said, "has absolutely nothing to do with you or
with our policy towards the Arab world. The party is not a
matter of individuals but represents a collective will. Our
relations with you are based on long-term decisions ,taken by
the party, not by Khrushchev." This was an echo of the line
taken by Khrushchev himself after the removal of Shepilov.^®

57. Mahmud Dhihni, "al-Tatauwwurat al-Duwaliyyah al-Akhirah...
Madha Ta^ni bi al-Nisbat Lana [The*Recent International Developments and
What They Mean to Us]," Roze al-Yusuf, October 26, 1964, pp. 3-4.
58. Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 139.
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Heikal and the rest of the delegation reported their findings to
^•Abd al-Nasir, who thereafter made his first public comment.

He assured

his audience in a speech about the impact of the leadership changes in
Moscow: "There were lately some changes in the Soviet Union.

Foreign

newspapers suggested that these changes occurred because of Egypt....
These changes were purely internal matters. Policy and relations are
determined by the leadership and the government of the Soviet Union.

All

agreements that have been reached are still valid and we hope to expand
them.11"^

^-Abd al-N§sir thus seemed to have been reassured, although he

could be certain of these reports only after he had himself paid a visit
to the USSR in September of 1965.
Events in Moscow generated extensive coverage of the Soviet Union
in the UAR media, which in turn excited Egyptian interest in Soviet poli
tical and judicial institutions.

The abrupt .removal of Khrushchev high

lighted the gap between theoretical constitutional provisions and the prac
tical and real conditions under which the Soviet citizen lived.

Hence,

Egyptian misgivings about the nature and mechanics of Soviet politics"
which had always existed were intensified and brought into question the
very legitimacy of the Soviet regime.

Many articles appeared that ana

lyzed the Soviet political and judicial system.

They detailed the rela

tionship between the party and the governmental apparatus with the latter
as the subservient executor of the will of the party.

The Communist Party

of the Soviet Union, a minority, penetrated and dominated all levels of
political, social, and economic activity in the Soviet Union.

59.

Theoretically,

al-Ahram, November 13, 1964; Radio Cairo, November 13, 1964.
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the Soviet Union was committed to due process of law.

The legitimacy

of the system was derived from the theoretical subjugation of the coer
cive organs of the state and the commitment to the principles of freedom.
However, Stalinist terror and the emergence of the cult of personality
subverted socialist legality.
legality.

Khrushchev declared the return to socialist

But these revelations generated new questions about the sound

ness of legal guarantees to the Soviet citizen that such terrible and mur
derous abuses could not occur again.

The sudden disappearance of Nikita

Khrushchev revived fears of another shift from the rule of law to the rule
60
of terror.

Heikal addressed these misgivings about the legitimacy of

the Soviet regime:
I do not object to what; happened in the Soviet Union but to
the way it happened. The removal of Khrushchev is similar to a
coup d'etat. Why are the details and discussions in the secret
meetings that resulted in his overthrow still kept from the So
viet people, the other communist parties, and the rest of the
world.
Why de-Khrushchevize when Khrushchev has performed significant
services to the Soviet people, the party and the state. These ef
forts lead to fundamental questioning about the very nature of the
Soviet regime in the light of Soviet history: Stalin's murderous
liquidation of his comrades-at-arms, the assassination of Beria,
and the exile of Malenkov, Bulganin, and now Khrushchev.61

Active Neutrality
The UAR's posture in the world continued to be based on kAbd alNclsir's concept of positive or active neutrality, manifested by its in
volvement and participation in the resolution of international problems.
Each case would be judged on its merits and by the principles of justice

60. Jamal al-'-Utaifi, "Dirasat al-Waqi^ al-Sufyeti [Studies in
Soviet Reality]," al-Ahram, October 21, 24, November 12, 1964.
61. al-Ahram, October 23, 1964.
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without regard to the parties to the dispute.

This orientation required

constantly clear channels of communication with the two competing blocs.
Non-alignment did not mean passive neutrality or isolationism in inter
national affairs.

On the contrary, it meant active contribution to the

establishment and support of open bridged and an exchange of views across
the gaps that

separated the two camps.

policy and the absence of aggression.

62

It presupposed respect for this
To ensure its constancy as the

bedrock of UAR foreign policy, it was formally incorporated in the Charter
for National Action:
Our people have spared no effort in their pursuit of peace;
and the sincerity of their call for peace arises from their dire
need for it. Without peace they are unable to pursue their
struggle for development, and it is this realization that has
led them to adopt a policy of non-alignment and positive neu, trality in foreign affairs.63
The best examples of Egypt's positive neutrality in action occurred
in 1961 and 1962.

In early September of 1961, just before the first non-

aligned conference was to convene in Belgrad, Yugoslavia, the world was
rudely awakened to the danger of thermonuclear warfare.
suddenly decided to resume atmospheric nuclear tests.

The Soviet Union

The leaders of the

non-aligned movement, Tito, Nehru, and VAbd al-N&sir, were angered and de
cided to intervene directly with leaders of the contending blocs.

They

demanded that all outstanding issues, including nuclear testing, be nego
tiated.

For his part, '•Abd al-NSsir was shocked by the Soviet decision.

He considered it a mistake which should be condemned "whether committed

62. kAbd al-N&sir, Collection, 3: 486; 4: 442; Idem, NonAlignment, pp. 4, 21.
63.

"The Charter," p. 132.
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by a friendly people or by one's opponents. The mistake of a friend
should not be forgiven automatically."^

In his opening speech to the

conference he urged the participants to send delegations to the U.S. and
the USSR to exert moral pressure on them to settle points of contention
and save the world from the imminent danger of nuclear holocaust.

kAbd

al-Nasir's attitude toward this crisis set a precedent that later haunted
him after the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968.
A more profound example of active neutrality was the Egyptian
attitude during the Cuban missile crisis of October 1962.

After the pub-

lie disclosure of Soviet medium-range ballistic missiles in Cuba and the
subsequent naval blockade by the U.S., the UAR government and media as
sumed a strict legalistic posture.

They pointed out that the U.S. reac

tion was in violation of international law and the U.N. Charter which
mandated

peaceful resolution, of conflicts.

They rejected U.S. justi

fication of its action as legitimate elimination of danger posed to its
territories. They maintained that Soviet missiles in Cuba were not more
dangerous to the U.S. than American nuclear bases, aircraft, and missiles
surrounding the Soviet Union and thus posing equal danger to Soviet Rus65
sia.
The most eloquent expression of the helpless anguish of people
over that dangerous crisis was made by *-Ali Amin, a prominent journalist.
He urged his readers and people everywhere to vent their fury over the
recklessness of both the United States and the Soviet Union. He exhorted
men, women, and children to write to Kennedy and Khrushchev and remind

64. Heikal, Cairo Documents, p. 265.
65.

al-Akhbar, October 26, 1962.
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them that they, too, inhabited this globe.

They should force the two

leaders to
feel the torment and anger of all humanity at their dangerous
policy of playing with fire. We should shake the leaders with
letters and telegrams of profound protest. We are the propri
etors of this planet earth which is being threatened with des
truction.
The peoples should cry out in the face of those who are
recklessly flirting with danger. We should remind the leaders
of the superpowers that they not only endanger their state but
the whole of the human race and all the beauty that God and
man created.66
Heikal, incidentally, also described the trauma that the Cuban missile cri
sis caused Khrushchev.

The Soviet leader constantly defended his Cuban

gamble and justified it:
Kennedy and MacNamara understood the real meaning of the Cuban
crisis. They saw that there is not part of the world safe from
nuclear weapons. The USA has always liked to fight its wars in
other, people's lands, but now things have changed. Every part
of the globe is exposed.
Some people did not understand what we did in Cuba. They
did not understand that we got everything we wanted. We made
America feel vulnerable. We obtained a guarantee for the inte
grity of Cuba and the Cuban revolution, and we forced them to
take reciprocal action.67
Soviet assessment of Egyptian non-alignment

or positive neutra

lity was complex and varied according to the forum and time in which it
was expressed.

Publicly and in times of strained relations, the Soviets,

while supporting it on the grounds of its intrinsic anti-imperialism, pro
jected deep irritation with the implicit weariness of the non-aligned na
tions toward the Soviet Union and its bloc. The non-aligned attitude

66.

Ibid.

67.

Quoted in Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, pp. 128-29.
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viewed both blocs as equally immoral.

To this, the Soviets reacted with

irritation and indignation:
An article published yesterday by al-Akhbar can only cause
astonishment and surprise. Its author tries to equate the atti
tude of the West with that of the Soviet Union. He tries to de
lude his readers into thinking that the talks have reached dead
lock for one reason, namely—just imagine—that the USA and the
Soviet Union are "Exchanging accusations as usual"! The paper
says: "Agreement on disarmament has not yet been reached and it
is unlikely that it will be reached soon." Such an outlook is
unlikely to contribute to the reaching of an agreement on dis
armament.68
As the strain between the two states over the issue of anticommunism eased, a more favorable public appraisal began.

In 1963 non-

alignment or neutrality was seen as the major force abating the threat
of world war.

Moreover, the non-aligned nations opposed imperialism with

its manifestations of economic, military, and political domination which
did not correspond with the interests of the ruling national bourgeoisie.
Hence,
The foreign policy of the neutralist countries confirms the
conclusion drawn in the Soviet Communist Party Programme that
"the national states become ever more active as an independent
force on the world scene; objectively, this force is in the main
a progressive, revolutionary and anti-imperialist force [ori
ginal emphasis]. The countries and peoples that are now free
from colonial oppression are to play a prominent part in the
prevention of a new world war—the focal problem of today.69
Other Soviet authors accepted and endorsed the distinction between neu
trality and non-alignment as perceived by the leaders of the non-aligned
states, and reached the same conclusion on its value as an important force
in the struggle for peace.

68.

Still others maintained that there could be

Radio Moscow, March 26, 1962, cited in Mizan 4 (April 1962): 3.

69. 0. Melikyan and Y. Etinger, "Western Attacks on Afro-Asian
Neutralism," International Affairs no. 3 (March 1963): 19.
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no contradiction between the policies of non-aligned countries and those
of the socialist states, i.e., the Soviet bloc; in fact, the very exis
tence of the latter made it possible for the whole concept of non-alignment
to materialize.

Melikyan and Etinger later upgraded non-alignment to its

antithesis, alignment with the communist camp, since the non-aligned coun
tries shared the same views on the questions of disarmament, the partition
of Germany, and the Cuban issue.^
Official Soviet endorsement of non-alignment was finally issued in
1964 in the joint UAR-Soviet communique marking the end of Khrushchev's
visit to the UAR: "Chairman Khrushchev pointed out that the Soviet Union
highly appreciates the UAR Government's foreign policy of positive neu
trality and non-alignment pursued by the government of the United Arab Re
public."^ That was the public view.

Privately, however, Khrushchev's

attitude on non-alignment was much more equivocal.

He expressed reserva

tion and even hostility toward Tito while he admired ^-Abd al-N&sir, an
attitude which the latter did not completely comprehend.
Khrushchev's explanation:

"Don't you know why?...

Heikal quotes

Because,...if Tito

succeeds, he will affect our bloc, but if you succeed, you will affect
72
the other bloc."

70. Mizan 6 (September 1964): 11. Variations on the same theme
are also found in Lev Stepanov, "Neutralism: Attack Repelled," New Times
no. 9 (March 1962): 45; Mizan 5 (November 1963): 5; 6 (September 1964):
10.
71. "Joint Statement on Conversations between Chairman of the
USSR Council of Ministers, N. S. Khrushchev, and UAR President Gamal Abdel Nasser," New Times no. 23 (June 1964): 38; Pravda, May 25, 1964,
cited in CDSP, vol. 16, no. 21, p.
72.

Quoted in Heikal, Cairo Documents, p. 261.
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To the UAR, the policy of non-alignment was of undoubted benefit.
Its dividends took concrete form in substantial aid from both East and
West, reaching almost two million dollars by 1965, without compromising
73
the integrity of Egypt.
"The Arab Circle"':'
Yemen, Iraq, Syria, and Arab Summits
^Abd al-Nasir's three concentric circles were codified in the
Charter for National Action.

But in fact he concentrated the orientation

of the UAR toward only two spheres, Arab and African, with the preponderant
emphasis on the former.

Gradually, intermittently, and as it suited his

A

purposes, ^Abd al-Nasir evolved the view that the Arab world was differentiated into a progressive-revolutionary and a conservative-reactionary
bloc.

Needless to say, the UAR was the leader of the progressive bloc

which consisted of Iraq, Syria, and Algeria.

The second group comprehended

Saudi Arabia as its titular leader, Jordan, Morocco, Tunisia, and Yemen.
This dichotomy was not cast in cement.

Members of each group exited one
A

camp and entered the other at the will of ''Abd al-Nasir and depending on
the nature of the ruling coalition of each country.

Indeed, the reactionary

and revolutionary classifications were, at times, suspended.

To illustrate,

Syria was stigmatized as a member of the reactionary camp after its
secession from the UAR in September of 1961.

It briefly entered the pro

gressive camp after the overthrow of the secessionist regime in March of
1963 but exited, again, several months later.

Iraq was a unique case.

was: exciuded-.from the progressive bloc until the: overthrow:'of the

73. "al-Hiyad Yaqifu 1ala Rijlaih [Non-Alignment Stands on Its
Feet]," Roze al-Yusuf, February 26, 1962; al-Ahram, November 11, 1963;
Fouad, "The Economics of Foreign Aid," p. 41; Kerr, Egypt under Nasser,
pp. 56-57; Goldman, Soviet Foreign Aid, p. 206.
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Q&ssem regime in February of 1963, even though Q&ssem launched an anticommunist campaign in Iraq in 1961 and 1962.

After the February coup,

Iraq was admitted to the progressive-revolutionary bloc.

Yemen, simi

larly, entered and exited the progressive bloc at the will of *-Abd alNasir.

When the royalist regime was overthrown in September of 1962,

Yemen was firmly incorporated in *-Abd al-N^sir's group.

The guiding

principle of the whole concept was the unity of purpose in contradis
tinction to the unity of rank.

In 1964, faced with the problem of Is

rael's diversion of the waters of the Jordan River, *-Abd al-N&sir abandoned the unity of purpose in favor of that of rank, thus suspending the
revolutionary-reactionary concept.
Syria's secession from the UAR was a terrible blow to ^-Abd alNasir.

It diverted Egypt's attention to internal matters and resulted

in the deepening of the socialist revolution. This diversion, however,
was to last only for a brief period.

Events in Yemen, the overthrow of

the royalist regime in a military coup, presented ^-Abd al-Msir with painful choices which had to be made without the benefit of balanced delibera
tion. The nascent Yemeni regime was in danger and could not have survived
without external aid.

For *-Abd al-Msir, the choice was between, on the

one hand, turning away and risking his prestige in and leadership of the
progressive camp in the Arab world and,, on the other, taking on what
seemed to be a very limited commitment.74 He opted for the latter course,

74. On the motives of UAR intervention in Yemen see *-Abd al-Nasir,
Collection, 4: 261, 300-01; Gamal Abdel Nasser, President Gamal Abdel Nas
ser's Speeches and Press Interviews: January-December 1962 (Cairo: Infor
mation Department, n.d.), p. 233; Radio Cairo, December 11, 1963; Dana
Adams Schmidt, Yemen; The Unknown War (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Win
ston, 1968); Edgar O'Ballance, The War in Yemen (Hamden, Connecticut: An
chor Books, 1971).
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impetuously plunging himself and the UAR into what turned out to be the
Yemeni quicksand:

the more he tried to extricate himself the deeper he

sank.
The UAR extended almost instantaneous diplomatic recognition to
the new Yemeni regime. The coup occurred on September 27, 1962, and by
September 29 the UAR had recognized the regime, followed by the Soviet
Union on October 1, 1964.
on October 4.

Several hundred troops were airlifted to Yemen

On November 10, Soviet transport planes brought UAR troop

strength in Yemen to 12,000 men.^
had expanded to 40,000 men.
were far-reaching.

By 1964 the UAR expeditionary force

The consequences of this impetuous action

The conceptual differentiation of the Arab countries

into progressive and reactionary camps was transformed into an actual
war between the new regime, backed by the UAR, and the royalists, backed
by Saudi Arabia, thus pitting Arab against Arab.

UAR intervention had a

gradually corrosive impact on its relations with the U.S., relations that
could ill afford any strain.
weakened economy.

Most significantly, it burdened an already

For the Soviet Union, events in Yemen and the subse

quent Egyptian intervention meant an indirect extension of its influence
to the highly strategic mouth of the Red Sea paid for by increasing UAR
dependence on its aid.
Iraq also experienced a sudden change of government.

On February

8, 1963, V&bd al-Karim Qassem was overthrown and executed in a violent
army revolt led by Ba^thist officers.

The new leaders vented their an

guish over the Shawwaf episode by a bloody purge of Iraqi communists. The

75.

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 118.
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Sbviet Union reacted by branding the new coup as the result of a Western
imperialist conspiracy.

Relations between Iraq and the Soviet Union were

strained in direct proportion to the intensification of the anti-communist
campaign.^

Khrushchev's personal distaste for the new Iraqi leader ^-Abd

al-Salam '•Aref almost wrecked his meticulously planned visit to the UAR.
Syria was not spared the political turmoil that seemed to engulf
the Arab world.

On March 8, 1963, Ba^thist officers led the army in a

coup that overthrew the secessionist regime.

Soviet reaction was mild.

Soviet media published matter-of-fact accounts of the event and factual
information about the leaders of the Ba^-th party.

They also expressed

mild regret at the arrest of a prominent Syrian communist and at the sup
pression of all progressive publications, i.e. communist newspapers and
journals.^

The new rulers of Syria declared their commitment to Arab

unity and accompanied the Iraqi Ba ^-thists on a pilgrimage to Cairo in
pursuit of a framework for a new attempt at Arab unity.
Events in Yemen, Iraq, and Syria and the subsequent turning toward
Cairo for endorsement and support enhanced the prestige of the UAR and of
'•Abd al-Nasir as the leader of the movement for Arab unity. The stability
of the UAR was in stark contrast to the turmoil in Iraq, Yemen, and Syria.
These two elements contributed significantly to the change in the Soviet
attitude toward the United Arab Republic which finally brought the verbal
vituperations between the two states to an end.78
76. Pravdja, March 16, 1963, cited in CDS]?, vol. 15, no. 11, p. 23;
al-Ahram, February 10, March 26, June 24, July 3, 13, 17, 18, 1963; G. Mirsky, "The Changing Arab East: Analysis of Political Development Trends,"
New Times no. 2 (January 1964): 3.
77.
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78. Heikal, Cairo Documents, p. 153.
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The joint Iraqi-Syrian delegation was received coolly in Cairo.
^Abd al-N&sir recognized his advantage and treated the Ba^thists, whom
he had never trusted, as supplicants.

The talks with the UAR president

lasted from March 14 to April 14 and failed because he was determined not
to be stung again by what he considered the treacherous duplicity of the
Ba^-th party in the secession of Syria.

He refused to conclude the agree

ment with the Ba^thists, demanding instead negotiation with a broadly
based delegation.

To the Ba^thists this would be tantamount to publicly

79
admitting past guilt, a humiliation they were loath to accept.

Another

try at Arab unity, even among presumably progressive states, had aborted.
The Soviet Union did not in principle make a fetish of Arab na
tionalism or Arab unity.

What endorsement it granted was always equivocal

and conditional on an anti-imperialist attitude.

As in the past, so now

some authors discussed the obstacles in the way of the achievement of Arab
unity. The Soviet press covered the tripartite discussions and highlighted
difficulties in hammering out means and modes of union between Syria, Iraq,
and Egypt.

80

More thoughtful authors delved deeper into the difficulties

to be overcome before unity could be achieved.

One such author detailed

the heterogeneity of the Arab nation which was exacerbated by sectionalism,
minority problems, unequal levels of development, and disparate distribu
tion of resources among the various Arab states.

He concluded with an

indirect endorsement of the unity of purpose:

79. Malcolm H. Kerr, The Arab Cold War, 1958-1964: A Study of
Ideology in Politics (London: Oxford University Press, 1965), pp. 58126.
80.

Mizan 5 (April 1963): 18-19.
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Progressive Arabs do not regard unity as an aim in itself
and reject unity on a reactionary basis, or an anti-Communist
basis [?] Mohammad Umara, the Egyptian publicists, writes:
"Arab nationalism has always meant freedom and unity, and that
pre-supposes a struggle against imperialism and its agents."
That formula is typical of how Arab nationalism is understood
by the people.
By mid-1963 the fragmented Arab world was in an acute malaise.
The basic division along progressive-revolutionary and conservativereactionary lines was aggravated by a civil war in Yemen in which Saudi
Arabia and Jordan supported the royalist and the UAR the republican
forces.

The Yemeni civil war intermittently spilled over the Yemeni-

Saudi border in the form of UAR air and naval bombardment of royalist
supply bases and camps on the Saudi side. These armed hostilities exa
cerbated the conflict between the UAR and Saudi Arabia and in turn caused
relations between Egypt and the United States to worsen.

Even among the

nations of the progressive-revolutionary camp there were difficulties
82
which prevented any credible cohesion.

To add to all these obstacles

to Arab unity, another problem emerged with Israel's completion of water
works which diverted some of the waters of the Jordan for its internal
use, a project that all the Arab states opposed as long as the Palestine
question remained unresolved.
In the forefront of this opposition was a strident Syria led by
the Ba^th.

*-Abd al-Msir, fearing a sudden flare-up between Syria and

Israel for which he was ill prepared and into which he could inadvertently

81. G. Mirsky, "The Problem of Arab Unity," New Times no. 16
(April 1963): 13.
82. Kerr, The Arab Cold War, pp. 127-29, 131.
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be drawn, buried the unity of purpose posture and called on all Arabs to
shoulder their responsibility and meet to devise a suitable and reasoned
response to Israel's challenge
in order to confront Israel which last week threw the gauntlet
at our faces. The Israeli Chief-of-Staff declared that they
will divert waters of the Jordan River forcefully and regard
less to what Arabs and their kings decide or do. Arab presi
dents and kings must meet immediately, regardless of the dif
ferences among themselves or our differences with them, for
Palestine's sake.
I suggest an Arab kings and presidents summit...we will
seriously assess our capabilities. It is no shame to admit
that we cannot employ force. We will tell you frankly if our
situation will not allow us to use force; be patient, the bat
tle for Palestine continues. The Jordan question is only one
part of it. We will not outbid others, neither shall we tol
erate others to outbid us. This is not an auction. I will
not be ashamed to admit that I am unable to fight, otherwise
I will bring you a catastrophe. I coulJ not recklessly gam
ble with my country. We are ready to shoulder our responsi
bility and do our share. We will ignore all past difficul
ties, quarrels, unpleasantness, treachery, etc....we are ready,
indeed we must face the Jordan River crisis. A meeting of the
highest authorities of all the Arab states must deal with this
crisis forithe question is that of destiny.83
An indication of the significance of the Palestine question as well
as of ^-Abd al-N&sir's prestige, within weeks all the Arab heads of state
heeded his call.

Erstwhile antagonists, kings and presidents mingled with

revolutionaries during two summit conferences in January and September of
1964.

Collectively, the Arab leaders decided on the diversion of the tri

butaries of the Jordan River and the creation of a unified Arab military
command.

Their most momentous decision, in retrospect, dealt with the

creation of a Palestinian Liberation Organization and Palestine Libera
tion Army.

83.

There were other significant decisions that resulted in increased
^-Abd al-N&sir, Collection, 4: 492-93.
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intra-Arab harmony.

Diplomatic relations were restored between the UAR on

the one hand and Saudi Arabia, Morocco, and Jordan on the other.

Jordan

withdrew its support from the Yemeni royalist forces and Saudi Arabia and
the UAR endeavored to find a peaceful solution to the Yemeni civil war,
thus temporarily decreasing the intensity of the conflict.

The conferees

declared their support for national liberation movements in the Arab world
and Africa.

They also declared their adherence to non-alignment, called

for the liquidation of foreign military bases in Aden and Cyprus, and
84
denounced British colonialism in the Arabian peninsula.
With the UAR's shift away from the unity of purpose came a similar
Soviet reorientation toward the unity of rank.

Just as ^Abd al-Nasir

must have ascertained the military inferiority of his progressiverevolutionary camp vis-a-vis Israel and decided to seek support from the
other Arab camp, the Soviet Union must have reached the same conclusion
and resolved to support ^Abd al-Nasir in his new posture.

This was

surmised from the sympathetic attitude adopted by the Soviet media in
its coverage of the Arab summits. Izvestia praised CAbd al-Nasir's
initiative and farsightedness.

It expressed satisfaction with the improve

ment in intra-Arab relations, even though there was no uniform assessment
85
of the degree of this new harmony.
with *Abd al-Nasir

Khrushchev, after his "fierce""dfebate

during his visit to Egypt and his subsequent endorsement::of

84. al-Ahram, January 18, September 12, 1964; Kerr, The Arab Cold
War, p. 134; O'Ballance, War in Yemen, p. 122.
85. Izvestia, January 26, 1964, cited in CDSP, vol. 16, no. 4,
p. 25; "The Arab Summit Conference," New Times no. 4 (January 1964): 3.
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Arab unity, maintained the same policy when he sent a message to the pre
sident of the conference. Prince Faisal bin *-Abd al-VAziz Al-Sa^ud,
praising the Arab people for their initiative in the fight for indepen
dence and their continued participation in the anti-colonialist and antiimperialist struggle.

He also pledged continued Soviet support.

86

The

Soviet Union formalized its endorsement of the summit conference in a
joint UAR-USSR communique:
The Soviet government welcomes the efforts of President Gamal
Abdel Nasser of the UAR and the heads of the other Arab countries,
who ensured the adoption at the Second Conference of Heads of Arab
States in Alexanderia of decisions that promote the strenghtening
of the solidarity and national independence of the Arab countries
and the intensification of the struggle for the liquidation of
the vestiges of colonialism in the Arab East, for the cause of
peace.87
The UAR press in turn acknowledged this significant shift in USSR foreign
policy:
During the current visit of Premier ^Ali Sabri to the Soviet
Union, an event occurred which must be put in'the political and
journalistic records. In a speech which Premier Nikita Khrush
chev delivered to welcome the UAR delegation, he clearly referred
to the Arab summit conference and its results which stressed Arab
unity.... Khrushchev consciously, clearly, and not briefly
pointed out that the joint work among Arab states, as transpired
in the conference, is considered an objectively constructive ac
tion. Soviet foreign policy enjoys a unique ability of learning
and understanding past lessons before others do. We hope that
others will also develop the same ability.^8
The trend which started in the initial stages of UAR-Soviet coop
eration continued.

The substantial aid the UAR received from the Soviet

86. Mizan 6 (October 1964): 20; other articles emphasized the
seeming anti-imperialist thrust of the conferences; see Pravda, September
16, 1964, cited in CDSP, vol. 16, no. 37, pp. 26-27.
87. Pravda and Izvestia, September 24, 1964, cited in CDSP, vol.
16, no. 39, pp. 32-33.
88.
1964.

al-Jumhuriyyah, September 18, 1964; Radio Cairo, September 18,
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Union continued to be viewed as far from altruistic.

Egyptians never

tired of repeating that the Soviet Union, as any other nation-state, ex
tended assistance only because it served its interest to do so.

Soviet

aid flowed into Egypt after it stood its ground and refused to turn its
territories, and those of other states influenced by Egypt, into bases
for hostile action directed against the Soviet Union.

This same theme

assured the UAR that its relations with the USSR would not be influenced
by the shockingly sudden removal of its primary benefactor, Nikita Khrush
chev.

Economic and military assistance to a country that exerted influ

ence in the councils of the non-aligned movement, the national liberation
struggle, the Arab world, and the Third World in general endowed the So
viet Union with credibility and respectability.

It was also the proof of

its emergence as a highly industrialized nation on an equal footing with
the Weist.

No better example of this evaluation could be given than the

Aswan High Dam.

Just as in the ideological sphere, in the pragmatic arena

the UAR insisted on its concept of Arab unity. It did not accommodate the
Soviet Union.

On the contrary, it was the latter which modified its view

to retain the goodwill of Egypt.
was maintained.

^-Abd al-N&sir's adherence to non-alignment

He did not contain or disguise his shock and anger at the

Soviet Union when it announced its decision to resume thermonuclear testing
in the atmosphere.

The Soviet Union assumed a cynical posture by publicly

endorsing non-alignment while:.privately opposing it.

During the Cuban

missile crisis the UAR media condemned both superpowers for their reck
less exposure of humanity to destruction.
belonged to all mankind.

It reminded both that the earth
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On the Soviet side, some of the public views expressed by Soviet
authors and government leaders seemed to lend credence to the UAR's con
tentions. They recognized the burden of aid extended to the UAR, but
they justified it by practical requirements for raw materials'•arid some
manufactured goods that the recipient country exported to the Soviet Union.
They acknowledged that their aid was designed to permit the UAR to gain
and to maintain political and economic independence by relieving it from
Western pressures.

The UAR was correctly viewed as a highly strategic

state with significant influence in the world. In the realistic world of
power politics, aid to the UAR was of mutual benefit.

CHAPTER VII
THE AGONY OF PARANOIA
November 1964-May 1967

^Abd al-N&sir's accession to power was the result of a
successful conspiracy.
attitude on most events.

This very fact conditioned his outlook and
As an ex-conspirator himself, he tended to

see conspiracy, whether real or imaginary, lurking in every shadow
and in every problem the UAR faced.

Egypt's economic problems in

industry and in agriculture were webs in a worldwide conpiratorial
network.

The UAR's deepening and energy-sapping involvement in Yemen

was another web.

Initially suspicious of the United States and its

intentions, and as UAR-U.S. relations deteriorated after the assas
sination of John F. Kennedy, '"Abd al-Nasir gradually came to believe
that the U.S. was the mastermind behind a worldwide reactionary tide
that overwhelmed progressive regimes piecemeal.

The removal of two

of his partners in the non-aligned movement, Sukarno of Indoesia and
Nkrumah of Ghana, was still another web in an ever growing net
designed to trap and destroy him.

If ever he needed confirmation of

his deep suspicions, he found them in the gradual rise of the political
temperature of the Middle East.

Tensions along Israel's cease-fire

lines with Jordan and Syria heightened.

This reinforced ''Abd al-NcLsir1 s

fears that once Syria, a re-admitted member of the progressiverevolutionary camp, was destroyed, he would be isolated and doomed
to destruction.

The irony of this paranoic syndrome was the fact
297
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that it was sustained by the Soviet Union.

The seeming paranoia of

'Abd al-Nasir, loved and idolized by Egypt and the Arab masses,
conditioned his responses and their consequences which drove all
of them to the depths of disaster.

Domestic Ferment
Nineteen hundred and sixty-five ushered in a long period of
economic and political problems for Egypt.
five-year plan which was

Under the 1959/60-1964/65

not completely fulfilled, the Egyptian

economy made substantial strides, averaging 6.5 percent in annual
growth rate.

1

This was recognized and praised by the Soviet Union.

2

These gains, however, were not enough to overcome an implicit contra
diction in Egyptian economic planning.

The economy was geared toward

two objectives that were irreconcilable.

Egypt wanted to increase

industrial output which could be sustained only by capital accumulation.
It also sought to increase consumption which reduced savings and
capital accumulation.

This was explicitly defined in the Charter for

National Action. Another important drain on the Egyptian economy was
the burden of the Yemeni civil war which was devouring precious
resources.

This was recognized by the Soviet Union which shouldered

some of the burden.

1.

''Abd al-Nasir sought solutions through increased

Fouad, "Economics of Foreign Aid," p. 168-69.

2.
0. Tuganova, "Search for a Path," Izvestia, September 3,
1966, cited in CDSP, vol. 18, no. 35, p. 17; V. Mayevsky, "Visiting
Friends on the Banks of the Nile," International Affairs no. 7
(July 1966): 21.
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efficiency and he appointed one of his colleagues in the old RCC,
Zakariyya Muhyi al-Ddin, as prime minister.

Muhyi al-Ddln immediately

devised and implemented remedial deflationary policies which were
approvingly reported in the Soviet media.

3

In the domestic political arena, the problem of local commun
ists was resolved by the self-dissolution of the Egyptian Communist
Party.

But another problem reared its head:

the Muslim Brethren were

again actively conspiring against '"Abd al-N&sir's regime.

Egyptian

authorities, in order to remove any irritants to Khrushchev during his
visit to the UAR, had released communist prisoners.

Early in 1965,

''Abd al-N&sir opened the doors of the Arab Socialist Union to all
4
Marxists as individuals, not as members of the CPE.

The Soviet

Union cajoled Egyptian communists to dissolve the party and accept
the UAR president's offer.

A majority accepted and on April 25,

1965 the CPE declared itself dissolved:
the party has unanimously agreed to issue the following two
decisions;
1. The independent status of the Egyptian Communist Party is
terminated, and all its members are directed to apply indivi
dually for membership of the Arab Socialist Union and to struggle
for the formation of a unified socialist party embracing all
revolutionary forces in the country.

3.
G. Mirsky, "United Arab Republic: A New Stage," New Times
no. 48 (December, 1965): 4; Mizan 8 (January/February, 1966): 34;
Izvestia, September 3, 1966, cited in CDSP, vol. 18, no. 35, p. 17.
4.
al-Ahram, March 10, 1965; Fredericks, "Soviet-Egyptian
Relations," p. 176; Pravda, December 11, 1964, cited in CDSP, vol. 16,
no. 50, p. 11.
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2. The report submitted by the Central Committee has been
unanimously approved, and the enlarged meeting has agreed that
these decisions should be made known at all responsible levels
of the Communist Party.5
Not all Arab conununists were overjoyed with that decision which
effectively removed a source of embarrassment for the Soviet Union.
A prominent Arab communist, Khalid Bakdash, publicly opposed this
decision.

6

Curiously enough, he was answered by Russian theorists

among whom were K. Brutents and G. Mirsky.

Brutents maintained the

significance of the communist movement to the revoluntionary demo
crats but, significantly, he did not criticize the self-disbanding
of the CPE.^

Mirsky, on the other hand, discussed the need for

a vanguard party, a function that could be filled only by the communists
g
inside the Arab Socialist Union and which I.I. Grashin seemed to
feel was in fact happening in his contribution to the study of
Contemporary Theories of Socialism of the 'National Type':
he saw 'genunine socialist ideas' making progress in the UAR
'under the action of objective laws of social development and
under the influence of Marxist-Leninist ideas'-the latter being
provided by the Communists who 'now actively work in the framework

5.
Quoted in Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, pp. 140-41, de
tailed discussions on this issue may be found in al-Ahram, April 25,
1965; Fathi, Communists and Nasirists, pp. 248-53; Fredericks, "SovietEgyptian Relations," pp. 122-23; Laqueur, Struggle for the Middle East,
pp. 170-71.
6.
Khalid Bagdash, "The National Liberation Movement and the
Communists," World Marxist Review, Problems of Peace and Socialism 9
(December 1965): 17-19.
7.
K. Brutents, "Developing Countries and the Breakup of the
Colonial System," International Affairs no. 1 (January 1966): 70-71.
8.
G. Mirsky, "United Arab Republic:
no. 48 (December 1965): 3-5.

New Stage," New Times
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of the ASU and do much for the victory of the idea of scientific
socialism in the UAR.'9
Those Egyptian communists who did not heed
arrested again and put on trial.
Union any solace or succor.

Abd al-Nasir's call were

They did not receive from the Soviet

In fact, Pravda obliquely supported the

UAR government and the leader of the defendants was labelled a provo
cateur."*"^

Nevertheless, the apparent debate among communists on the

virtue, or lack thereof, of CPE's decision was enlightening to some
Egyptian leaders who
suspected there was still a division of opinion in the
Politbureau Podgorny-, Suslov and Ponomarev backing greater
dependence on local communist parties, with Brezhnev, Kosygin
and Shelepin opposing them. The final conclusion was that,
since the debate was not finalized, the Soviet Union would
pursue a flexible policy, while local communists would
probably try to infiltrate or consolidate their position
inside the left wing of national organizations.H
An old domestic difficulty with the Muslim Brethren reared
its head again in mid-1965.

Plans for a widespread terror and assassin

ation campaign were discovered in July of that year but were not fully
revealed until the plot was crushed.

This

was

followed in mid-1966

by armed clashes between farmers and landowners.

The most important

incident occurred in Kamshish where a member of an old feudal family

9.

Buss, Wary Partners, p. 15.

10. Mizan Supplement A 1 (January/February 1966):
also see Fathi, Communists and Nasirists, pp. 266-69.
11.

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 161.

3-4;
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killed and wounded some farmers.
swift.

The reaction of the government was

A special extraordinary Committee for the Liquidation of

Feudalism was established.

UAR and Soviet authors viewed these

events as the domestic webs of a worldwide conspiracy supported by a
reactionary tide and directed toward the overthrow of the progressive
12

regime in the UAR.

The Arab Socialist Union
Domestic difficulties cast unfavorable light on the Arab
Socialist Union.

On paper it was a formidable organization in its

structure and objectives.

In reality, however, it was inadequate for

it failed to fulfill its functions or achieve its aims.

Its theoreti

cal functions were firmly stated in the Charter for National Action
and the Arab Socialist Union Statute.

The very fact that these were

continuously elaborated was indicative of a high level of dissatis
faction with its progress.

Conscious of the association of political

parties with class interests, the ASU was repeatedly defined not as a
party but as a political alliance of all the classes of Egyptian
society.

Its purpose was to ensure that the governmental apparatus

worked for the collective benefit of the national alliance.

It also

had an economic role since it was admonished to safeguard the effi
ciency of production but without becoming directly involved in the

12. The domestic component of a worldwide anti-UAR
conspiracy will be discussed below.
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details of management.

All these diverse functions were to be

accomplished by educating and mobilizing the masses.

The authority of

the ASU emanated from moral and social pressure on the executive
13
institutions of the state.

Its ability to penetrate, educate, and

mobilize was theoretically formidable, since the ASU owned a major
segment of the information media—all newspapers and periodicals.
Governmental control of the journalistic media was a very sensitive
point which forced ^Abd al-Nasir into semantic acrobatics and a
peculiar definition of the freedom of the press:
We do not have censorship... England has newspapers, the U.S.
has newspapers, local capitalism has newspapers[?]. We did not
nationalize journalism; but we did transfer ownership of pub
lishing houses to the ASU. Fifty percent of profits are dis
tributed to workers and the rest is retained for expansion. We
do not appoint editors[?!].
Is freedom of the press a license for slander and libel?...
Newspapers do criticize, especially the public sector....
For example Roze al-Yusuf bitterly attacks the public sector and
we do follow up and ascertain the validity of all accusations.
There are newspapers in the developing countries, England .
and the U.S. There are publications for national capital.
The press is free within the limits of the Charter. But
for newspapers to express the views of colonial and imperial
powers, or to support capitalist interests in foreign countries,
or to praise the capitalist system, is not acceptable because
this is a counter-revolutionary attitude and that would be the
press of the counter-revolution.^

13. al-Ahram, February 11,, 1966, February 16, 1967; Jam§l ''Abd
al-Nasir, Watha'iq 'Abd al-Nasir [''Abd al-N&sir's Documents], 2 vols.
(Cairo: Markaz al-Dir&s&t al-Siy&siyyah wa al-Str&tijcyyah bi al-Ahram,
n.d.), 1: 96-97.
14.

al-Ahram, August 8, 1966.
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The Soviet Union exhibited keen interest in the Egyptian
experiment of an alliance of classes, even though it did not endorse
it.

Soviet observers followed the development of the ASU and published

a continuous stream of evaluations.

An obvious beginning was a straight

forward description of the ASU, its functions, and the means at its
15
disposal.

Other Soviet authors were more analytical. Reorganization

of the governmental leadership was seen as an indication of

Abd al-

Nasir's desire to devote more energy to revitalizing the ASU, which
was simply an oblique way of admitting its ineffectiveness.

The ASU

was seen as playing
a positive part in Egyptian life. But it cannot act as a
politically conscious vanguard. Socialist development is
inconceivable without a party, without ideological work
among the masses.
That is precisely what the Egyptian revolution lacks....
The Cairo al-Akhbar writes: "The Reactionaries are using
every available means to maintain their class privileges and
reverse the tide of history. Our only strength lies in
organizing the people, in raising their political under- ^
standing, their awareness of the dangers that lie ahead."
To Mirsky, this was symptomatic of a system which lagged in ideological
matters; but
Now, in the new stage of development, the accent is on ideological
problems, on the formation of a politically aware vanguard, and
the training of the personnel needed to assure continued advance
along the chosen path. In short, the political system is being

15. "The Arab Socialist Union," International Affairs no. 6
(June 1965): 89-90.
16. G. Mirsky, "United Arab Republic:
Tines no. 48 (December 1965): 4.

A New Stage," New
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brought into line with what had already been achieved in the
economic and social sphere.1?
Another Soviet observer discussed the ASU and put its fate in the
reaction of the workers and peasants, an evaluation more of potentialities than of concrete achievements.

18

As late as March of 1967, even

Mirsky spoke only of the intentions of the UAR to complete the estab
lishment of the administrative institutions of the ASU, a function that
19
was begun in 1965.

There were more favorable assessments especially

those which dealt with the Organization of Socialist Youth section of
the ASU which was•commended for increasing its activities in the
political, economic, and cultural life of the country.

20

"The Arab Circle"
The revival of the unity of rank approach to the Palestinian
and Jordan River questions was continued by

'Abd al-Nisir.

A third

summit of Arab kings and presidents was convened in September of 1965
in Casa Blanca, Morocco despite difficulties in arranging it.

Arab

ability to surmount these difficulties, not the least of which was the
civil war in

Yemen, drew favorable comments from the Soviet press:

17.

Ibid., p. 3.

18.

Mizan 8 (March/April 1966):

68.

19. "Forum: The Immediate Problems of the National-Liberation
Movement," International Affairs no. 5 (May 1967): 76.
20.

Mizan Supplement A no. 2 (July/August 1967):

5.
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"Thus unity,... is a decisive condition for the success of the steps
aimed at strengthening the internal security of the Arab countries
as well as of peace in the Near East.

The reaffirmation of this unity

is an indisputable achievement of those who want the speediest liberation of the Arab countries from imperialist influence.

21

^Abd al-Nasir was apprehensive over the exposed position of
the UAR in Yemen and feared the drift of Syria toward war with Israel
as evidenced by sharp armed clashes along the Israeli-Syrian cease-fire
lines. Syrian leaders decried Egyptian inactivity which ''Abd al-Nasir
publicly acknowledged and defended.

He dismissed Syrian complaints

as reckless and ridiculous one-upmanship.

He declared again that the

Palestinian question was an Arab responsibility and that its resolu
tion must be presaged by phased preparation:
The first phase comprehends the expansion of our defensive
capabilities so that Israel is unable to strike at any one Arab
state. We should organize an Arab force so that Israel's in
vasion of any Arab country would be met by a collective Arab
defense. This is imperative.
The National goal is the liberation of Palestine for which
we should thoroughly prepare. The international climate should
be conducive. Any other course would be reckless one-upmanship.
The Ba^thist now say that because Israel destroyed some artillery
emplacements, Egypt should attack. That is a reckless attempt to
embarrass each other which could lead to the elimination of any
9?
possibility of intra-Arab cooperation and solidarity.

21. Pravda, June 3, 1965, cited in CDSP, vol. 17, no. 22, p.
18; for the Egyptian view see al-Ahram, May 26, 29, June 5, September
8, 1965.
22.

al-Ahram, August 30, 1965.
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These realistic fears of drifting toward or of being dragged
into a war with Israel for which Egypt was totally unprepared induced
'Abd al-Nasir to persist in his efforts toward an Arab unity of ranks.
The Casa Blanca summit focused on major difficulties including the
Unified Arab Command, the military and political requirements of the
Palestine Liberation Organization in Jordan and Lebanon, and of course,
the Yemeni civil war.

None of these difficulties were eased but were

papered over by transparent attempts at face-saving.

The conference

declared that it adopted secret resolutions that, in retrospect, remained just as ineffective as they were secret.

23

The Soviet Union seemed

equally apprehensive about an isolated and vulnerable UAR.

It

supported the conference within the context of anti-imperialism and
anti-colonialism.

The Soviet press discussed the difficulties that

obstructed Arab unity but expressed the hope that, as in the past,
Arabs would bond together, emphasizing their community of interests
rather than centrifugal tendencies.

In fact, Izvestia praised the

decisions of the third Arab summit which reconfirmed the commitment
24
of the Arab nation to a unified posture in the Palestine question.

The Yemeni Civil War
The most divisive and seemingly intractable problem was the
Yemeni civil war which, by proxy, pitted the UAR against Saudi Arabia.

23.

Ibid., September 13, 17, 1965.

24.

Mizan 7 (October 1965):

21-22.
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There was no lack of genuine effort on both sides of this internecine
conflict to seek a peaceful solution.
fires and conferences.

There were a series of cease

All were abortive.

Both patrons, the UAR

and Saudi Arabia, became the prisoners of the momentum and consequences
of their own decisions, decisions initially conditioned by the
lack of mutual trust between the two antagonists.

25

That in turn was

at once the cause and effect of a festering intra-Arab crisis of
confidence.

To Egypt, the war in Yemen was a crushing burden which

played havoc with its none too healthy economy.

This burden contri

buted significantly to the need for a change in governmental leadership.
The cost of the war was variously estimated and ranged from LE40-60
million per year to a total of LE500 million by 1965.

26

''Abd al-N&sir,

while on a visit to the USSR, frankly admitted the burden of his
intervention in Yemen and pointed out "that this too should be seen
as a national liberation movement—an anti-imperialist war—and he
said he thought it would be appropriate if some of the debt we had
incurred were to be cancelled.

Our hosts took his point, and agreed

27
to cancel $500 million of the debt."

Of more significance was the

rapid_4§£erioration, once again, of relations between Saudi Arabia
and the UAR which eventually spelled the doom of the unity of rank

25.

al-Ahram, September 9-12, 1965; Schmidt, The Unknown War,

26.

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 146; Nutting, Nasser,

305-06.

p. 379.
27. Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 147; Sadat, In Search
of Identity, p. 164.
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posture and revived that of the unity of purpose.

Saudi Arabia

resumed its efforts to gain support in the worldwide Islamic community
through its sponsorship of an Islamic coalition, Tadamon Islami
(Islamic Solidarity).

''Abd al-N&sir branded it as an Islamic pact

which was nothing more than a warmed-over Baghdad Pact aiming again
at isolating the UAR.

By March of 1966 the UAR propaganda organs

returned to a broad offensive against what was perceived as a new
reactionary coalition in league with the West.

To minimize his casual

ties, and as a response to the British policy, announced on February 22,
1966, of withdrawing all its troops east of Suez, ''Abd al-N^sir revealed
a new strategy of concentrating his troops in urban centers.

Of

paramount significance, however, was his new perception of the protract
ed Yemeni war as a Western trap designed to sap the energies of the
UAR in order to hinder its socioeconomic development.

A corollary

side effect of the Yemeni civil war was the deterioration of UAR-U.S.
relations which was exacerbated by Yemeni exploitation of Zionist
anti-UAR activities in the United States.

The Saudi-sponsored

Islamic coalition was the other prong of a closing vice on the UAR.
These two elements were, then, the Arab components of a worldwide
anti-progressive, i.e. anti-UAR, imperialist-reactionary conspiracy.

28

Soviet reaction to and assessment of these perceptions of Arab
developments were strikingly similar, and Soviet observers saw the

28. al-Ahram, February 23, November 25, 1966.
be discussed in detail below.

This theme will
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Yemeni war as a means of creating "difficulties for the UAR and
exhaust[ing] its economic resources.

The maintenance of a 50,000-

strong expeditionary corps far from home constituted a heavy burden.
The imperialists knew it, and they did everything to get the UAR
bogged down in a lengthy conflict over Yemen and thus prevent it from
29
tackling its socioeconomic problems."

r
As 'Abd al-Nasir shifted

from the unity of rank to that of objective, so too did the Soviet
Union.

Soviet authors admitted that

no where can you forget that this is a single geographic complex
cemented by a common history and culture, by shared traditions.
There are the minarets and the colorful bazaars—the hallmark
of any Arab town, big or little—but it is not that they
suggest the sense of oneness. That impression is conveyed above
all in the life of the people.^®
Others denied that Arab unity represented a monolithic social,
political, and economic order.

They emphasized the differences in ap

proach and objectives among Arabs. The pursuit of social progress and
the anti-imperialist posture were worthy bonds that united some Arabs.
That was certainly an endorsement of the unity of objective.
line was continuously enunciated by the Soviets.

This

They urged cooperation

among Arab progressives, the UAR, Algeria, Iraq, and Syria, especially
after the left wing of the Ba1th Party seized power in Syria.

29. F. Seiful-Mulyukov, "Yemen:
Times no. 36 (September 1965): 11.
30. Dmitry Volsky, "Arab East:
New Times 10. 16 (April 1967): 10.

31

The

Between War and Peace," New

Time of Great Change,"

31. M. Dzhunusov, "The National Question: Two Ideologies,
Two Policies," International Affairs no. 10 (October 1966): 46.
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32
Soviets praised it when it materialized.

Soviet leaders did not

at times mask their irritation at the incomprehensible inability even
of Arab progressives, even those ruled by the same party—Syria and
Iraq—to cooperate more fully.

Heikal described two incidents between

Kosygin on the one hand and the Syrian and Iraqi foreign ministers on
the other, during which he exasperatingly advised both that "it would
be better if you spent less time hitting each other over the head
33
and more time hitting Israel on the head."

UAR-U.S. Relations
The mastermind of the anti-progressive, anti-UAR conspiracy
was, presumably, the United States.

By the end of 1964, UAR relations

with the United States had deteriorated to their lowest point since
1958.

Heikal described these relations in terms of phases or stages

that began with seduction, 1953-1955, followed by punishment, 195534
1958, and ending with containment in 1958-1964.

A new phase, be

ginning in 1964, could be categorized only as hostile as could be
gleaned from the UAR's view of the United States, a view which was
fully shared if not inspired by the Soviet Union.

An understanding of

32.

Pravda, November 22, 1966, cited in CDSP, vol. 18, no. 47,

33.

Quoted in Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 166.

34.

Heikal, Cairo Documents, 191-92.

p. 27.
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the gradual and, later, the precipitous deterioration of relations
between the two states is crucial to understanding the anxious, if not
paranoid, posture taken by the UAR toward the United States and the
rest of the world.
Containment was presaged by a brief period of watchfulness
during which the United States sought to exploit any difficulties
between the UAR and the Soviet Union.

An opportunity presented itself

during the UAR anti-communist campaign in late 1958 and early 1959.
35
The U.S., as seen earlier,
responded quickly and favorably to

fAbd

al-Nasir's request for grain and for accommodations for UAR students
who were transferred from Soviet to U.S. institutions of higher
learning.

Economic aid in the form of grain was later formalized in

an agreement which was highly favorable to the UAR.

Under this agree

ment signed on July 29, 1959, the U.S. was to ship the UAR significant
quantities of grain to be paid for by Egyptian currency.

These arrange

ments were made possible by U.S. PL480, otherwise known as the Food
36
for Peace program.

The goodwill earned from this aid was slightly

marred by the activities of some American labor unions which boycotted
Egyptian ships in American harbors in May of 1960.
Containment was also carried forward by the youthful new
American president, John F. Kennedy.

^Abd al-Msir genuinely admired

Kennedy's courage, charisma, and vigor.

This admiration could have

35.

Ibid., 192-97; see Chapter IV, notes 121, 123.

36.

Fouad, "Economics of Foreign Aid," p. 48.
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turned into affection but for Kennedy's promise of military aid to
Israel.

The two leaders corresponded and exchanged views on the Bay

of Pigs debacle, the Congo crisis, the Palestinian question, the arms
race with Israel, and the Cuban missile crisis.

The concern of the

U.S. over the UAR's armament program and for the security of Israel,
to which it subsequently provided anti-aircraft missiles (Hawk SAM),
induced it to request the unusual and unorthodox right of inspecting
UAR armed forces and arms development facilities.

That indelicate

request which coincided with the renegotiation of the PL480 agreement
led ''Abd al-Nasir to the reasonable conclusion that he was being
pressured by the United States.

Even though the PL480 agreement was

renewed to cover the years 1961-1964, it left a nagging doubt about
U.S. intentions. The UAR's intervention in Yemen and the consequent
deterioration of its relations with Saudi Arabia caused the U.S. to
try to restrain UAR military activities, a fact which exacerbated
already strained relations between the two countries.

37

To make

matters worse, Yemeni agents in the U.S. exploited and supported
Zionist anti-UAR machinations in the U.S. congress.

38

Nevertheless,

containment was undoubtedly beneficial to the UAR, for under President
Kennedy alone the United States' aid to the UAR amounted to $870
million, most of which was in grain purchases that were of extreme

37. Heikal, Cairo Documents, pp. 193-84, 198-201, 202-04,
206-08, 216-24.
38. Schmidt, The Unknown War, pp. 202-03; Hofstadter, Nasser
and Egypt, 2: 124.
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benefit to Egypt and that allowed it to continue its economic
39
expansion.
News of John F. Kennedy's tragic death was received with
genuine grief by

fAbd

al-Na§ir and the UAR for, despite disagreements,

the Egyptian president
had come to regard Kennedy as the only Western leader whom he could
trust. But to make things worse, his successor was a man whose
pro-Israeli sympathies had led him to oppose the application of any
pressure on Israel to withdraw from Sinai after the Suez War.
Nasser doubted Lyndon Johnson's capacity for handling complex
international issues. Regarding the new president as no more than
a shrewd political 'fixer' from his years as a United States Sen-.^Q
ator, he had no faith either in his integrity or in his judgment.
In all fairness to President Johnson, he did try to continue the private
correspondence initiated by his late predecessor and he so informed
r
41
'Abd al-N&sir.

But mistrust, misconceptions, and misunderstandings

all led to events that overwhelmed what few good intentions the two
leaders had.
At the time of Johnson's succession to the U.S. presidency
there were many outstanding disagreements between the U.S. and the UAR,
among which were the Congo crisis, the Yemeni problem, and the arms
race with Israel.

The burning of U.S. information facilities and the

shooting down of a private airplane belonging to a friend of Johnson's

39. Fouad, "Economics of Foreign Aid," p. 48; Goldman, Soviet
Foreign Aid, p. 72; Tansky, U.S. and USSR Aid, 145-46; O'Brien, The
Revolution in Egypt's Economic System, p. 141.
40. Nutting, Nasser, p. 344; Heikal concurs in this evaluation,
see Cairo Documents, p. 225-26.
41.

Ibid., pp. 229-31, 237-40.
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added insult to injury.

42

Each of the two powers saw the Congo crisis

from its own perspective. The U.S. detected the hand of the Soviet
Union behind the chronic instability and viewed the UAH's support
for rebel forces as contrary to the interests of the Congo.

The UAR,

on the otherhand, saw the Congolese rebels as freedom fighters involved
in a national liberation struggle to whose support it was committed
and construed U.S. aid to the Congolese government as a manifestation
43
of a new colonialism.

Yemen's civil war and the United States'

concern for Saudi Arabia's security contributed to the worsening of
relations between the UAR and the U.S. to such an extent that it was
impossible, or so President Johnson claimed, for the U.S. to extend
44
to the UAR even token economic aid.
The unresolved Palestine question was a permanent sore point
in the relations between the two countries, while the United States'
concern for the security of Israel was manifest in anxieties about
the UAR's arms development program over which the American government
again requested supervision.

This was summarily denied.

Then came

two private communications informing the UAR of the U.S.'s decision
to sell arms directly to Israel and undiplomatically stating:

42.

Heikal, Cairo Documents, pp. 226-29, 232.

43.

Ibid., p. 232; Radio Cairo, December 29, 1964.

44. Lyndon B. Johnson, The Vantage Point: Perspective of the
Presidency, 1963-1964 (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971),
p. 290; al-Ahram, July 22, 1965.
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The need of the United States to sell arms to Israel will of
course be governed by what the Arabs do. It should be realized
that if the Arab countries make a major issue of limited arms
sale by the United States to Israel this might provoke a public
reaction in the United States that would jeopardize the United
States Government's restraint and even handed approach to the
Arab-Israeli problem.... If the Arabs exacerbate the issue
they would undercut the United States incentive to limit arms
sales to Israel and would force the very polarization of the
Near Eastern situation that the United States Government seeks
to avoid.45
''Abd al-Nasir was appalled at this crude way of saying that the U.S.
would arm Israel and ''Abd al-Nasir had better grin and bear it.
construed it as an ultimatum which he rejected out of hand.

He

In this

tense atmosphere, UAR intelligence services obtained secret contin
gency plans for British action against Egypt.

These plans implicated

the U.S. and aggravated ''Abd al-Nasir's suspicions of American inten
tions while planting in his mind the complicity of the U.S. in an antiUAR conspiracy.

46

Such a perception would assume greater significance

during the tense days of May 1967.
It was obvious that UAR-U.S. relations were clouded with sus
picions and anxieties that made the slightest misunderstanding
susceptible to more sinister interpretations than were warranted by
the facts.

Such a misunderstanding did occur which resulted in the

rapid cooling of relations between the two countries with grave
consequences for the UAR. It might be recalled that an agreement

45. Quoted in Heikal, Cairo Documents, p. 235; Idem, Sphinx
and Commissar, p. 149; al-Ahram, July 23, 1965.
46.

Ibid., Hay 28, 1965; Heikal, Cairo Documents, p. 231.
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regarding the Food for Peace program was reached in 1961 and providing
for three years, ending in 1964.

Negotiations for a new agreement

were started at the most inopportune time.

They commenced immediately

after the burning of the U.S. Information Agency facility in the UAR
by mobs that protested the U.S. rescue mission in the Congo, and
after the shooting down of a private aircraft belonging to a friend
of the U.S. president.

Johnson reportedly admonished the UAR

ambassador and regretted that he could not ask the U.S. congress for
aid at a time when U.S. facilities in the UAR were being destroyed.
After the shooting down of the American private aircraft the
American ambassador also protested. The worst incident occurred in
December during a meeting slated for the discussion of future food
supplies to the UAR.

The U.S. ambassador was tired and upset after

having inspected the wreckage of the American plane, and he advised
the UAR to delay the discussion to a more appropriate time.

The story

which reached ''Abd al-Nasir, whether by malicious design of the commun
icator or through simple misinterpretation, bore no resemblance to the
truth.

He was told that the U.S. did not look with favor on the

UAR's behavior. '"Abd al-Nasir was enraged.

He took the first

47
opportunity to answer what he perceived as an insult to the UAR.
On December 23, 1964 he called on all those "who dod not like our
behavior to go drink from the Mediterranean and if that were not enough

47. The whole episode is related to Heikal, Cairo Documents,
pp. 228-30; Nutting, Nasser, pp. 374-75.
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to drink from the Red Sea as well.
ill of us.

We cannot accept any one to speak

We would cut the tongues out of all who do.

We are not

48
willing to sell our independence for LE30, 40 or 50 million."
effect,

fAbd

In

al-Nasir was telling the U.S. to go jump in the lake.

After this abusive and, to say the least, unstatesmanlike
conduct, the UAR was kept on a short leash with respect to food
supplies that, as
critical stage.

fAbd

al-Nasir himself admitted, soon reached a

By mid-June, of 1965, the UAR's reserves were down to

only a fifteen-day supply.

''Abd al-Nasir turned to the Soviet Union

which, notwithstanding its own chronic grain shortage that compelled
it to import grain, diverted precious foodstuffs to Egypt.

The

diversion of. Soviet grain bought from Canada and Australia was widely
publicized and contrasted with the hostile attitude of the U.S.
49
congress toward the renewal of the PL480 agreement.

President

Johnson agreed to a brief six- month agreement covering January through
June of 1966, after which food aid was terminated.
termination of U.S. aid preceded the actual cutoff.

Rumors of the
They were publi

cized during a visit of the Soviet premier to the UAR.
could not have escaped any Egyptian.

48.

The contrast

Henceforth, the UAR's

al-Ahram, November 24, 1964.

49. al-Ahram, June 25, July 14, 1965, December 24, 1966; Mizan
7 (October 1965): 20; Goldman, Soviet Foreign Aid, pp. 73, 74;
Sadat, In Search of Identity, p. 164.
50.

al-Ahram, May 11, July 22, 1966.
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dependence on the Soviet Union was complete.

From 1966 onward

the UAR depended on the Soviet Union for food to feed its people, for
economic aid for industrialization to secure employment for its workers,
and for arms to defend itself and carry out its self imposed commitment
to the national liberation movement.

^Abd al-Nasir turned his back on
«

52
the West, an act which would eventually result in disaster for Egypt.
The consequences for the U.S. were seen by one Western observer to
be similar to the blunder of refusing to finance the Aswan High Dam:
In Egypt,...President Kennedy's original attempt to forge a new
set of relations had come to a dismal end by 1966, when the
United States refused to continue the supply of massive quantities
of food under Public Law 480 ('Food for Peace') .... But the
stopping of American aid did more harm to the long-term American
position in Egypt (and more good to that of the Soviet Union)
than if the aid had never been begun. This was the Aswan Dam
incident all over again.53

The UAR and the Soviet Union:
Client and Patron?
The change in the highest echelon of the Soviet leadership,
as indicated earlier, caused concern in Egypt over its impact on
Egyptian-Soviet relations.

All the verbal assurances of the Soviets

to Egypt and the self-assurance of the Egyptians notwithstanding, both
countries deemed it necessary to undertake steps to allay their
anxieties.

One such effort was made by the Soviet Union when it

51. Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, pp. 164-65; al-Ahram,
January 2, 3, 1967.
52.

Nutting, Nasser, pp. 375, 423.

53.

Hunter, The Soviet Dilemma, 1: 8.
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dispatched Aleksander Shelepin, deputy premier and Politibureau
member, to the UAR. He reiterated the worn phrases of sincere and
altruistic Soviet friendship with the government and people of the
UAR.

54

Similarly,

r

Abd al-Nasir, in order to reassure himself and make

a personal assessment of the new Soviet leadership, journeyed to the
Soviet Union in August of 1965.

At the airport he was given a warm

and personal welcome by the collective leadership:
and Brezhnev.

Podgorny, Kosygin,

In very intimate settings the Russian leaders

discreetly tried to assure him that contrary to speculation in the
Western press, Khrushchev's removal was unrelated to his generous
economic aid or his extravagance in the praise of ''Abd al-Nasir as a
hero of the Soviet Union.

56

To make the point abundantly clear they

wrote off a substantial amount of the UAR's debt, referred to else
where in this work.

''Abd al-Nasir responded with a survey of UAR-

Soviet relations which resulted from Egypt's independent foreign
policy:
With direct reference to our relations, they have
traversed a long path from the time when we refused to transform
our territory into a beachhead for foreign bases with which
they (the imperialists) wanted to encircle your country and
threaten it, from your cooperation with us in liquidating
the monopoly in arms shipments and your assistance to us at
the time of the attack on the Suez Canal, when our
victory was an outstanding turning point that accelerated
the downfall of colonialism and brought us closer to
the great day of the liberation of Africa....

54.

Radio Cairo, December 19, 27, 1964.

55.

al-Ahram, September 3, 1965.

56.

Ibid.
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At times our views coincided, at
However, coincidence and divergences
true friendship, led only to a still
mutual understanding based on mutual

others they diverged.
in opinion as happens in
greater strengthening of
respect.57

By the end of his visit he was convinced that UAR-Soviet
economic and political cooperation would not diminish.

He also

realized that the warm personal friendship he had with Khrushchev
58
could not be duplicated with his reserved and aloof successors.
Nevertheless, the theme of undying and deeply rooted UAR-Soviet
friendship became constant in official pronouncements and in editorial
59
comments.

The harmonious alliance of two heroic sister citxes,

Port Sa^id and Volgagrad (Stalingrad), became another symbol of UARSoviet friendship.

Concommitant with this growing warmth between the

two countries, the Egyptian media exhibited, with official encourage
ment, renewed interest in Soviet affairs as was seen in its detailed
coverage and exposure of the Soviet leadership.
The Soviet Union duly noted these noble sentiments of friend
ship and gratitude.

It acknowledged the UAR's implicit and explicit

recognition of the value of Soviet aid in relieving it from Western
pressure and in permitting it to pursue independent social, economic,

57. Pravda, August 28, 1965, cited in CDSP, vol. 17, no. 35,
p. 18. This was by now a familiar theme. See Pravda, December 25,
1964, cited in CDSP, vol. 16, no. 52, p. 23; al-Ahram, May 18, 1965,
May 11, 1966; "Exchange of Messages between the USSR Supreme Soviet
and the UAR National Assembly," New Times no. 4 (January 1965): 32.
58.

Nutting, Nasser, p. 360.

59.

al-Ahram, May 11, 18, November 26, 1966.
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and political policies.

Soviet media publicized and enlarged on this

perception which was indirectly construed as the answer to Egypt's
often touted contribution to Soviet security.

Many Soviet publica

tions emphasized the value to Egypt of Soviet aid and support in the
international and domestic fields.

They reiterated the frequently

expressed view that Soviet aid made it possible for the UAR to
resist imperialist pressure.

60

Furthermore, Soviet leaders and authors

implicitly justified their aid by the importance of the UAR to the
Soviet Union as a highly strategic country in the anti-imperialist
struggle and as a respected leader in the Third World, as well as in
61
the personal prestige of the UAR's president in world affairs.

Need

less to say, these evaluations were heartening to Egypt since they
corresponded to its own self assessment and self esteem.

62

If there were any doubts about the Russian view of Egypt and
its position in the Soviet scheme, these expressions of friendship

60. Pravda, September 17, 19-5, cited in CDSP, vol. 17, no. 37,
P. 33; V. Kudryavtsev, "The Soviet Union and the Young Independent
States," International Affairs no. 3 (March 1966): 1; Victor Mayevsky,
"Visiting Friends on the Banks of the Nile," International Affairs
no. 7 (July 1966): 20.
61. al-Ahram, August 28, 1965; "President Nasser in Moscow,"
New Times no. 36 (September 1965): 2; Pravda, September 17, 1965,
cited in CDSP, vol. 17, no. 37, p. 33; Mizan Supplement A no. 3 (May/
June 1966): 6; D. Volsky, "Moscow and Cairo," New Times no. 22 (May
1966): 7; Victor Mayevsky, "Visiting Friends on the Nile," Internation
al Affairs no. 7 (July 1966): 21-22; Pravda, August 4, 1966, cited
in CDSP, vol. 18, no. 31, p. 15; Dmitry Volsky, "Arab East: Time of
Great Change," New Times no. 16 (April 1967): 12.
62.

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, pp. 168, 1969.
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and the continued flow of economic and military aid removed them.
Military equipment continued to reach the Egyptian army under a new
arms agreement concluded in August of 1965.

No new weapons systems

were introduced, but supplies were increased to replace those
expended in the Yemeni civil war.

When the burden became too heavy

for the UAR, the Soviet Union cancelled $500 million of its debt, as
indicated earlier.

The cost of military aid for the period 1963-1967

amounted to $495 million, bringing the total aid for the period 1955
63
to 1967 to between $1.5 and $1.7 billion.

Besides equipment, the

Soviet Union included in its military aid packages provisions for
training in military concepts and in highly technical equipment.
For Egyptian officers, the experiences they underwent were particularly
offensive, especially for senior officers whose encounters with their
Soviet counterparts left them with bitter memories.

They developed

64
a deep and resentful hostility toward Soviet officers
which was to
assume a great significance in the future.
Economic aid to Egypt continued.
jects to be sponsored.

There were no spectacular pro

The last credit granted by Khrushchev was

63. Charles B. McLane, "Foreign Aid in Soviet Third World
Policies," Mizan 10 (November/December 1968): 217; Morton Schwartz,
"The USSR and Leftist Regimes in Less Developed Countries," Survey
19 (Spring 1973): 216-27; Joshua and Gilbert, Arms for Third World,
p. 102. For actual quantities and type of Soviet military equipment
delivered in this period consult London's Institute of Strategic
Studies' Military Balance.
64. Muhammad Hasanain Heikal, al-Tariq ila Ramadan [The Road
to Ramadan] (Beirut: Dar al-Nahar li al-Nashr, 1976), p. 41.
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honored even though its terms were renegotiated to specify contributions
to particular aspects of the second five-year development plan.

Two

new credits were granted to the UAR, the first, in June of 1966,
amounting to $165 million and the second, in January of 1967, to
$240 million.

In addition to the debt write-off discussed earlier, the

Soviet Union reduced the cost of equipment for the Aswan High Dam
by $33 million. Soviet economic aid continued to support projects in
steel, hydro- and thermoelectric power, chemical works, land re
clamation, shipbuilding, pharmaceuticals, and power transmission
associated with the Aswan High Dam.^

Not to be underestimated

was the highly publicized and truly crucial food aid that came from
the already agriculturally deficient USSR.
Trade, as discussed earlier, was an important part of the
economic aid that the UAR received from the Soviet Union.
aid increased, so did the trade between the two countries.

Hence, as
The items

exchanged did not change with the exception of the inclusion of
manufactured consumer goods.

In December of 1965 the two countries

signed a long-term trade agreement to cover the period 1966-1970.

The

UAR continued to suffer from a trade imbalance, but that was not

65. al-Ahram, August 31, 1965, May 2, 13, 1966, April 1, 1967;
Mizan 7 (May 1965): 12-13; Mizan Supplement A no. 2 (March/April 1966):
2, no. 3 (May/June 1966): 6, no. 4 (July/August 1966): 6, no. 2
(March/April 1967): 5; "Soviet Co-operation with the United Arab
Republic," New Times no. 37 (September 1965): 15-16; V. A. Sergeyev,
"Co-operation with Developing Nations," New Times no. 7 (February 1967):
5; Pravda, July 28, 1965, cited in CDSP vol. 17, no. 30, p. 22; Fouad,
"Economics of Foreign Aid," p. 105.
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of great concern to either party.

The political motive of trading

with the United Arab Republic was more significant than the economic
one.

66

Notwithstanding the public recognition by the Soviets of the

need for Egyptian raw materials, UAR-Soviet trade and aid permitted
Egypt to import from the Soviet Union or to produce locally items that
previously had been wholly imported.
its need for convertible currency.
than readily apparent.

Hence it was able to reduce
The message here was more implied

As a result of closer Soviet-UAR cooperation,

the latter could be independent from the West with obvious conse67
quences.

The benefits accruing to Egypt were self-evident.

In

economic terms, they included substantial increases in agricultural
and industrial output.

68

But the Soviet Union received political

dividends that were derived from the political support of the UAR on
issues in which both parties had varying interests.

On the part of the

UAR this was amply evident from public statements and joint communi69
ques.

A new and potentially very dangerous Soviet justification

66. al-Ahram, December 19, 1964; Izvestia, July 2, 1965, cited
in CDSP, vol. 17, no. 26, p. 7, December 9, 1965, cited in CDSP, vol.
17, no. 49, p. 28; Mizan 7 (January 1965): 13-14; Muller, Foreign Aid
Programs of the Soviet Bloc, p. 138; Hunter, Soviet Dilemma, 1: 15;
Laqueur, Struggle for Middle East, pp. 139-40.
67. V. A. Sergeyev, "Co-operation with Developing Countries,"
New Times no. 7 (February 1967): 6; Smith, Soviet Foreign Trade, p. 36.
68.

Fouad, "Economics of Foreign Aid," p. 241.

69. al-Ahram, August 28, 1965, May 19, 1966; Fredericks,
"Soviet-Egyptian Relations," pp. 130-31.

§26
for the heavy burden of foreign economic aid began to appear.

It

implied the desirability of intergrating the UAR's economy into "an
international socialist division of labor" under which the UAR would,
because of its relatively low labor cost, furnish the Soviet Union
with semi-finished and consumer goods,^ a function that was success
fully fulfilled by the UAR.^

N&sirism vs. Marxism-Leninism
The lack of unanimity in the ideological appraisal of develop
ments in the UAR which had been manifest under Khrushchev surfaced
again with more intensity.

The quiet argument of old between

Mirsky and Avakov was invigorated by a more defined line that separ
ated two schools of thought.

The "optimist" school was guided by

pragmatic considerations that sought to harmonize the two postures of
the Soviet Union as a guardian of Marxism-Leninism and as a nation-state,
a great world power engaged in a worldwide contest with the West.

This

school was adaptationist in attitude and allowed some latitude in
its interpretation of the applicability of Marxism-Leninism to everchanging conditions in the Third World.

Roughly speaking this school

of thought included, among others, G. Mirsky, G. B. Starushenko, E.

70. David Morison, "USSR and Third World: Questions of
Economic Development," Mizan 12 (December 1970): 130-31.
71. Izvestia, January 12, 1967, cited in CDSP, vol. 19,
no. 2, p. 29.
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Zhukov, K. Brutents, V. Tyagunenko, K. Ivanov, 0. Tuganova, and R.
Ulyanovsky.

The other school, herein designated as "pessimistic,"

adopted a dogmatic interpretation of pristine Marxism-Leninism.

It

included Alexei Rumiantsev, B. N. Ponomarev, N. A. Simoniya, G. F.
72
Kim, and A. S. Kaufman.
With

the emergence of the two schools came seemingly new

evaluations of Third World developments and ideologies, among which
those in the UAR were prominently included.

A new portrait was sketched

of Egyptian developments beginning with the July 23, 1952 coup.

The

early characterization of the Egyptian revolution as a reactionary
manifestation was severely condemned and dismissed:
Immediately after Farouk's fall, reactionaries circulated a
rumor that it [the coup] had been engineered by the British or
by Americans, that it was "anti-democratic" and virtually
"fascist" (although there was, in fact, no local big monopoly
capital in the country). The banning of the anti-national,
bourgeois-landowner parties was described as a violation of
democracy. On the other hand, persecution of workers' organi
zations and anti-communist acts by the leaders of the revolution
70
prevented unity of the anti-imperialist forces.

72. The two schools were adequately treated by Uri Ra'anan,
"Moscow and the 'Third World'," Problems of Communism 14 (January/
February 1965): 22-31; Buss, Wary Partners, pp. 9, 12-14; Duncan, ed.,
Soviet Policy in Developing Countries, pp. 22-24; Mizan 8 (September/
October 1966): 202-08.
73. K. Ivanov, "National-Liberation Movement and Non-Capitalist
Path of Development," International Affairs no. 5 (May 1965): 61n;
also see pp. 60-61. For an example of Soviet skill in acrobatic
semantics see Chapter I, pp.40-45
above.
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The Egyptian coup was now seen as an anti-imperalist, anti-feudal
revolution supported enthusiastically by the masses.

It was led by

revolutionary democrats who represented the "intermediary" strata
consisting of intellectuals, civil servants, urban lower classes, the
peasantry, and the officer corps
feudal elements.

which was no longer drawn from the

These revolutionary democrats played the decisive

role in laying the foundations for a new life; assumed the historical
mission of breaking with capitalism; opposed and eliminated from
political power bourgeois monopolists and feudal landowners; assimi
lated the progressive ideology of the masses; adopted an anti-imperialist
foreign policy; proclaimed socialism as their goal; and established a
revolutionary democratic dictatorship which was not necessarily
74
incompatible with Marxism-Leninism.

The impact of the activities

of the revolutionary democrats was emphatically seen as positive vis
a-vis the proletariat, and as such they were deserving of support which
only the most purist and dogmatic would oppose.^

74. Ibid., p. 63; G. Mirsky, "The United Arab Republic: A
New Stage," New Times no. 48 (December 1965): 2-5; Idem, "Developing
Countries at the Crossroads." New Times no. 48 (November 1966): 8-9;
"People in the News," New Times no. 13 (March 1965); 25; Observer, "The
GDR and the Arab World," New Times no. 11 (March 1965): 3-4; K. Brutents,
"Developing Countries and the Break-up of the Colonial System,"
International Affairs no. 1 (January 1966): 69,70; Pravda, January 31,
1965, cited in CDSP, vol. 17, no. 5, p. 14, April 15, 1966, cited in
CDSP, vol. 18, no. 15,pp. 24-25; Mizan 7 (June 1965): 1-2; Pennar,
USSR and Arabs, p. 65.
75. K. Brutents, "Developing Countries and the Break-up of
the Colonial System," International Affairs no. 1 (January 1966): 70-71;
Pravda, April 15, 1966, cited in CDSP, vol. 18, no. 15, p. 25.
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The optimists were immediately taken to task for their
seeming loosening of the fundamental tenets of Marxism-Leninism.

One

of the pessimists, G. F. Kim, warned of the danger of such individual
interpretations that could lead to the liquidation of Leninism.

He

maintained that anti-imperialism does not reveal social content in a
revolutionary democracy and that the transition to socialism could be
76
accomplished only under proletarian leadership.
Egypt's struggle as an integral and leading element of the Arab
struggle for political independence was also reviewed.

British

evacuation, the Aswan High Dam, the Czech (Soviet) arms agreement, the
nationalization of the Suez Canal, the Suez war, the Egyptianization
decrees, and other actions undertaken by the revolutionary democratic
leaders of Egypt were bold and necessary steps along the road to
independence; such steps enjoyed the full support of the USSR.^

The

success of the UAR was implicitly recognized as beneficial to the Soviet
Union since it led to the
removal of British military bases from the United Arab Republic
and Iraq, and this has deprived imperialism of key militarystrategic bridgeheads. Its military positions in Persian Gulf
area have been weakened, and the vital military-strategic SuezRed Sea-Aden line broken. After the Iraqi revolution, imperialist

76. Mizan 8 (September/October 1966):
Partners, pp. 13-14.

203-04; Buss, Wary

77. K. Ivanov, "National-Liberation Movement and Non-Capitalist
Path of Development," International Affairs no. 5 (May 1965): 62-63;
G. Mirsky, "Suez in Retrospect," New Times no. 43 (October 1966): 10-11.
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military bases were removed from the heart of the Arab world
and pushed out to the periphery, where they are now threatened
by liberatory anti-imperialist forces.^®
The Soviet evaluation of Egyptian socioeconomic reforms did
not appreciably change.

These reforms cut the ground under the big

bourgeoisie and constituted the widest possible state or socialized
ownership anywhere outside the socialist bloc.

79

However, Mirsky,

the apparent ideological patron and foremost optimist, added a new
twist in his evaluation.

He saw these socialization decrees as

eliminating the social base of neocolonialism, by which he meant the
cooperation between the Egyptian national bourgeoisie and foreign
capital.

80

As in the past, land reform was the center of equivocation.

While land distribution eliminated the most reactionary elements of
society and fulfilled the age-old dream of the Egyptian peasants, it
was unable to solve the land problem in the UAR.

81

78. 0. Tuganova, "The Arab Movement for Unity," International
Affairs no. I (January 1965): 33.
79. N. Smetanin, "The New Frontiers of the UAR," International
Affairs no. 7 (July 1965): 38-39; Mizan 8 (March/April 1966): 67.
80. Georgi Mirsky, "Basic Trends in the Arab World," New Times
no. 6 (February 1965): 3.
81. Mizan 8 (March/April 1966): 6; "The Fellahs in the UAR,"
International Affairs no. 12 (December 1965): 102-03; N. Smetanin,
"The New Frontiers of the UAR," International Affairs no. 7 (July
1965): 37-38; Yuri Bochkaryov, "Forging Ahead," New Times no. 30
(July 1965): 6-7.
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The efforts of Soviet pundits to adapt to and accommodate
Third World ideologies continued.

They pointed out fundamental dif

ferences between them and Marxism-Leninism.

But, simultaneously, they

sought out even the germs of what might be reconcilable with MarxistLeninist tenets and hoped to encourage their evolution into a convergence
with " 3:ientific Socialism."

In other words, they sought out the

lowest ideological common denominator with the several types of Third
World socialisms.

K. I. Grishechkin put it succintly when he declared

that he was not attempting to find an ideological coexistence but he
wanted not only to criticize but to find in the old theories the germ
of what was new and progressive.
cal approach.

82

That was indeed a suitable dialecti

Hence, he admonished Marxists "to do everything possible

to give aid to the United Arab Republic in hastening the process of
83
transition to the socialist road of development."

The UAR, according

to the same author, had clearly rejected the capitalist road of
development and commenced along the non-capitalist path to build a
socialist society.

84
This, however, applied to pre-capitalist societies.

But ^Abd al-Nasir continuously spoke of Egyptian capitalists whose
very existence formed the basic rationale behind his socialization
decrees of 1960, 1961, 1963, and 1964.

p. 14.

These same decrees were seen

82.

Mizan 8 (March/April 1966):

67.

83.

Ibid.

84.

Pravda, January 31, 1965, cited

in CDSP, vol. 17, no. 5,
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by the Soviets as the groundwork for development along the
non-capitalist path.

85

Victor Mayevsky stated, without any comment,

that ''Abd al-Nasir understood the non-capitalist path to mean a
transition from capitalism to socialism.
an interview with K. Vishnevetsky:
stage

In fact he said as much in

"We are now in a transitional

86

from capitalism to socialism."

The efforts to describe the UAR in Marxist-Leninist terms,
''Abd al-Nasir's misunderstanding aud rejection of these same terms
notwithstanding, continued.

The UAR was described as a national

democracy, but not bourgeois democratic,
ary democrats.

88

87

which was led by revolution-

The Twenty-Third Congress of CPSU did not categorize

the people of the UAR as moving along the non-capitalist path, but

they were seen as "building an independent national democratic state
and ... struggling for the socialist development of their country.

89

G. Mirsky discussed the Twenty-Third Congress of CPSU and its greetings
to countries who were setting out on the path of progressive social
development.

He described these countries whose

85. Victor Mayevsky, "Visiting Friends on the Banks of the
Nile," International Affairs no. 7 (July 1966): 21. Mayevsky stated,
without comment^ 'Abd al-N&sir's definition.
86.

Izvestia, February 6, 1966, cited in CDSP, vol. 18, no. 6,

p. 27.
87. The reader will recall that the terms national democracy
and revolutionary democracy were at times used interchangeably.
88.

Izvestia, May 17, 1966, cited in CDSP, vol. 18, no. 20,

p. 21.
89. Pravda and Izvestia, April 17, 1966, cited in CDSP, vol.
18, no. 15, p. 15.
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leading circles have declared their intention of orienting
themselves toward socialism as the only form of social system
acceptable to them and who have already taken practical steps
toward limiting or even eliminating private capitalist property
in a number of major branches of the economy. It is of interest
that, although these leading circles and parties headed by them are
not proletarian in their social essence and do not base their
activity on the acceptance of Marxist theory, they nevertheless
resolutely speak out in favor of socialism, feeling the immense
political and ideological influence of world socialism and MarxismLeninism. The conclusion suggests itself that in our epoch the
channel of the movement toward socialism on a worldwide scale
has become far wider than previously and that, side by side with
the main current—the communist, proletarian current—others have
appeared in it. Marxists can only welcome this phenomenon, which
confirms the correctness of the broad Leninist view of world
socialist revolution as a process that is not at all limited to
the struggle of the proletariat of the industrially developed
countries against the bourgeoisie of their own countries.^
That evaluation was later followed by a more ambiguous and equivocal
one.

The UAR was viewed as following the non-capitalist path as it

strove
to limit the development of capitalism and [do] everything to
promote the development of socio-economic forms [reforms?],
and where the principal tendency of development is antibourgeois, ... It has already gone beyond the framework of
the bourgeois-democratic revolution.
The current national doemocratic revolution in the UAR...
is no longer a bourgeois democratic one, although it is not
yet a Socialist one either.
It is on the way to becoming a
Socialist revolution, that is, it is transitional and has the
marks of both bourgeois and Socialist revolutions.

90.
40, p. 22.

Izvestia, October 5, 1966, cited in CDSP, vol. 18, no.
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The transitional stage makes it possible to develop either
towards Socialism, or (if there is a change of the situation)
towards capitalism.
It is apparent from these evaluations that all the ideological
customization focused on the non-capitalist path for which an exact
formulation, other than ideological justification, was elusive and
prone to be misunderstood, as ^Abd al-Nasir seemed to have done.
Mirsky emphasized that the noncapitalist path was not a third way
other than the capitalist or socialist paths.

It was the only path
92
that led from a pre-capitalist stage to the socialist state.
The
urgency for formulating an explicit definition—which in reality was
counter-productive for Soviet purposes in the Third World—was manifest
in a conference sponsored by the Moscow State Institute of International
Relations and the Higher Diplomatic School of the Soviet Foreign Minis
try.

A major subject of discussion was a definition of the non-

capitalist path in light of the Twenty-Third Congress

of CPSU.

One

of the participants, M. D. Yakovlev, attempted to define the noncapitalist path:
At times this path is wrongly regarded as a kind of intermediate
path between Socialism and Capitalism.
The non-capitalist path
and the Socialist paths of development are categories of the

91. V. L. Tyagunenko, "Capitalist and Non-Capitalist Develop
ment," International Affairs no. 5 (May 1967): 57. The reader will
note the painful twists and turns and mind-boggling qualifications. It
should be noted that they were likely influenced by the sudden
overthrow of Sukarno of Indonesia and Nkrumah of Ghana. Hence extreme
caution was called for.
92.

p. 14.

Pravda, January 31, 1965, cited in CDSP, vol. 17, no. 5,
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same order, but it should be borne in mind that the
non-capitalist path is not a stage in the full scale
building of Socialism. It merely helps to create the
objective prerequisites for building Socialism in the
developing countries.
Egyptians were aware of the dilemma of the Soviet Union as a
super-power nation-state and as an ideological beacon.

The interests

of one did not always correspond with those of the other.

Heikal

addressed this thorny issue:
Not for the first, and not for the last time the Soviet leader
ship found itself in a dilemma, torn by the rival claims on it
as a super-power and as the motherland of the revolution.
On
occasions the leadership has been able to produce suitable
ideological clothing in which to dress the necessities of superpowerdom, and at other times it has been possible to present
action in the interest of the state as a natural outcome of
ideology....94
The leadership in the UAR thus recognized the Soviet dilemma, but it
was unwilling to help resolve it at the expense of its own ideological
particularity.

On the contrary, as the Soviets tried to ease their

ideological difficulties by seeking the lowest possible ideological
common denominator with the UAR, Egyptians endeavored to put as much
of an ideological distance between themselves and the Soviet Union as
they could.

Insistence on particularism in Arab Socialism persisted

as the basic idea which pervaded the contemporaneous literature.

The

exceptions, lapses, or misconceptions were enthusiastically pointed
out by Soviet scholars as proof of the validity of their interpretations

93. "A Useful Conference," International Affairs no. 7
(July 1966): 128.
94.

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 156.
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"Scientific Socialism" was a case in point which continued to be a

source of misinterpretation.

One Soviet author quoted ^Abd al-N&sir

as saying that Arab Socialism was the invention of Egyptian newspapers
95

and that there is but one universal and S cientific Socialism.

But

fAbd al-N&sir's understanding of the term, as has been pointed out
earlier in this work, bore no resemblance to its conventionally
accepted meaning.

Another lapse or, more accurately, an effort to

accommodate Soviet ideologists was made by an Egyptian leftist.

He

maintained that socialism as an ideology was universal but went on to
ascertain the particularity of the Arab application of socialism.
96

That was, indeed, sophistry of the first order.

These exceptions notwithstanding, the mainstream of Egyptian
thought on Arab Socialism continued to emphasize its separateness from
and disparity with Marxism-Leninism.

This was abundantly clear from an

analysis of ''Abd al-N&sir's statements and those of other Egyptian
thinkers who continued to emphasize the spiritual underpinning and
justification of socialism as proclaimed in Egypt.

The UAR president

summarized the differences between Marxism-Leninism and Arab Socialism
from which he had previously removed all ideological content:
Socialism is not a philosophical discourse, nor rhetorical
slogans. It is, in the final analysis, a happy home for every

95.

Mizan 10 (January /February):

38.

96.
^Abd al-Moghni Sa f id, "al-Tajribah al-Ishtir&kiyyah al(Arabiyyah [The Arab Socialist Experiment]," al-KHtib no. 70
(January 1967): 48-49.
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family built by all those able to work. A family shielded from
unexpected disasters and enjoying health, education, and culture.
A family that interacts with others and is involved in and
concerned with country and nation.^
He also formulated another definition:

"Socialism is the elimination

of the exploitation of man by his fellow man. Socialism seeks to
provide the suitable conditions and the proper motives for the
evolution of society so that man may realize all his material and
98
spiritual potentialities."

These definitions by the prime mover of

socialism in Egypt showed his pragmatism, a pragmatism which was also
reflected in his conclusions on the inevitability of socialist solutions.
This inevitability was not caused by historical determinism.

It was

caused by the conscious, subjective, and voluntaristic efforts to
achieve social aims.

These elements in Nasirism did not escape G.

Mirsky, who delineated the motives of the political and social
revolution even though he was in error when he contended that ''Abd
al-Nasir discarded the conept of class harmony.

99

Efforts to define and elaborate ''Abd al-Msir's notion of
socialism continued.

Muhammad ''Abd al-Majid defined it as an economic

and political theory of reconstructing Arab society in harmony with

97. al-Ahram, February 21, 1966, December 25, 1965; { kbd alNasir repeated the same definition on March 18, 1967, see ''Abd al-Msir,
Documents 1: 94; Hussein al-Tantawi, Fikr ''Abd al-Nasir: Tahlil Siyasi
li Fkr wa falsafat wa Nidal al-Za^im al-Khalid [The thought"of 'Abd alMsir: An Analysis of the Thought, Philosophy, and the Struggle of
the Eternal Leader] (Cairo: Matba'at al-DUr al-Misriyyah, 1971), p. 50.
98.

al-Ahram, May 20, 1965.

99. G. Mirsky, "United Arab Republic:
no. 48 (December 1965): 3-4.

New Stage," New Times
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materialism and spiritualism.It was rooted in Arab heritage of
which spiritualism was a fundamental aspect.

Another definition

centered on the erection of the foundations necessary in any given
society to secure just happiness derived from equitable social inter
action, i.e., the elimination of the exploitation of man by man, in all
spheres of human endeavor.Still another definition focused on
the essence of socialism as equality of opportunity and legal equality
as the absolute counterweight to class privileges.

It emphasized,

however, that equality in the eyes of the law did mean equality of
compensation which was totally dependent on effort.

102

The fundamental objectives of Arab Socialism

were the

liquidation of class gaps and distinctions, the achievement of control
by the people of the major sectors of the economy, the placing of
political authority in the hands of an alliance of workers and peasants,
and the development of a planned economy.

All these objectives were

achieved or to be achieved through purely indigenous and harmonious
Egyptian means.

103

After defining socialism, the identification of

socialists became obvious but was not really addressed by anyone except

100. Mohammad Abdel Mageed, Arab Socialism in Light of Islam
and Arab Reality (Cairo: The Supreme Council of Islamic Affairs, 1967),
pp. 21, 22-23, 58, r Ali al-BHrftdi, Fi al-Ishtir£kiyyah al-^Arabiyyah
[On Arab Socialism] (Cairo: Mansah^at al-Ma'&rif, 1967), p. 4.
101.

Ibid., p. 173-74.

102.

al-Ahram, May 2, 1966, March 19, 1967.

103.

Marsi, Inevitability of Socialist Solution, pp. 94-95.
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^Abd al-N&sir.

Socialists, according to him, were all those who

believed in and who struggled for the achievement of socialist
objectives.
Soviet observers of the Egyptian scene recognized and dicussed
Arab socialist particularism.

I. I. Grashin described ^Abd al-N&sir's

definition of socialism as hazy and indistinct, while V. Solodovnikov
contended that socialism was indivisible but accepted the possibility
that each country might add to the construction of socialism its own
special features.

K. I. Grishechkin attributed this emphasis on

particularism by theorists of Arab Socialism, especially those from
the bourgeois intelligentsia, to the burden of bourgeois ideology
which tended to exaggerate the specific aspects of Arab Socialism.

105

Two of the most fundamental aspects of Arab Socialism dealt
with were its spiritual qualities, embracing Islam and Arab nationalism.
Islam was, is, and will always be the beacon by which Arab masses
perceive and the standard by which they judge any social system. This
was axiomatic in Egyptian as in any Arab society.

As a result of the

discovery and subsequent foiling of the Muslim Brethren plot and the
resumption of the Arab cold war manifest in virulent propaganda, Egypt's
socioeconomic system became- more vulnerable.

In the context of the

general although mistaken equation of socialism with communist atheism,

104.

^Abd al-Nasir, Documents, 1:

109.

105. Mizan 8 (March/April 1966): 70; 10 (January/February
1968): 39; Pravda, December 1, 1964, cited in CDSP, vol. 16, no. 48,
pp. 18-19; Buss, Wary Partners, p. 8.
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Arab Socialism needed more than ever to be justified by Islam.
Egyptian newspapers and other publications hammered in the view that all
religions contain socialist attributes and that there were no contra
dictions between socialism and Islam which was unique in that it was
the first divine faith to theorize and implement s o c i a l i s m . I s l a m
emphasized the organic and collective nature of society, of the social
interdependence and solidarity of all segments of society, as evidenced
by its sanctions on the communal ownership of the essentials of life.
These attributes contributed to the collective well-being which was
sustained by Zakat.
The concept of private ownership was discussed in detail and
justifications for nationalization were found in Islam.

Egyptian au

thors returned to the idea of the stewardship of all earthly
possessions since all things belonged to God.

Even stewardship was

restricted in Islam by the legitimacy of acquisition, prevention of
monopoly, the public good, obviating injury to others, and the requirements of magnanimity intrinsic in all Islamic teachings.
Arab Socialism did not abolish private property.

108

Furthermore,

In fact, it

106. al-Ahram, February 2, May 2, 1966, March 29, 1967;
Barudi, On Arab Socialism, pp. 60-61, 65-66, 173.
107. Ibid., pp. 66-69; Mageed, Arab Socialism in Light of
Islam, pp. 27-28, 31-32; al-'Aqqad, What Is Said about Islam p. 234.
108. Barudi, On Arab Socialism, pp. 67-71, 74-85;
WUfi, Equality in Islam, pp. 75-80, 86-90.
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reinforced it as a response to the indigenous imperative of creating
a class of small landowners through agrarian reform.

This respect

for the desire for private ownership was manifest in Egypt's mixed
economy institutionalized in the Charter for National Action.

In

addition, Arab Socialism guaranteed the same personal rights and
privileges that were fully delineated by Islam.

109

Here, too, Soviet authors were aware of spiritual-religious
justifications for Arab Socialism.

They recognized and sympathetically

accepted these justifications as a tactical approach to gain support
from "the politically unenlightened and traditionally oriented mass

110

of the peasantry and ubran petty bourgeoisie."

They were also

pragmatists who recognized the realities of Egypt:
The ideology of Islam has held sway for a thousand years,
with a wide and firm grip on the overwhelming majority of the
population. One cannot fail to take account of the enormous
influence of the Muslim clergy in the UAR, and the religious
fanaticism of the backward masses of the people.
The illiterate religious masses, who still follow Islam
blindly, have only the vaguest idea about socialism. A leading
Algerian Communist, Bashir Hajj Ali, has observed: 'If social
ism appeared in the eyes of the people as an enemy of the
Muslim religion, the building of socialism would be endangered.'
Therefore, at this particular stage, one cannot fail to take
into account the conditions really obtaining in the country.
The same author recognized that Islam's influence was not restricted
to the masses:

"The opium of religion and Islamic fanaticism seriously

109. B&rCtdi, On Arab Socialism, pp. 13, 86-87, 166-68, 194-97,
210-11; Mageed, Arab Socialism in Light of Islam, pp. 18-19, 25.
110. Georgi Mirsky, "Developing Countries at the Crossroads,"
New Times no. 48 (November 1966): 8.
111.

Mizan 8 (March/April 1966):

68.
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befuddles the world outlook of the ideologists of Arab socialism.

Many-

educated and politically mature leaders of the country are still far

112

from free of its effect."

The question of private

similarly accommodated by 0. Tuganova who stated:

property was

"Private ownership

sentiments, of course are a matter of some weight; they are, it is
113
proper to say, a significant political factor."
The peaceful nature of the Egyptian revolution was maintained
in the insistence on the resolution of the class conflict by peaceful
means including closing or eliminating class gaps.

This, too, was

declared to be another of the distinctive traits of Arab Socialism.

114

Neither the recognition of the class struggle by the Charter for
National Action nor the Kamshish incicent in Egypt's countryside
substantially diverted Egypt's pursuit of class harmony.

K. I.

Grishechkin addressed this aspect of Arab Socialism, contending that
it did not contradict the views of Marxism-Leninsim on the peaceful
resolution of class conflict and on revolution.

To interpret the

Egyptian experience otherwise indicated a fundamental misunderstanding
of Marxism-Leninism.

Grishechkin explained that

revolution is social compulsion, and socialist revolution is social
violence (pasilive) on the part of the overwhelming majority of
the population in relation to the small group of exploiters....

112.
113.
35, p. 17.
114.

Ibid., p. 67.
Izvestia, September 3, 1966, cited in CDSP, vol. 18, no.

B3rudi, On Arab Socialism, p. 167.
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But political and social liquidation of the bourgeois class in a
socialist revolution does not in any way mean the physical
liquidation of persons belonging to this class, as some UAR
leaders incorrectly imagine. They are evidently confusing these
two conceptions when they speak about the peaceful character of
revolution in the UAR, contrasting it with "violent" revolutions.
Class struggle would lead to revolution which would in turn
produce the dictatorship of the proletariat.
was, however, unacceptable to the UAR.

This ideological triad

Having rejected class struggle

and having launched a peaceful revolution, it was only logical to
reject the dictatorship of one class over another.

The Charter for

National Action formalized this rejection and all statements by
Egyptian thinkers and leaders were guided by it.
defended this concept.

Soviet theorists

Grishechkin correctly linked the Arab reject

ion of the dictatorship of the proletariat with its rejection of
class struggle and violent revolution; what the Arab mind saw as a
contradiction, between the dictatorship of the proletariat and true
democracy, Grishechkin dismissed as a misperception.
Arab objection:

He answered the

"Socialist revolution in any conditions (even in those

of revolutionary terror) is not only employing democracy, whether in

116

its figurative or literal sense, but is enormously widening it."

He continued by asserting that the dictatorship of the proletariat was
the only means of achieving such an all-embracing democracy for the
benefit of the overwhelming majority of the people and to the detriment
of a minute minority.

115.

Mizan

116.

Ibid.

8 (March/April 1966):

71.

I. I. Grashin was more severe in his condemnation of the Charter
for National Action and more resolute in his defense of the dictatorship
of the proletariat.

The charter, Grashin maintained, exhibited a lack of

understanding of the essence of the concept.

He asserted vehemently that
11'

only through the dictatorship of the proletariat could socialism be built.
His contention was consistent with the Soviet view of developments in the
UAR as constituting one step on the road to socialist construction.

Despite

these burdensome analyses of various "socialism," one was struck by the
cursory manner in which the distinctions between them and Marxism-Leninism
were rationalized and accepted by some of the Soviet journalists who
summarily declared that "Marxists-Leninists proceed from the fact that
there is no insurmountable wall between socialist trends and views that
have become widely current in the developing nations and proletarian
1X8
socialism...."

This tendency also predominated in the attitudes of

Soviet statesmen.
There was a tragicomic quality to the Soviet view of socio
economic developments in the UAR.

The ideologues and theorists fastidiously

analyzed, approved, commended, condemned, and warned of the dangers
arising from any deviation from pristine doctrine.

Statesmen who

dealt with the seemingly more mundane yet more immediate objectives
of practical statecraft ignored the intricacies of ideological analysis
and

granted wholesale

approval of

the

Charter

for

National

117.
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Pravda, June 4, 1965, cited in CDSP, vol. 22, p. 17.
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Action with all its emphatic distinctions from Marxism-Leninism and
its barbs against the Soviet experience and political system.

There

is no better example of the wholesale endorsement of the UAH's social
goals by the Soviet Union than this expressed in a joint communique
of the two states:
The Soviet side noted with satisfaction the constant positive
efforts on the part of the UAR government and the Arab Socialist
Union, under the leadership of President Gamal Abdel Nasser, aimed
at building and perfecting the economic and industrial structure
of the UAR and at creating a democratic socialist state as
defined in the Charter of National Action.
The delineation of an ideological distance between Arab
Socialism and Marxism-Leninism was accompanied by a critical analysis
of Marx and his theories by Egyptian thinkers.

The quality of scholar

ship on Marxism showed a marked improvement and did not exhibit the
virulence of the earlier personal attacks. Those who wrote about
Marxism produced well documented works that contained a mature under
standing of the subject matter even while they reached conclusions that
were no less critical of Marxist theories.

120

One such work was

produced by Professor '"Ali B&rudi of the University of Alexandria.

He

denied Marxism its unique claim to be a scientific theory of social
development because it was based only on the development of a particu
lar, European, society and hence its conclusions lacked universal
validity, as proven by its unrealized predictions.

119.

According to

Pravda, September 2, 1965, cited in CDSP, vol. 17, no. 35,

p. 21.
120.
Socialism.

See Qakim, ^Abd al-NHsir's Record; Barudi, On Arab

346
Barudi, Marxism suffered from many deficiencies including but not
limited to its failure adequately to explain the birth of civilizations,
especially in the realm of ideas.

Marx failed completely or con

clusively to show the causes and effects involved in the transition
from one epoch to another.

He also failed to prove the motives for

the prescribed behavior of the proletariat.

Marx, asserted Barudi,

neglected to explain the sudden termination of dialectical materialism
upon the establishment of the communist society, a society as Utopian
as

Plato's Republic, and this was a grievous omission for it implied

the ultimate end of history.

121

Barudi was particularly critical of

the punitive and vengeful characteristics of Marx's expected revolution
and of the subsequent dictatorship of the proletariat.
cized

He also criti

Marx for his animosity toward religion and all things spiritual

and especially toward Christianity, and this antipathy, to the author's
mind, revealed Marx's psychopathological insecurity that resulted
from his father's conversion to Christianity.

The personal nature

of his hostility toward religion betrayed his at least temporary
remoteness from the detachment, objectivity, and analytical deliberation
expected of the scholar and scientist.

12 2.

^Abd al-N3sir himself took

Marx to task on the question of his classical definition of exploita
tion.

The Egyptian president implied that had Marx lived in the Egypt

121.
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of the 1960s during the era of governmental regulation of prices and
wages he would not have insisted on his definition of exploitation or
123
on the remedies he prescribed.
The deepening friendship between the UAR and the Soviet Union
and the increasing dependence of Egypt on the USSR did not seem to
improve the unflattering Egyptian view of the Soviet experience and
political system.

Egyptians continued to be torn between the impres

sive economic accomplishments of the Soviet Union and the abominal
human cost of these achievements.

The economic advance of the USSR

was seen as the result of coercion.

It was also a manifestation of

exploitation whereby the state instead of the capitalist expropriated
the surplus value of the worker.

The workers, in effect, succeeded

only in exchanging one exploiter for another.

124

Professor B&r&dt

contrasted the theoretical with the actual role of the workers in
the Soviet Union.

He observed that the real rulers, the new exploiters,

were the members of the Communist Party.

The CPSU operated in theory

on the principle of democratic centralism but was in practice devoid
of democracy, making Stalinist terror possible.

Such a political

organization, depending on forcible coercion and removing or elimin
ating its leaders in sudden and catacylsmic fashion, inescapably
cast grave doubts on the nature of Soviet political and legal

123.
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institutions that were inseparable from any understanding of
legitimacy.

125

The total Soviet environment, concluded BSrftdl,

destroyed personal initiative and terrorized the individual into a
dictated conformity.

Such an outcome was inescapable in a society

guided by a materialistic, anti-spiritual, and anti-religious approach
to life which divested man of enduring ethical and human values.
Soviet society had succeeded in providing the material requirements
for life, but in the process, it destroyed the spiritual and intellec
tual environment that was the sine qua non of human happiness and
fulfillment.

These grave deficiencies constituted signposts of

danger from which the UAR ought to learn.

X 2.6

'"Abd al-Nasir also

expressed misgivings about the Soviet system where any and all devia
tions were punished by physical liquidation.

He also contrasted the

UAR, where the ruling Arab Socialist Union comprehended an alliance of
the majority of the people, with the Soviet Union, where a minority
party monopolized political power and where parliament unanimously
rubber-stamped party and governmental decisions.

127

There were other more favorable views of the Soviet Union.
Some concentrated on the prodigious material progress achieved within
a single decade.

Soviet cities were transformed between 1955 and

125.

Ibid., pp. 125-30, 134-37.
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Ibid., pp. 146-47, 201, 221-22.
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al-Ahram, May 20, 1965.

1965 from drab population centers into modern Western-like metropolises
with tall buildings, heavy traffic, Western music, American-style coffee
shops, and blue jeans.

It was, as one observer put it, "a change from

128

the dark side of the moon to bright sunshine."
demeanor and outlook changed.

The people's

As fear disappeared so too did the wall

that seemed to separate Russians from foreigners.

129

One article

dealt with the sensitive issue of dissent, especially the cases of
Daniel and Senyovsky whom it condemned for their Zionist connections.
It quoted a member of the Central Committee of CPSU who differentiated
between constructive criticism and sedition and slander.

The Webs of Conspiracy
^Abd al-Nasir's preoccupation with conspiracies against Egypt
began with Israel's punitive raid in Ghaza in February of 1955, and
from that time the conspiracy theme was submerged only to reemerge in
a new guise. As the UAH's domestic and international problems multi
plied, the conspiracy theme appeared again, but this time its scope
was worldwide.

Its delusionary object took the form of a global

imperialist-reactionary tide which sought to destroy all pregressive
regimes and thereby gradually isolating the UAH, eventually crush it.
It was like an octopus with many arms or like a mythical cobweb of
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gigantic proportions being spun by a supernatural mastermind.
were domestic Arab and international webs.

There

As in the past Soviet

views and interpretations of events that affected the UAR were similar
to those of ^Abd al-N&sir.
The domestic webs were seen in the internal counter-revolution
which consisted of the Muslim Brethren and those whose properties
were nationalized and whose political rights were temporarily denied.
The Muslim Brethren struggled against ^Abd al-N&sir since 1954 and
their unsuccessful attempt to assassinate him led to the destruction of
their organization and forced them to go underground.

In August of

1965, ''Abd al-NSsir chose to reveal, in Moscow, the discovery and
suppression of an alleged terror campaign designed to destabilize
his regime. Egyptian newspapers followed with the details.

The Muslim

Brethren were accused of being the tools of imperialism and Arab
reaction which sought to destroy the progressive regime in the UAR.
Hints were given about the support that they received from an external
source, a source not then revealed because of ''Abd al-N&sir's unity of
rank approach but which was later identified as Saudi Arabia.

131

Another domestic web was the feudal landowners who instigated unrest
and resisted the influence of the Arab Socialist Union.
dent in Kamshish a member of the Union was murdered.
reacted vigorously and vengefully.

In one inci

The government

It established a Committee for the

131. al-Ahram, August 30, September 7, 8, 1965; ^Abd alNHsir, Documents, 1: 158.
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Liquidation of Feudalism with wide powers.
developments in the same light.

Soviet observers saw these

One article described the Muslim

Brethren plot as a part of an extensive imperialist subversion against
the UAR and linked it to the American termination of food aid as a
means of bringing the UAR to its knees.

132

Victor Mayevsky saw both

the Muslim Brethren plot and unrest in the countryside as the work of
fanatical reactionary elements closely connected with imperialist
forces.

133

Tuganova returned later to the same subject of the intimate

link between imperialism and right-wing forces who "are striving
to play on the difficulties that the UAR is experiencing in its
development.

This is indicated by the anti-government plots and

constant threats to discontinue shipments of wheat and flour to the
UAR." 134
The Arab component of the conspiracy comprehended the con
servative-reactionary elements in the Arab world, headed by Saudi
Arabia.
UAR.

They fueled the civil war in Yemen to sap the energies of the

They operated in the Islamic sphere and sought through a Muslim

coalition, which was erroneously called the Islamic Pact, to isolate
the UAR. 'Abd al-N&sir saw it as having the same objective of anticommunism.

He contended that it did not serve Arab interests since

132. 0. Tuganova, "Political Trends in the Arab East,"
International Affairs no. 3 (March 1966): 32.
133. Victor Mayevsky, "Visiting Friends on the Banks of the
Nile," Ibid., no. 7 (July 1966): 21.
134. Izvestia, September 3, 1966, cited in CDSP, vol. 18,
no. 35, p. 17.
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some of those countries who indicated willingness to participate, such
as Turkey and Pakistan, were members of Western alliances.

Iran,

another willing participant, was the main oil supplier to Israel.
The Arab states who supported the idea were in league with imperialism
and colonialism.

They feared Arab social progress more than they

feared the common enemy.

The United States' encouragement of this

coalition was another phase in a struggle which it initiated by its
blatant blackmail of the UAR when it withheld American wheat shipments.
The Islamic coalition was doomed to failure as the Baghdad Pact, its
predecessor, had failed.

It would only succeed in preventing intra-

135
Arab cooperation which was disastrous for the Arab world.

The

Soviet Union, not surprisingly, totally agreed with the UAR's view of
and hostility toward the Islamic coalition and condemned Western efforts
to divide the Arab world and thus weaken its anti-imperialist
i
136
struggle.
On the international horizon loomed bad tidings for ''Abd alNSsir that fitted well into his preconceived notions of an imperialistreactionary tide that was, piecemeal, engulfing and eliminating pro
gressive regimes throughout the world.

Events in Indonesia between

135. al-Ahram, February 23, March 4, 13, 23, May 9, August 19,
1966, February 2, March 10, 1967.
136. Victor Mayevsky, "Visiting Friends on the Banks of the
Nile," International Affairs no. 7 (July 1966): 20-21.
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October 1, 1965 and March 12, 1966 resulting in the effective removal
of Ahmad Sukarno from the leadership of that country were ominous.
The unsuccessful communist-inspired coup of October 1, 1965 and the con
sequent countercoup by rightist elements of the Indonesian army, as
well as the physical destruction of the Indonesian Communist Party
(PKI) did not solicit any extraordinary comment from the UAR media.
Egyptian newspapers printed items from the wire services as a matter
of course.

The Soviet media and leadership, unlike those of the UAR,

reacted with alarm.

They denounced the bloody anti-communist purge

and reminded President Sukarno of the dangers arising from the anti
democratic campaign, especially that which was undertaken by the army.
They viewed these events as an effort of internal and international
reaction to wrest Indonesia away from the anti-imperialist front.

137

President Sukarno's difficulties eventually forced him to hand
over to the army virtually all his political power.

This was reported

with varying degrees of alarm and anxiety by both the Soviet and the
UAR media, especially because of its chronological proximity to other
important military coups in Ghana and Syria. '"Abd al-Nasir interpreted
138
Sukarno's removal as the beginning of a new colonial attack on Asia.
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The removal of Sukarno, the coup in Ghana, and the call for an Islamic
Pact, all occurring in rapid succession, led an Egyptian analyst to
consider but reject dismissing them as chance and coincidental events
and to conclude that they could only indicate a challenge and a
threat posed by a rightist tide to all progressive regimes.

139

Soviet authors were less alarmed in this instance and simply denounced
Indonesian reactionaries for seeking to strike a bargain with imperialism.

140

In the midst of the preoccupation with Indonesia another close
associate

of ''Abd al-Nasir, President Kwame Mkrumah of Ghana, fell

victim to a military coup.
themselves with furor.

The UAR media and official were beside

They branded the Ghanan coup as a reactionary

and counterrevolutionary movement that could only benefit foreign
monopolists.

It was a colonial conspiracy against all- the peoples

of Africa and a painful warning to all progressive forces of the latent
ability of colonialism successfully to counterattack.

Moreover, the

coup was part of an unmistakable colonial design to reestablish
itself in the newly independent countries.

These progressive countries

must, in order to protect themselves, face this new challenge in
concert.

141

r

Abd al-Nasir shared and elaborated these views, initiating
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moves designed to meet this challenge with other progressive leaders in
142
the world.

The minimal divergence of Egyptian and Soviet views on

the events in Indonesia disappeared with respect to Ghana.

It was

indeed, the Soviets maintained, a component of a plot which exploited
economic difficulties in progressive Third World countries and an
element of a worldwide counterrevolutionary offensive.

143

One sour but

cautionary note was sounded in Izvestia which explained the ease of the
success of the counterrevolution in Ghana as a direct result of the
exclusion of the masses from participation in the political process.

144

The perception of an anti-UAR conspiracy, imaginary or real,
was built up like a puzzle, one of whose pieces was obtained by UAR
intelligence services.

It revealed Britain's contingency plans for

military action against the UAR. The fact that contingency planning
was prudent policy for a major power like Great Britain was totally
ignored and only the dark side was emphasized.
this revelation was not ominous.

145

In and of itself,

But when other factors—the deterior

ation of UAR-Saudi relations, the Yemeni quagmire, and Sukarno's
difficulties in Indonesia—were added, the total picture became more
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dangerous.

This led ^Abd al-Nslsir to declare in an interview:

"Within

the Arab world and beyond its borders imperialism and reaction are
striving to take the offensive. Both within the Arab world and beyond
its borders progressive forces must become even more united and vigi146
lant."

Heikal elaborated ^Abd al-Nasir's anxieties.

In retrospect,

he sounded the first alarm:
Egypt's geographical position and history imposes on us the
burden of active involvement. As an Arab state, revolutionary
Egypt with its significant social, economic and political
changes, makes it an acute danger to other Arab regimes and to
foreign economic interests. Hence, the previous attacks, most
notable among them was the Suez War, on Egypt which failed
because of support of the Arab masses. Failure, however, did not
deter potential adversaries of Egypt to continue to plan and
conspire. The struggle continues. At present, Egypt is the
focus of a counter-attack on all levels which may ultimately be
transformed into a military conflict spearheaded by Israel.1^7
A.

Heikal was soon followed by 'Abd al-Nasir, who also spoke of a plan
which imposed a clash within the Arab world between progressives and
reactionaries despite all his efforts to coexist with them.

Reaction

aries misunderstood these efforts as weakness and allied themselves
with colonialism in order to crush the progressive forces.

^Abd al-

A

Nasir continued:

"Those who struck blows at the liberation movement

in Asia and Africa are now directing their attention to the Arab East.
They, in cooperation with their local agents and lackeys, seek to
148
subgugate us to their designs."

This statement echoed a similar
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assessment he made on March 23, 1966.
The Soviet perception of international events, on which
historians can for reasons only speculate, was identical with that of
the UAR.

One Soviet author, in analyzing world affairs, claimed to

have detected a definite link between them:
All these events were caused by renewed efforts of imperialism
to reverse the unfavorable tide of international development by
decisive, sometimes armed action....
It has become something of a tradition with the imperialists
to try to strike first at the UAR whose people are in the van
guard of the liberation struggle in the Arab world. The UAR's
foreign policy is vigorously anti-imperialist.
The country's
peaceful transition to a non-capitalist way of development is
accompanied by a complicated and acute internal political
struggle, which imperialism is trying to influence with all
means at its disposal. Imperialist circles are working hard
to isolate the UAR from the rest of the Arab world.1^9
Further elaborations of the conspiracy theme were put forth,
again by Heikal.

He detailed the presumed benefits that would accrue

to a colonial-reactionary alliance. He blamed the successes of the
colonial-reactionary tide on the divisions in the ranks of the pro
gressive forces not the least among which were the Sino-Soviet
conflict and the bloody struggle between nationalist and communist
forces in Indonesia.

He also attributed such victories to the nature

of difficulties that the newly independent nations faced:
The victory in the national struggle for independence was
followed by a more difficult struggle for development and
sufficiency. Failures in this struggle gave rise to the
reactionary-colonial tide that is sweeping Asia, Africa, and
Latin America which will converge on the UAR seeking its
destruction.

149. 0. Tuganova, "Political Trends in the Arab East,"
International Affairs no. 3 (March 1966): 31,33.
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Crushing the UAR will solidify the reactionary-colonial
success in Asia and Africa. It would result in tremendous
benefits for colonialism. It would secure its strategic and
economic interests, e.g. oil, and safeguard its local friends
from social and economic changes. Israel, its most cherished
outpost in the area, would have enduring security. Most
importantly, crushing the UAR would destroy Arab unity and
Arab nationalism which constitutes the gravest danger to all
the interests of reaction and colonialism in the area.-^®
The significance of Cairo as the example of progressive development
and the guiding center of the liberation movement in the Arab and
Third Worlds was a theme that both ''Abd al-Nasir and Heikal continuous
ly reiterated.

That very significance made Cairo the ultimate objective

151
* -U
•
of
the conspiracy.

Needless to say, the Soviet Union not only shared the UAR's
152
sense of self-significance
which was very central to its paranoic
outlook; it exacerbated it by providing its own no less alarming
estimate of U.S. intentions

to the Arab world.

They feared President

Lyndon Johnson whom they considered more dangerous than John Foster
Dulles.

They, according to the UAR ambassador to Moscow, believed

that:
a new American policy towards the area is in process of
formulation. Owing to de Gaulle's action in withdrawing
from the Nato command the U.S. has lost its base in France.
Italy offers no alternative. At the other end of the Mediter
ranean Turkey is still in American hands but public opinion
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thereincreasingly resents American influence. The southern
shores of the Mediterranean offer a possible alternative
strategic area, and this would explain the enormous pressure
currently being put by America on Tunisia, Morocco, Libya, and
even Algeria. The only country which does not fit with this
strategy is Egypt, so the American aim must be to destroy
Egypt and the dominant position which it occupies in the Arab
world. 15
This assessment of American intentions did not materially differ with
and, in fact, strengthened an earlier and equally disturbing intelli
gence about American strategy in the Middle East.

Amin Shaker reported

from his embassy in Brussels that
according to Belgium's Foreign Minister Spaak, the Americans
had recently told a secret meeting of NATO representatives
that they were convicnced that peaceful coexistence with Egypt
was no longer possible. Nasser, they said, had poisoned all hope
of the United States working with Arab nationalism by his repeated
attacks on American policy and by his ever growing cooperation
with Russia. And for these reasons Washington was now working
on a new policy for the defense of American interests in the
Middle East which would be based on the twin bastions of Turkey
and Israel. ^4
In this atmosphere of fear and anxiety, the endemic tension along
Syria's cease-fire lines with Isreal was another complicating factor.
The Soviet Union responded by advising the UAR to seek solidarity
among the progressive states.

This advice was delivered personally

to fAbd al-N^sir by Premier Alexei Kosygin during his visit to the UAR
in May of 1966, and became the theme of most Soviet writings on the
Middle East. 155
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All the animosity directed toward the United States before the
Suez War, during the attacks on the Eisenhower Doctrine and the brief
occupation of Lebanon, reemerged.

The catch-all term of colonialism

was now replaced by a specific identification of the United States as
the prime mover and the actual spinner of the cobweb of the worldwide
conspiracy against the UAR.

Heikal seemed, unintentionally, to add

another phase to his previous periodization of UAR-U.S. relations.
The new phase was that of destruction:
The United States, the successor to the British empire,
seeks to dominate the Arab World because of its strategic
position as the cornerstone of the world as it straddles two
continents and its proximity to the Soviet Union, its chief
adversary. It seeks to secure the waterways, to obtain
natural resources, namely oil, and to protect Israel. It
had attempted, several times, to achieve its goals by various
means, METO, CENTO, Eisenhower Doctrine, and the Islamic Pact;
all of which failed.
All these attempts were defeated by Arab
nationalism, with the UAR as its bulwark.
The heightened anxiety and deepening paranoia were exacerbated
by the gradually intensifying clashes between Israel and Syria where,
on

February 23, 1966, a more militant wing of the ruling Ba ^th

party gained power through another coup d'etat.

The new Syrian leader

ship was committed to a more vigorous resistance to Israeli encroachment
on the disputed demilitarized and no-man zones.

The dispute over

these areas was the primary and continuous source of friction between
Syria and Israel.

156.
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nascent Palestinian resistance movement, thus adding strain to an
already tense situation.
The Palestine problem left in its wake a new diaspora, that
of the Palestinian people.

The heretofore docile Palestinians looked

to the Arab world and to presumably humanitarian world public opinion
to lift them from their misery and to restore to them the legitimate
minimal rights that were so often confirmed by toothless United Nations
resolutions.

Their Arab brothers recognized them, fifteen years after

the tragic dispossession of their land, as a separate entity when the
first Arab summit meeting authorized the formation of the Palestine
Liberation Organization.

Its theoretical objectives were to revive

and maintain the Palestinian identity.

A second and more significant

stirring was initiated by the Palestinians themselves who formed, at the
end of 1964, Harkat Tahrlr Falastine, commonly known as Fatal).
•
•
forth the Palestinians would be docile no more.

Hence-

Fatal} immediately

embarked on pin-prick military operations inside Israel, launching
minor incursions across the borders of Syria, Lebanon, and Jordan.
Israel retaliated and a vicious cycle of violence generated its own
enduring momentum.
The new Syrian regime's militancy and its acceptance of a token
communist member in the Syrian Council of Ministers signaled a per
ceptible shift leftward, a fact which appealed to the Soviet Union

157. Khouri, Arab-Israeli Dilemma, 229-31; Heikal, Sphinx and
Commissar, p. 149.
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which hastened to include Syria in the "progressive" camp.

Soviet

leaders were alarmed at the tension along the cease-fire lines.

They

accused imperialist circles of fomenting an artificial crisis as a
cover for the overthrow, with the aid of local reaction, of the Syrian
regime which was pursuing anti-imperialist policies.

158

When they

failed to moderate the Syrian posture, they sought to protect the new
regime.

Both privately and publically, as seen earlier, they called

for unity among Arab progressives.
Soviet advice to ^Abd al-N&sir was eargerly accepted and
implemented.

This was comprehensible within the context of imaginary

or real colonial-reactionary conspiracy against the UAR.

High officials

exchanged visits and the previously cool Egyptian-Syrian relations
warmed considerably.

Dangers facing Syria were perceived as another

phase of the anti-UAR conspiracy.

After an exceptionally violent

clash between Syria and Israel on August 15, 1966, Heikal issued a new
warning about the real aim of the tensions in the Middle East:
The provocations against Syria is the first step in a
planned attack on the UAR. Historically, an Egyptian-Syrian
coalition had always been the cornerstone of stability in the
region and the bulwark of the area's independence and pro
tection against foreign aggression. This was true during the
Crusades and the Mongol invasion.
Hence, separating Syria from Egypt has always been the object
ive of external foes. Separate Syria and destroy her first and
then turn the full weight against the UAjlgWhich is the
revolutionary center; that is the plan."'"

158. "Tass Statement: Stop Provocations against Syria,"
Izvestia, May 28, 1966, cited in CDSP, vol. 18, no. 21, p. 38.
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Another view saw the hand of local Arab reaction which was doing the
bidding for colonialism and the United States.

In an editorial entitl

ed "Colonial Conspiracies Are Wrecked on the Rock of Revolutionary
Unity," the author boserved that
Arab reactionaries are chocking on their hatred for Arab
peoples' liberties. They are driven by hysterical enmity toward
the growing liberation movements into coordinating their activities
with the colonialist Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and Israel.
They are a party to plan which seeks to destroy the people's
gains and to restore them to colonial influence.
The Tunisian leader's appeasement of Israel, Saudi aggression
in Yemen, Israel's provocations against Syria, Jordanian military
preparations to invade Syria which is directed by the CIA and
financed by Saudi Arabia; all these elements reveal the des
peration of colonialism and reaction to strike an urgent blow
against the liberation movements and restore a favorable
balance in the Arab East.160
To ^Abd al-N&sir, the recent Israeli major attack against Syria looked
ominously similar to the Ghaza raid of 1955.

He had already expressed

his anxieties about a war with Israel which he could not win.
the West.

He feared

He also feared Syria's sense of insecurity which might

drive it to reckless action.
war with Israel.

That would drag him prematurely into a

An alliance with Syria would serve many purposes.

It would give the Syrians added security; would rein them in; and it
would indirectly rein in the Palestinians as well.

161

It would also

decrease his isolation and strengthen his hand while at the same time
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pleasing the Soviets.

He decided to enter into a mutual defense

treaty which was concluded on November 4, 1966.
The Soviets' appreciation of the tension in the Middle East
was similar to that of the UAR.

They saw the real objective of Israeli

military pressure as the destruction of the present regime in Syria.
They accused imperialists and Arab reactionaries of aiding and abetting
Israel's efforts.

They also issued a stern warning to Israel to desist

from its provocation and from acting as a tool of imperialism and the
oil monopolies.

16 2

They heartily endorsed the UAR-Syrian mutual

defense treaty as the imperative response to the existing tense
situation and as the logical outcome of the affinities between the two
states that were crucial for the destiny of the entire Arab world.

It

was seen as a significant reflection of the growth of solidarity between
the two peoples.

More importantly, it was a strong rebuff to the
163

intrigues of imperialism and Arab reaction.
In a response to a Palestinian military operation across the
Jordanian-Israeli armistice lines, Israel launched a devastating attack
on Jordan.

This attack seemed to aim at a deliberate destabilization

of the Hashimite King Hussein.

Jordan's king did his utmost to

prevent Palestinian incursion into Israel from his territory, and in
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4; Pravda, November 22, 1966, cited in CDSP, vol. 18, no. 47,
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the process incurred the hostility of the Palestinians who constituted
the majority of the population.

The U.S. was stirred into action.

supported condemnation of Israel by the United Nations.

It

It also made

an emergency delivery of arms and promised additional military
equipment.

al-Ahram deplored the Israeli armed attack and declared

the solidarity of the UAR with the people and army of Jordan.

Later

comment on the promised American arms deliveries ridiculed the quality
of the equipment and indicated that they would never be allowed by the
164
United States to be used against Israel.

These comments were similar

to those in the Soviet media which, in fact, were more specific as
to the ultimate objective of American arms for Jordan.
used to overthrow the regime in Syria.

They were to be

The Soviet press devised a high

ly complex scenario which involved the United States, Britain, Israel,
Jordan,Saudi Arabia, and a Syrian "fifth column."

According to this

diabolical plan, Israel and Jordan were to launch military attacks
in Syria in order to draw its army to the border area thus leaving the
hinterland to a ready reactionary "fifth column" to subvert and over
throw its progressive regime.

The separation of Syria from Egypt would

165
deal the latter a telling blow.

These conclusions did not materially

differ from those expressed by observers in the UAR.
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In the meantime, Palestinians continued their incursions into
Israel through whatever crossing points they could manage.
for its part, persisted in its policy of retaliation.

Israel,

Needless to

say, this cycle of armed activity and violence significantly exacer
bated an already severely tense situation that could, at any moment,
explode into full-scale hostilities between Israel and Syria.

On

April 7, 1967 a minor clash between hostile forces astride the SyrianIsraeli cease-fire line quickly excalated into one of the biggest
battles between the two antagonists.

All branches of their armed

forces participated.
The significance of this latest clash rested in the alarm it
caused

Olbd al-N£sir.

Israel seemed to be goading him into implement

ing the UAR-Syrian mutual defense treaty.

It also seemed as a

deliberate effort to lay bare the UAR's impotence.

The Soviets issued

many statements of support for Syria and condemnation of Israel.

The

most ominous was the warning which the Soviet foreign minister deliver
ed to Israel:
In connection with the April 7 armed attack on Syria, the
statement says, the Soviet government feels compelled to warn
the Israeli government again that the risky policy Israel has
been pursuing over a number of years with respect to its neighbor
is fraught with danger, for which responsibility will fall
entirely upon the Israeli government. -^7
Another more dangerous statement obliquely promised Soviet aid to
Syria to rebuff the aggressors.
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On the heels of the April 7 clash came the military coup in
Greece which was staged by rightist military officers.

^Abd al-N&sir

considered the Greek developments as another danger signal which reminded him of intelligence information which he received from Brussels.

169

Within weeks of the Greek coup, the Egyptian leader received
the most ominous intelligence report from the Soviet Union.

It warned

him of Israeli military concentrations and of preparations to invade
Syria.

He had previsouly dismissed similar information from Syrian and

UAR intelligence services.

News of Israeli troop concentrations were

reported in the UAR press.

Now, however, Soviet intelligence con

firmed his information.

Anwar

Sadat personally delivered to ^Abd

al-N&sir news of Soviet detection of Israeli troop movement and concentrations along the Syrian cease-fire line from which the latter's
paranoia painted a very dangerous portrait."'"^

All the elements of the

colonial-reactionary conspiracy fitted perfectly.
puzzle but a clear picture.

It was no longer a

'"Abd al-Nasir had underwritten Syria's

security and he was caught by his fears.

He could not delay concrete

action, not even a highly publicized show of force which eventually

169.
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r
trapped him.

On May 14, 1967,

Abd al-Nasir met with the chiefs of

staff of all UAR armed services.

They decided to commence full-scale

alert and full mobilization, and to reintroduce combat troops into
Sinai.

With these decisions ^Abd al-Nasir seemed to have forgotten

his own advice for caution and appreciation of the dangers of gambling
172
with his people's future.
cast.

With the UAR troop movements the dye was

''Abd al-N&'sir was unwittingly drifting toward the abyss and
«

with him he was dragging Egypt and the rest of the Arab world.
The mystery behind Soviet dissemination of faulty intelligence
or even deliberate fabrications would agonize observers of the Middle
East.

Many pundits produced as many interpretations.

Heikal saw

in it the normal means of preparing the UAR for the coming crisis.
Glassman believed that the Soviet Union wished the UAR armed forces to
deter Israel from attacking Syria.

Hunter saw in the faulty intelli

gence many objectives, which included saving Syria and securing
increased dependence of both Syria and the UAR on the Soviet Union.
Sa*" deh had the most cynical view.

He maintained that the Soviet Union

had deliberately misinformed the UAR to drag it into a disastrous
war from which only the Soviet Union could benefit.

But the most

imaginative and provocative thesis by far was that of Nutting.

He

asserted that the Soviet Union itself was misled into believing its
own intelligence through an elaborate Israeli scheme which sought to

172.
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draw ^Ahd al-Ndfeir out and, if he did not act, to expose his impotence
and thus destroy him politically.

If he did act militarily—in spite

of the well known vulnerability of his armed forces, the best elements
of which were bogged down in Yemen—the Israelis would destroy him
173
on the battlefield.
Non-Alignment
Non-alignment, active neutrality, or positive neutrality con
tinued to be the cornerstone of UAR foreign policy.

The basic approach

remained and the definition was further elaborated by Heikal:
To be non-aligned means the ability to assume with regard
to any international problem a certain posture which emanates
from a set of principles. The posture assumed should not be
determined by a commitment to a military or political bloc
dominated by any great power; or by fear from any pressure
that could be applied. For us, that was true in the past and
will continue to be so in the future.174
Non-alignment was not static.
changing conditions.

It interacted with and responded to

As the UAR's perception of a worldwide conspiracy

against its progressive regime became more focused, it assumed a
more militant and combative role.

This was also reflected in a change

in its mode of behavior within the context of non-alignment.
change coincided with a new evaluation of world conditions.

This
The initial

objective of non-alignment was the avoidance of war through moral

173. Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 175; Glassman, Arms for
Arabs, p. 40; Hunter, Soviet Dilemma, 1: 10; Sa deh, The Russians Are
Coming, p. 167; Nutting, Nasser, 397-98.
174.
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pressure-

This was materially accomplished.

As a result of the

continued development of weapons of mass destruction, war became
unthinkable.

In addition, polycentrism in the two camps, Moscow vs.

Peking and Paris vs. Washington, reduced the bipolarity of the world.
That too contributed to a reduction in the probability of war between
the two superpowers.

Under these new circumstances non-alignment must

also shift from moral persuasion to a more concrete form of pressure
that would utilize economic and military strength as well as strategic
positions. Heikal, in effect proposed the creation of a strong nonaligned bloc made up not only of poor and developing countries but of
technically advanced countries as well.

He called for the establishment

of a new center of power to establish and ensure democratic interaction
on a global scale.
Soviet evaluation of non-alignment continued to focus on its
intrinsic anti-colonialism which was naturally logical since the bulk
of the non-aligned nations were former colonies.

The accomplishments

of non-alignment from Bandung until the present time were indeed
impressive, but the goal was not yet fully achieved and the struggle
must continue.Non-alignment's anti-colonialist aspect, its implicit
support of the freedom of nations, and its pursuit of peace—all these
objectives were also pursued by the Soviet Union.

Hence "the community

of interests uniting the non-aligned and socialist countries stems

175.
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from their active struggle for peace and against all manifestations
of imperialism and colonialism.

This enables them to take identical

.
. .
. , .
,,177
or similar positions on crucial issues.
In more concrete terms, non-alignment surely contributed to
the pursuit by both superpowers of the favor of Egypt.

Both the United

States and the Soviet Union contributed heavily to the welfare of
the United Arab Republic.

The U.S. extended $1.1 billion, mostly in

Food for Peace aid, between 1954 and 1967.

178

Soviet aid to the UAR

for the same period, excluding military aid, amounted to $1,282 billion.
These substantial sums must, at least in part, be accredited to the
non-aligned posture in international affairs.

It was prudent to assume

that direct and total identification of the UAR with one of the two
superpowers would have resulted in the loss of aid from the other.
The United Arab Republic lost some of its maneuverability
because of the deterioration of its relations with the United States
which came to be identified as its principal foe.

The resulting loss

of crucial American economic aid made the UAR almost completely
dependent upon the Soviet Union for its butter as well as its guns.
The Soviet Union continued to relieve the UAR from pressure.
When the burden of UAR involvement caused economic dislocation, it
extended relief by writing off a significant part of the UAR's debt

177. Lev Stepanov, "Non-Alignment Today," New Times, no. 46
(November 1966): 9.
178.

Laqueur, Struggle for the Middle East, p. 74.
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and gave additional indirect aid by reducing the cost charged to
Egypt of equipment for the Aswan High Dam.

When the United States

terminated wheat shipments to the UAR, the Soviet Union filled the
gap with its own imported and precious grain.

The primary determin

ant of Soviet aid to the UAR was political, but the Soviet Union also
obtained necessary raw materials as well as some finished and semi
finished products that were needed in an economy that was starved
of consumer goods.

Soviet leaders recognized the burden of aid,

justifying it on pragmatic grounds.

Others, however, sought to place

the UAR in an international socialist division of labor as Egypt's
price for the economic burden on the Soviet Union.
academic economists.

But these were

Political leaders never used this concept, either

implicitly or explicitly.
Egypt's almost total dependence on the Soviet Union did not
transform it into an obedient client.

It did not even attempt to

accommodate the Soviet Union in the realm of ideology; rather, the
reverse continued to be true.

Since the position and treatment of a

feeble Egyptian Communist Party was a sensitive area in the relations
between the Soviet Union and the UAR, the Soviet Union encouraged the
ECP to dissolve itself and thus remove a potential impediment to
harmonious relations between the two states.

Soviet theorists contin

ued their efforts to fit social, economic, and political developments
in the UAR into a Marxist-Leninist context.

Moreover, they continued

to seek out the lowest ideological common denominator which would
establish affinities between Marxism-Leninism and Arab Socialism.
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Egyptian theorists met these attempts with their equally vigorous
effort to distinguish Arab Socialism from Marxism-Leninism.

They per

sisted/in pointing out the differences between the two social systems,
not the least of which were particularism, nationalism, spirituality,
private property, peaceful class conflict resolution, and dictatorship
of any social stratum.
on Marxism.

Egyptian thinkers did not change their outlook

They continued to view it in a critical light.

Soviet

theorists looked with understanding on the UAR and; its political
institutions.

The same could not be said of the UAR's view of the

Soviet system, its political institutions, or its experience.
Egyptian observers of the Soviet Union continued to admire Soviet
accomplishments but also continued to disdain their human costs.
^Abd al-N&sir succumbed to his own self-inflicted paranoia.
He saw events in the monochromatic light of conspiracy against his
regime.

The Yemeni civil war, the Muslim Brethren, the cut-off of

U.S. aid, the removal of Sukarno of Indoesia, the overthrow of
Nkrumah of Ghana, the Islamic Pact, and tension along the Syrian-Israeli
armistice lines—all these were components of a worldwide conspiracy
which generated a colonial-reactionary tide meant ultimately to engulf
the UAR, the bulwark of progressivism in the Arab world.

The Soviet

Union did not temper this perception; on the contrary, it reinforced
it by providing 'Abd al-N&sir with faulty intelligence which convinced
him of his own fears.

He threw all caution to the wind and fell into

the very trap which he had recognized and feared all along.
highly visible show of force he approached the precipice.

In a
The momentum
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cf the crisis, which he unwittingly helped to create, pushed him into
the abyss.

The undisputed ruler of Egypt, the idol of the Arab

masses, led his nation into a catastrophe.

CHAPTER VIII
THE CONSEQUENCES OF PARANOIA
May 1967-September 1970

The reintroduction, en mass, of UAR combat formations into
Sinai generated a chain reaction which, gathering a momentum of its own,
resulted in the worst defeat in the history of Egypt since 1882.

It

was also the worst defeat suffered by the Arab nation since 1949.
Egypt and the rest of the Arab world were stunned.

After a brief

period of despair, ^Abd al-N&sir, armed with a new mandate from his
people, rebounded into vigorous action at all levels.

He smashed a

plot by his erstwhile close associate ^Abd al-Hakim 'Amer.
structure and power base were reorganized.

The domestic

He accepted defeat but

attempted with the help of the Soviet Union to extract from military
defeat a diplomatic victory and thereby nullify his own failures and
the success of Israel.

This time, however, unlike the Suez War, the

United States obstructed all efforts which did not aim at a final
settlement of the chronic Palestine problem on terms that both it and
Israel favored.

The Soviet Union sought to rescue the Nasirist regime.

It provided diplomatic support and substantial military and economic
aid.

Failing to recover by diplomacy what he had lost in war,

''Abd al-N&sir simultaneously sought to rebuild Egypt's armed forces
while keeping all diplomatic options open except those which sought
to separate Egypt from the rest of the Arab world.
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Prelude to Disaster
In the aftermath of the Suez War, the United Nations stationed
an international emergency force (UNEF) in Sinai, the Ghaza strip, and
at Sharm al-Shaikh.

From 1957 to 1967 this force, sometimes referred

to as the Blue Line, managed to act as a buffer between Israel and
Egypt.

Its most important function was to keep the Straits of Tiran,

the gateway to southern Israel, open to Israeli shipping from and to
Elath. Its presence did not prejudice the claim of the UAR that these
straits fell within its territorial waters and, hence, that ships
passing through them were subject to its control.

The United Nations

did not pass judgment on Israel's and some Western powers' counterclaim.
The mere presence of the UNEF in Sharm al-Shaikh prevented the UAR from
exercising its control over the Straits of Tiran which had been one
of the significant elements precipitating the Suez War.
The entry of major UAR combat formations into Sinai as a
deterrent to Israel's aggressive intentions toward Syria lacked credi
bility as long as UNEF was present.

Any military action undertaken

by UAR forces to relieve pressure on Syria would have endangered the
UNEF and consequently would have brought the wrath of the world
community on Egypt.

The only psssible alternative was for the UAR

to exercise its authority on its sovereign territory and request the
UN to withdraw its froce from the armistice lines between Israel and
Egypt.

Accordingly, General Muhammad Fawzi, chief of staff of the UAR

armed forces, communicated to the commander of UNEF the following:
This is to inform you that I have issued directives to the
armed forces of the UAR to be prepared to commence military
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operations against Israel if it initiated aggression against
any Arab state.
In carrying out these directives, our forces are concen
trating in Sinai, along our eastern borders. In order to
insure the safety of the United Nations Emergency Forces
stationed in observation posts on our border, I request that
you forthwith order their immediate withdrawal.-'*
The UN commander relayed this communication to his superior,
United Nations General Secretary U Thant, and awaited instructions.
Thant asked for clarification of the UAR request.

U

He was informed

that the UAR requested the withdrawal of UNEF frem Sinai, between
Elath and Ghaza.

The general secretary viewed the emergency force

as an integral unit which could not be withdrawn selectively. It
had to withdraw totally as a unit or remain in its posts.

Faced with

this delicate choice, ^Abd al-N&sir decided to proceed with the request.
After unsuccessfully attempting to shift these forces to the Israeli
side of the armistice line.

U Thant issued instructions for the total

withdrawal of the emergency force from the Sinai theater.

2

Privately, the Soviet Union was surprised by ^Abd al-NSsir's
decision.

It attempted to modify the intelligence it had previously

communicated to Egypt regarding the concentration of Israeli troops
along its northeastern frontiers.

1.

It claimed, in answer to the UAR's

al-Ahram, May 17, 1967.
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request, its inability to determine the true disposition of Israeli
forces that were presumably ranged against Syria.

It also relayed

the gist of a conversation between a visiting high Israeli official
and Soviet leaders which indicated the non-belligerent intentions of
Israel:
But such assurance as it gave was couched in vague language,
nor did Semeyonov's comment to the effect that, remembering
^
what happened in 1956, 'we should all be on our toes' help much.
Publicly, the Soviet press noted the withdrawal of UNEF without comment
and continued to accuse Israel of participating in a conspiracy to
topple the Syrian regime. It also denounced the connection between the
crisis in the Middle East and American activities in Southeast Asia.

4

Israel responded to the UAR's initiative by commencing mobilization
on May 20, 1967.
Two days later, when UAR forces reached Sharm al-Shaikh,
^Abd al-N&sir was faced with an agonizing choice.

To restore Egyptian

control of the Straits of Tiran would mean blocking strategic materials
from reaching Israel on any ship and denying all Israeli vessels
passage through the straits.

This in turn would mean war with

3.
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Israel."'

To continue the status quo when his troops were on the spot

would make ''Abd al-Nasir vulnerable to accusations of weakness and to
the taunts of hostile Arab propaganda.

The only escape was to

announce the closure of the straits without actually enforcing it.

In

a speech to air force officers in a forward base in Sinai, ''Abd alNasir proved himself a master of bluster and evasion:
Now it is your responsibility. The armed forces occupied
Sharm al-Shaikh yesterday. This means the assertion of our
rights and our sovereignty over the Gulf of fAqabah. The Gulf
of (Aqabah is in our territorial waters, Egyptian territorial
waters [sic _ Jordan's as well]. We cannot permit the israeli
flag to traverse our territorial waters.
They, the Jews, threaten war; we welcome them. We are
ready for war.
Our armed forces and people are ready. We can
not and will not concede our rights.... We said that we are
ready to enter the battle. We meant that we will actually par
ticipate in the war if Syria or any other Arab state were attacked
[my emphasis]. b
There was evidence, ''Abd al-Nasir's bluster notwithstanding,
that the blockade of the Straits of Tiran was never enforced.

Accord

ing to Depuy, the Egyptian president contemplated a secret communcation
with Israel about his actual intentions.^

Moreover, ships that passed

through the straits reported that there was no evidence of any blockaded
This was also evidenced by ''Abd al-Nasir's quick acceptance and
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implementation of U Thant's request for a moratorium of fifteen days.
U Thant, however, mentioned in passing a reqiest for "a breathing
spell," but he did not indicate acceptance by either party.

It must

be born in mind that such confidential arrangements would not have been
published.

9

The Thant mission to Cairo resulted from an agreement by both
the U.S. and the USSR to dispatch the UN secretary general to attempt
to reduce tension in the Middle East.

This did not, however, prevent

each of the superpowers from assuming its own public posture.

The

United States of America opposed the announced blockade of the Straits
of Tiran because it considered the Gulf of ^Aqabah as international wat
ers.

It called for troop reductions especially in the highly sensitive

areas of Ghaza and Sharm al-Shaikh.

In a private letter, President

Johnson urged ^Abd al-N&sir to cooperate fully with U Thant.

More

significantly, he in no uncertain terms urged ^Abd al-NSsir to avoid
initiating hostilities at all cost.
"The Soviets were more aware than any one that the Arabs had
not received appropriate weapons to achieve a quick military victory.

12
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They therefore pursued the twin objectives of restraining the UAR
and protecting Syria.

On May 23, the Soviet government issued a

formal statement which blamed Israel for the tension in the area and
castigated it for acting as the cat's paw of imperialism.

The statement

continued:
No one should have any doubts that anyone who would unleash
aggression in the region of the Near East would encounter not
only the united might of the Arab countries but also the
resolute counteractions[?] against such aggression on the part
of the Soviet Union....
The Soviet government is keeping a close watch on the
development of events in the Near East. It proceeds from the
premise that the preservation of peac'.e and security in this
region, one directly adjacent to the borders of the Soviet
Union corresponds to the vital interests of the peoples of the
USSR. 13
It should be noted here that al-Ahram published the American and Soviet
governments' statements side by side.

The contrast of the respective

attitude of the two states could not have escaped many Arabs.
^Abd al-Nasir was uncertain of the extent of the Soviet commitment to defense of the UAR.

His previous experience and bitter memory

of disparity between Soviet public and private postures, as well as
the conflicting signals coming out of Moscow regarding Soviet assess
ment of the factual disposition of Israeli armed forces—both of these
elements induced him to confront the Soviet ambassador to the UAR.
Heikal related the conversation:

13. Pravda, May 24, Izvestia, May 25, cited in CDSP, vol. 19,
no. 21, p. 29; al-Ahram, May 25, 1967.
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Nasser called in the Soviet amba-ssador and spoke to him very
frankly. 'I want you to understand', he said, 'that everything
that is happening now follows from the information and advice
which we have received from your government. You are responsible
to me for all this. Your people in Moscow must understand that
politically, and on the military plane, I want this to be trans
lated into material aid as quickly as possible.
We need an air
lift. I propose sending our Defense Minister, Shamseddin Badran,
to Moscow to discuss deliveries.'
The UAR defense minister went to Moscow on May 24.
had no tangible results.

Instead of clarification, in fact, the

mission produced more confusion.
of Soviet intentions.

His trip

Badran came back with one impression

Another member of the delegation came back with

the opposite view. To make things worse, the American ambassador in
Moscow uttered mysterious sentences that, in retrospect, proved to
^Abd al-Nasir U.S. complicity in the disaster that was to befall the
UAR.

Badran met Premier Kosygin, who promised to back the UAR but

also advised him of caution if Egypt were to achieve its primary
objective of protecting Syria.

Kosygin implied Soviet consent to the

UAR's request of additional arms aid.

Foreign Minister Gromyko gave

similar advice of deescalation.The Russian defense minister,
however, contributed to the mistaken imperssion carried back by Badran.
Marshal Gretchko urged the UAR to exercise restraint and not fall into
the Israeli-imperialist trap.
port, he said:

"Stand firm.

Yet while seeing Badran off at the air
Whatever you have to face, you will find
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us with you.

Don't let yourselves be blackmailed by the Americans or

16

anyone else."

Badran relayed the message to his president who

delivered a speech to the members of the National Assembly:

"When I

met Shams Befran he delivered a massage from the Premier of the Soviet
Union, Mr. Kosygin, in which he indicated that the Soviet Union is with
us in this battle and will not permit any state to interfere until
the pre-1956 situation is restored.""^

Another member of the same

delegation, however, delivered the minutes of the meeting between
Badran and Kosygin which did not contain such unconditional assurances.
Moreover, the UAR's ambassador to Moscow, upon hearing Gretchko's
advice to Badran, expressed his pleasure and a sense of security, but
he was shocked to learn that the Soviet defense minister meant it
simply as informal encouraging statements.
communicating the same directly to

The ambassador hurried into

^Abd al-N&sir.

To add to the con

fusion, the Egyptian leader received a summary of a conversation between
an Egyptian diplomat and the U.S. ambassador to Moscow in which the lat-

18

ter mysteriously hinted of foreboding things that were in the offing.
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By May 25 tension electrified the Middle East.

Egyptian and

Israeli forces stood face to face in the barren deserts of Sinai and
Negev.

The destiny of their respective peoples were in their hands.

Meanwhile, in the United States, Israeli officials disseminated in
telligence which predicted an imminent attack on Israel by the United
Arab Republic.

The U.S. government stirred itself into action.

The

UAR ambassador was called into the Department of State where he
was, in effect, given an ultimatum:

"If the Egyptians attacked or

fired the first shot, said Johnson, the United States government would
19
adopt a very severe attitude toward Egypt."

Another version was

related by the same author:
The Egyptian ambassador went that evening to see Eugene Rostow,
Under-Secretary for Political Affairs in the State Department,
who said: "I am talking to you in the name of the President.
Eban came here without an appointment and asked to see the
Secretary of State, and was immediately received by him. He
said he had information from Israel that Egypt was going to
attack that night. I must warn you that if this is correct the
U.S. will be in opposition to Egypt."^
It would be germane, to point out here that the same admonitions were
not apparently directed to Israel.

Its preemptive attacks did not

trigger any condemnation from the U.S.

The reverse was true as

evidenced by American support of Israel in the aftermath of the war.
Simultaneously, the U.S. government contacted the Soviet Union
with a similar message.

The Soviet ambassador to Cairo was ordered to

19.

Heikal, Cairo Documents, p. 244.

20.

Idem, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 182.
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seek an immediate audience with ^Abd al-N&sir.

The UAR president was

awakened at 3 a.m. on May 26 to receive the urgent message from the
Soviet leadership.

It again advised caution and exhorted the UAR not

to initiate hostilities as that would result in a very untenable
diplomatic situation for Egypt.

21

^Abd al-Nasir was both amused and confused by these communica•.

tions from the two superpowers, especially when all his speeches
virtually committed Egypt to absorb the first strike from Israel.
He continued to make any UAR military action against Israel conditional
on and as a response to Israeli hostilities against any Arab state.
The disposition of Egyptian troops in Sinai was defensive and was
admitted as such by the Israeli chief of the general staff.

22

Even

23
before U.S.'s extreme concern for Israel was so emphatically expressed,
Heikal in a major article had also committed the UAR to a defensive
role whereby it was to absorb the first shock of an Israeli invasion.
The first Israeli strike was inevitable; its troots were embedded in
the Israeli psychological fixation with force.^

Even King Hussein's

21. Ibid. ; Idem, Cairo Documents, p. 244; ''Abd al-N&sir
mentioned the two incidents in many of his subsequent speeches; see
Documents, 1: 226.
22.
''Abd al-N&sir, Documents, 1: 175, 191, 201, 203-04,
243-44; Nutting, Nasser, p. 410.
23. Heikal was not surprised; he felt that it was to be expect
ed when three very sensitive positions in U.S. foreign policy decision
making apparatus were occupied by self-confessed Zionists—the Rostow
Brothers and Arthur Goldberg. See Cairo Documents, pp. 243-44.
24.

al-Ahram, May 26, 1-967.

s

387impulsive decision to join forces with the UAR had more to do with Arab
morale and ''Abd al-Nasir's heightened prestige than with any offensive
design on Israel.

25

The Egyptian president assured his old associates

of the UAR's vigilance but he expressed his belief in the remoteness

.

of war.

26
By the end of May the crisis seemed to have subsided.

U Thant

sent ^Abd al-Nasir a letter which confirmed their previous agreement
over a "breathing spell" of two weeks.
it on May 30, 1967.

The Egyptian leader received

He assumed that Israel, the U.S., and the Soviet

Union agreed to the moratorium and, hence, he did not expect any active
hostilities before at least June 14.

Heikal expressed amazement at

the fact that U Thant's letter was never published.

He included the

complete text in his Sphinx and Commissar, parts of which were very
instructive:
I now appeal to you, Mr. President, as I am appealing to
Prime Minister Eshkol and to all concerned, to exercise the
utmost restraint at this critical juncture. In particular,
without asking any commitment from you, or indeed any reply,
may I express the hope that for the next two weeks from your
receipt of
this message there will be no interference with
non-Israeli shipping seeking passage through the S traits of
Tiran. In this regard, I should advise you that in any case
it is my understanding that in the normal course of events no
Israeli ship is expected to seek passage through the Straits
of Tiran in the next fortnight.^

25.

Khouri, Arab-Israeli Dilemma, pp. 281-82.

26.

Nutting, Nasser, pp. 409-10; al-Ahram, May 31, 1967.

27.

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, pp. 177-78.
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Another indication of a subsiding crisis came when an American visitor
brought a verbal message from the U.S. President which resulted in an
agreement to dispatch the UAR vice president to the United States to
work out a peaceful settlement. Mr. Muhyl al-Ddin was scheduled to
leave on the 5th of June.

28

But in the morning of that very day, Israel

launched its preemptive war.

Disaster and Its Aftermath
Israeli armed forces literally smashed the armies of three
Arab states, the UAR, Syria, and Jordan.

They occupied the Ghaza

Strip, the Sinai, the West Bank of the Jordan River, and the
Golan Heights in the incredibly short period of five days.

The Goliath

was no more, and the euphemistic David emerged victorious from the
battlefield leading some observers to doubt the applicability of the
biblical analogy to this episode.

29

The Arab world was in a daze.

Egypt was prostrate.

28. Idem, Cairo Documents, p. 245; Sadat, In Search of
Identity, P. 282; see text of letter from ^Abd al-N&sir to Johnson
dated June 2, 1967 in ''Abd al-Nasir, Documents, 1: 216-18.
29. The details of the Six Day War are beyond the scope of
this work. Some of the bibliography cited in Chapter III, note 28
deal with the June war. In addition see Dupuy, Elusive Victory;
Khouri, The Arab-Israeli Dilemma; Randolph S. Churchill and Winston
S. Churchill, The Six-Day War (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1967);
Yael Dayan, Israel Journal: June, 1967 (New York: McGraw Hill Book
Co., 1967); The Associated Press, Lightning Out of Israel: The Six-Day
War in the Middle East (New York: Prentice-Hall, 1967); Roderick MacLeish, The Sun Stood Still (New York; Atheneuns, 1967); S. L. A. Marshall,
Swift Sword: The Historical Record of Israel's Victory, June 1967
(New York: American Heritage Publishing, 1967).
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^Abd al-Nasir could not believe that Israel could achieve such
a victory on its own.

His fixation with collusion was embedded in the

previous experience during the Suez War and in his notion of a
worldwide anti-UAR conspiracy. He accused the U.S. and Britain of
active participation in hostilities against the UAR, Jordan, and
Syria.

Heikal attempted to delineate the American role in the Six-

Day War.

He cited U.S. aircraft overflight and the role of the

intelligence ship U.S.S. Liberty.

But his thesis was tenuous,

especially as it related to the activities of the intelligence ship
which was attacked by Israeli air and naval craft on June 8, while
^Abd al-N&sir's accusations were made on June 6.

These accusations

were later retracted but not before they had damaged the reputation of
the U.S. in the Arab world.

Several Arab states severed diplomatic

relations with either the U.S. or Britain or with both.

Anwar

Sadat later contended that these accusations were a political
cover-up meant for domestic consumption.

30

The Soviet Union was shocked by this turn of events which,
as it was well aware of the state of Arab armed forces, was not too
unexpected.

It issued a statement which condemned Israel for initiating-

hostilities and promised "resolute" support of the Arab states.
concuded:

It

"The Soviet government reserves the right to take all

31
steps that m y be necessitated by the sitaution."

Soviet activities

30. al-Ahram, June 26, 1967; Heikal, Cairo Documents, pp. 231,
247-48; Sadat, In Search of Identity, p. 175.
31. Pravda, June 6, Izvestia, June 7, 1967, cited in CDSP,
vol. 19, no. 23, p. 3.
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in

the United Nations concentrated on salvaging as much as possible

from certain disaster.

The Arab states and the Soviet Union insisted

on a cease-fire resolution and withdrawal of Israeli troops to the
lines of June 5.
resolution.

The U.S. and Israel sought a simple cease-fire

The stalemate between the two camps was broken by the

new realities on the battlefield.

32

Israel was in control of Jordanian

territory west of the Jordan River and of most of Sinai.

Several

cease-fire resolutions were passed but were not implemented on the
Jordanian and Egyptian fronts until June 8.
Union to disptach a stiff note to Israel.

This compelled the Soviet

It threatened severance of

diplomatic relations if Israel did not forthwith comply with the
33
cease-fire demanded by the U.N.

When Israel launched a full-scale

attack on Syrian territory, despite a cease-fire that was accepted by
both sides, the Soviet Union activated the hotline between the Kremlin
and the White House and threatened to intervene directly.
Johnson described the message:
had now arrived.

President

"Kosygin said 'a very crucial moment'

He spoke of the possibility of 'independent decision'

by Moscow. He forewaw the risk of a 'grave catastrophe' and stated un
less Israel unconditionally halted operations within the next few

32. Johnson, Vantage Point, p. 298; Khorui, The Arab-Israeli
Dilemma, pp. 263-64; Heikal, Cairo Documents, p. 246; Idem, Sphinx and
Commissar, pp. 183-84; *Abd al-Nisir, Documents, 1: 261; Pravda, June 8,
1967, cited in CDSP, vol. 19, no.*23, p. 4.
33.
p. 3.

Pravda„ June 8, 1967, cited in CDSP, vol. 19, no. 23,
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hours, the Soviet Union would take 'necessary actions, including
34
military."'

At almost the same time, the Soviet Union delivered a

chilling warning to and severed diplomatic relations with Israel:
Unless Israel ceased military operations immediately, the
Soviet Union, jointly with other peace-loving states, will impose
sanctions against Israel, with all the consequences arising
therefrom.
The Soviet government declares that in view of Israel's
continued aggression against Arab states and its gross violation
of the Security Council's decisions, the USSR government has
decided to sever the Soviet Union's diplomatic relations with
Israel.
This statement was similar to another issued by a summit of eastern
European countries, with

Rumania absent, which was held at the initi

ative of ^Alad al-Nasir's friend, Joseph B. Tito of Yugoslavia.

These

furious diplomatic activities must be seen against the background of
the hopeless and helpless situation of the UAR which was, at least for
a short while, extremely disillusioned with the Soviet Union.
Soviet concrete support for the UAR was described by Heikal:
"For any of us in Cairo at that time to be told that the Soviet Union
was standing firmly by our side would have seemed very remote from
36
reality."

Popular disappointment at the lack of material Soviet aid

was reflected by articles which appeared in al-Akhbar.

34.

They were

Johnson, Vantage Point, p. 302.

35. Pravda and Izvestia, June 11, 1967, cited in CDSP, vol. 19,
no. 23, p. 4.
36.

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 181.
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answered by al-Jumhuriyyah which stressed that the battle was primarily
between the Arab nations and imperialism; any aid that would or could
37
come from a friendly nation was of secondary importance.

Egypt's

frustration with the seeming impotence of the Soviet Union was best
expressed by one of Egypt's most prominent journalists, Muhammad alTabi^i.

He described Soviet statements as they were—words, not deeds.

He also dismissed the Soviet threat to punish Israel as

empty.

Such

38
threats "would be rebuffed by any Zionist with an [expletive]."
Heikal stepped in publicly to suppress this criticism.

al-Tabi^i

in a subsequent article admitted that the Soviet Union was one of Egypt's
best friends.

39

There was, however, no doubt of severe disappointment

in the highest echelon of the UAR. ^Amer, the vice president, called
in the Soviet ambassador to Cairo on the afternoon of June 6 and he
poured out a flood of accusations at him. He said the Americans
had taken part in the destruction of the Egyptian airforce (this
was generally believed at the time to be the case), and the Soviet
Union had given no help of any sort, not even an accurate picture
of the disposition of Israeli troops. Was this the meaning of
the word detente, he demanded? Was it detente or collusion?^®
Even 'Abd al-Nasir was extremely bitter. At the height of the
battle in the • Sinai when the ground formations were fighting without
crucial air cover, he repeatedly requested an emergency airlift of
aircraft.

The Soviets claimed they could not comply because of their

37.

al-Akhbar, June 6, 8, 1967; al-JumhQriyyah, August 8, 1967.

38.

al-Akhbar, June 12, 1967.

39.

Ibid., June 15, 1967; al-Ahram, June 13, 1967.

40.

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 181.
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inability to trans-ship through Yugoslavia.

That was not true, as

'Abd al-Nasir found out after checking with Tito.

He vented his dismay

at Soviet behavior to his close associates:
They are terrified of the Americans.... This is what happened:
I asked them for aircraft three times. One time they asked for
permission to refuel in Yugoslavia which I secured from Tito.
They again delayed. I contacted them and Tito once more who
called in their ambassador and ours and informed both, in each
other's presence of his permission for Soviet planes to land in
Yugoslavia. Again they procrastinated. I called them again and
this time they said they will ship aircraft to Algeria where they
will be assembled; in other words, "perish you jackass."
Disillusionment was not restricted to Egypt. Algeria vehemently pro
tested Soviet paralysis during the crisis.

It was expressed to the

42
Soviet leaders by President Houari Boumedienne, in person.
The Soviet media took note of the implicit and explicit criticism
of the Soviet role during the crisis.

It branded them as "attempts to

43
sow the seeds of anti-Sovietism"
and efforts co drive a wedge between
the Arabs and their friends that ultimately failed as indicated by
more authoritative articles in the Egyptian press.

Favorable comment

in the Egyptian press was officially inspired.

It resulted from the

apprehensions of the UAR ambassador to Moscow.

In a secret cable to the

highest leaders of his government, the Egyptian envoy expressed the

41. Jauhar, The Silent Speak, p. 207; the same story was also
related by Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, pp. 30, 183, and by Glassman,
Arms for Arabs, pp. 52-53; Nutting, Nasser, p. 419.
42. Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 185; Pravda, June 14, 1967,
cited in CDSP, vol. 19, no. 24, p. 4.

1967):

43. Evgeny Primakov, "Hour of Ordeal," New Times no. 26 (June
9; Pravda, June 14, 1967, cited in CDSP, vol. 19, no. 24, p. 3.
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Soviet leadership's deep resentment over UAR criticism of the Soviet
role.

They were particularly appalled by the insinuations that somehow

the Soviet Union was a party to a conspiracy against the Arabs.

The

UAR ambassador reminded his government that a long and hard struggle
remained ahead for which substantial aid would have to come from the
44
Soviet Union.

The very next day, al-Ahram published an editorial

which denounced certain disruptive elements in the UAR press that were
orchestrating an abusive campaign against the Soviet Union and thereby
serving imperialism by driving a wedge between the Arab nation and the
Soviet Union.

The USSR, the editorial continued, had always stood

by the legitimate interests of the Arab world.

45

On the evening of June 9, a visibly shaken ''Abd al-N&sir
shouldered full responsibility for the rout of his armed forces and
46
offered his resignation.
spectacle.

His speech triggered the most unorthodox

In other nations, the leader responsible for a defeat of

the same magnitude as that suffered by the UAR would prudently withdraw
from the scene.

After such a calamity his resignation would normally

be gladly accepted.

This would happen anywhere, but not in Egypt.

After his speech, multitudes upon multitudes swept through Cairo's
streets literally shedding tears and imploring their leader to remain

44.

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 184.

45.

al-Ahram, June 13, 1967.

4'6. Ibid., June 10, U, 1967; fAbd al-Nasir, Documents, 1: 22532; Pravda, June 11, 1967, cited in CDSP, vol. 19; no. 23, pp. 5-6.
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at the helm.

The National Assembly, after hearing its speaker, Anwar

al-Sadat, weeping while he read the resignation message, simply refused
to accept it.

Instead, the people's representatives passed a resolution

requesting the president to remain at his post. ^Abd al-Nasir soon
withdrew his resignation and obediently, as he maintained, followed the
dictate of his people.

Others, however, rejected the spontaneity

of the mass movement and accused ^Abd al-N&sir of contriving the whole
47
drama.

Soviet observers interpreted this novel phenomenon as a con

crete proof of ''Abd al-N&sir's personal prestige, the devotion of his
* 48
people to him and to the principles for which he had struggled.
The magnitude of the defeat made critical introspection impera
tive.

This was particularly urgent after the reorganization of the

military command structure resulted in the removal of ''Abd al-N&sir's
closest associate and longtime friend, Field Marshal ''Abd al-Hakim
A

•"Amer, from his posts as first vice president and deputy supreme
commander of Egypt's armed forces.

The utter incompetence of ^Amer

and his immediate subordinates was too obvious to be swept under the rug.
Egyptians such as Sadat, Heikal, and Jauhar, among others, described
with shocked disbelief the disintegration and utter panic which gripped
the highest echelons of the armed forces immediately after the first

47.

Jauhar, The Silent Speak, pp. 220-21.

48. Pravda, June 11, 13, 1967, cited in CDSP, vol. 19, no. 23,
p. 6, no. 24, p. 3; I. Belyayev and Y. Primakov, "Lessons of the 1967
Middle East Crisis," International Affairs no. 3 (March 1968): 42.
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49
air assault and throughout the course of the war.

The military rout

was blamed on a phenomenon called "the centers of power," one of which
was most assuredly in the armed forces that, since 1952, had been
A

considered the private sphere of Marshal ^Amer.

In all fairness to

^Abd al-Nasir, he was aware of this phenomenon and of its debilitating
effect on the efficiency and performance of the Egyptian armed forces.
Both before and after the war he urged the acceptance of the supremacy
of law over the individual—any individual—and defined the "centers
of power" as comprehending these socialists who, upon reaching a
position of influence, forgot their ideals.

They created their own

domains and spheres of influence which they sought continuously to
expand.^

As was his bent, Heikal was more analytical and more detail

ed in his discourse on the "centers of power."
to the armed forces.

He maintained that

He devoted his attention

fAmer's

power base was, by

necessity, the armed forces. That was logical considering the nature
of the Free Officers' Movement.

The success of the coup necessitated

the insulation of the army as the only means of insuring its loyalty.
Therefore the command of the armed forces was placed in the trusted

r

51

hands of 'Amer.

Heikal also touched on the loss of sympathy in the

Western world and attributed it to grievous errors in the conduct of

49. Sadat, In Search of Identity, pp. 174-79; Jauhar, The
Silent Speak, pp. 204-06; Heikal, Cairo Documents, pp. 246-47.
50.

^Abd al-Nisir, Documents, 1:

51.

al-Ahram, October 27, 1967.

87, 109, 278, 279, 307, 329.
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the struggle for the hearts and minds of the international community.
The use of hyperbole, an integral aspect of the Arabic literature,
transformed the victim into the aggressor and vice versa.

The Arabs

were the plaintiff with deeply felt grievances in the Palestine
question; but in the Western world, thanks

to imtemperate language

meant for local consumption, they were portrayed as a relentless
52
bloodthirsty monster bent on the destruction of "little Israel."
The Soviet Union also sought explanations for the disastrous
defeat.

It was well aware of the nature of the arms it supplied as well

as of the level of training of the Arab soldier.

If the UAR had not

been expected to win, yet it was not expected to offer such meagre
resistance.

The culprit was the same as the one identified by Egypt

ians, but the Soviet defined it differently.

The reason for the defeat,

Soviet authors and leaders maintained, was the complacency and in
efficiency of the air force command which was staffed by the sons of
the privileged classes.

They and other officers formed the "military

bourgeoisie" who in its heart did not believe^ in or support the
revolution. They opposed political education in the armed forces and
thus reduced their fighting ability.

Other officers exploited their

position in the civilian sector to improve their own conditions. There
were, according to the Soviets, other contributory causes including the
preference of the leadership in the UAR for "decisions from above" and

52.

Ibid., June 30, 1967.
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the lack of efficient political organization to generate suitable
53
motivation among the educated youth.
views had been put forth previously.

Substantially, some of these -

Those related to the officer

corps, however, represented a reversal, or at least an unfavorable
54
modification, of those expressed earlier.
Egyptian and Soviet pundits tried desperately to comprehend
the ultimate end of the disaster.

Their respective analyses converged

on the old imperialist-reactionary tide.

It was manifest in Vietnam

in a destructive phase and in Indonesia and Ghana in a conspiratorial
phase.

The primary objectives of this unholy coalition was to check

the growth and then to destroy the liberation movement the world over.
An inescapable parallel objective was the destruction of the progressive
regimes in the Arab world, most prominent among which was the UAR.

53. Yvgeny Primakov, "Our of Ordeal," New Times no. 26 (June
1967): 7; G. Mirsky, "Israeli Aggression and Arab Unity," Ibid, no. 28
(July 1967): 4; Igor Belyayev and Yvgeny Primakov, "The Situation in
the Arab World," Ibid. no. 39 (September 1967): 9; G. Mirsky, "Arab
East: Moment of Truth," Ibid. nos. 46-47 (November 1967): 27; Y.
Primakov, "Cairo Conspiracy Trial," Ibid. no. 7 (February 1968): 16;
Idem, "The March 30 Programme,11 Ibid. no. 17 (April 1968): 5; V.
Kudrayavtsev, "The Middle East Knot," International Affairs no. 9
(September 1967): 32-33; I. Belyaev and Y. Primakov, "Lessons of the
1967 Middle East Crisis," Ibid. no. 3 (March 1968): 42-43; I. Belyaev,
"Dragged-Out Middle East Conflict: Who Stands to Gain," Ibid. no. 9
(September 1969): 68; I. Belyaev and Y. Primakov, "Where War Stands on
the Threshold," Za rubezhom no. 27 (June 1968): 7-8, cited in CDSP,
vol. 19, no. 26, pp. 7-8; Izvestia, July 14, 1967, cited in CDSP,
vol. 19, no. 28, p. 16; Pravda, August 27, 1969, cited in CDSP,
vol. 23, no. 35, p. 7; "The Middle East: Soviet Anxieties," Mizan
9 (July/August 1967): 147-48.
54. See Mizan 6 (April 1964): 3 and G. Mirsky, "The United
Arab Republic: A New Stage," New Times no. 48 (December 1965): 2-5.
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The United Arab Republic with its strategic position, its prominence
in the Afro-Asian liberation movement, and its leadership role in the
Arab world, especially as an example of the successful implementation
of political, social, and economic reforms, was an obstacle in the path
of this imperialist-reactionary tide.

Moreover, it was a powerful and

painful thorn in the side of the West and Israel.
destroyed.

Hence, it had to be

But, alas, all these efforts were for naught.

All these

visions were and remained hallucinations because of the support of
the masses and the world socialist camp."^

The Domestic Front
^Abd al-Msir viewed the emotional outporuing of the Egyptian
masses as a mandate to extricate Egypt from its predicament.
task was to establish a competent military command structure.
ed his close associate and lifetime friend, ^Amer.

The first
He remov

He also fired the

55. ^Abd al-N&sir, Documents, 1: 253; al-Ahram, July 2, 3,
October 27, 1967, April 11, 1969; Hasan ^Aun, Abraz Malimih al-Ishrakiyyah wa Tatblqihg. al-^Arabl [The*Significant Aspects of Socialism
and their Arab Application] (Alexandria: D&r al-Ma'&rif fi Misr, 1968),
p. 174; Ahmad Nabtl Hil&l, "al-Taf&yosh al-Silml wa fAdam al-Inhiy&z,
Ila Ain [Peaceful Coexistence an- Non-Alignment, What Next?],*"1
al-K&tib no. 77 (August 1967): 35,36; "Aggression against the Arab
World," New Times no. 24 (June 1967): 1-2; I. Belyaev, "The UAR:
Fifteen Revolutionary Years," Ibid. no. 31 (August 1967): 7; G. Mirsky,
"Rebirth of the Arab World," Ibid. no. 25 (June 1968): 12, "Anniversary
of the Egyptian Revolution," Ibid. no. 30 (July 1968): 3; "Cairo's
Firm Stand," Ibid. no. 31 (August 1969): 1; R. Ulyanovsky, "Lenin and
the National-Liberation Movement," Ibid. no. 16 (April 1970): 89; V.
Kudrayavtsev, "The Middle East Knot," International Affairs no. 9
(September 1967): 29-31; "The Wages of Treachery," Ibid. no. 12
(December 1967): 114; I. Belyaev and Y. Primakov, "Lessons of the 1967
Middle East Crisis," Ibid. no. 3 (March 1968): 40-42; "Timely Survey,"
Ibid. no. 4 (April 1968): 92; B. Gafurov et al., Lenin and Revolution
in the East (Moscow: Novosti Press Agency Publishing House 1969),
pp. 30-31.
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air force commander.

He reorganized the council of ministers and

assumed the premiership.

The Egyptian president also assumed the

chairmanship of the Supreme Executive council and the position of
secretary general of the Arab Socialist Union.

When the cashiered

officers led by ''Amer attempted to stage a coup, ^Abd al-N&sir crushed
the attempt and decreed the formation of a special revolutionary court
to try them as well as other officers who were deemed responsible
56
for the disastrous defeat of the armed forces.
The Egyptian president continued to deepen the socialist
revolution by nationalizing the wholesale trade and by further restrict
ing landownership to fifty feddans per person and one hundred feddans
per family.

The Egyptian and Soviet media agreed that these develop

ments constituted the continuation of the socialist transformation.
They were, moreover, proof to the workers and peasants that the revolu
tion was responsive to their wishes and was protecting their interests.^

56. al-Ahram, June 12, 19, September 4, 13, 16, October 27,
1967; ''Abd al-Msir, Documents, 1: 278-79, 283-84; Pravda, June 13,
1967, cited in CDSP, vol. 19, no. 24, p. 3; Ibid., September 6, 1967,
cited in CDSP, vol. 19, no. 36, p. 22; I. Belyayev and E. Primakov,
"The Situation in the Arab World," New Times no. 39 (1967), p. 8; G.
Mirsky, "Arab East: Moment of Truth," Ibid. no. 7 (1968), p. 27; E.
Primakov, "Cairo Conspiracy Trial," Ibid., p. 16; I. Belyaev and Y.
Primakov, "The Lessons of the 1967 Middle East Crisis," International
Affairs No. 3 (March 1968): 43.
57. al-Ahram, October 17, 1967; 'Abd al-Msir, Documents, 2:
185; Said, Arab Socialism, p. 39; G. Mirsky, "The Arab East: Moment
of Truth," "New Times nos. 46-47 (November 1967): 28; I. Belyaev,
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It might be recalled that one of the webs of the anti-UAR
reactionary-imperialist conspiracy was internal reaction from, feudal
families and the Muslim Brethren.

Under the new severe circumstances

of defeat, the perceived threat to the internal harmony of the state
was magnified.
nal cohesion.

The ongoing battle with Israel required crucial inter
Real anxiety over the survival of the regime was

manifest in the ^Amer plot.

The recognition of the abuse of the

"centers of power" and the obvious inefficiency of the Arab Socialist
Union—all these factors induced ^Abd al-N^sir to devise a new framework, even though that would have constituted an admission of past
errors and inadequacies of the regime.

The survival of the regime

necessitated a different and more vigorous approach to the internal
political organization of the UAR.

Hence, ''Abd al-N&sir issued the

March 30 Manifesto and vigorously campaigned for its adoption.
According to the new program, the ASU was to be reorganized in order
better to educate and mobilize the masses behind the war effort.

The

National Assembly was to serve as long as Arab land was occupied by
Israel.

During this indefinite term the assembly was charged with the

responsibility of devising a new permanent constitution which was to
58
be implemented only after Arab lands were restroed.

The Egyptian

people rallied around ''Abd al-Nasir and approved the new program with
the usual overwhelming majority.

58. ''Abd al-Nasir, Documents, 1: 253-54, 256-57, 375-81,
406-07, 425-26, 466-68; al-Ahram, August 11, 1967, May 10, 20, 1968.

402

Soviet observers commented on the March 30 Manifesto.

They saw

it as a necessary device to remove the weaknesses of the Egyptian
revolution by expanding the active involvement of the masses in the
administration of the country, thus isolating potential or actual
counterrevolutionaries and thereby guaranteeing the strength of the
progressive regime. The overwhelming popular approval of the new program
was viewed as the reaffirmation of

the people's choice for the socialist

path and an active anti-imperialist foreign policy.

59

In Egypt, how

ever, there were those who did not agree with these evaluations.

A

representative of that view was none other than ^Abd al-N&sir's
successor, Anwar •

Sadat.

He claimed that the March 30 Manifesto was

used to diffuse the situation and to neutralize the people's dissatis-

60
faction and that it "simply tightened the regime's dictatorial grip."
The humiliation of defeat, the trauma of foreign occupation, and
the frustration of the military and diplomatic stalemate without a
realistic hope of any relief in sight anguished Egyptians, especially
the workers and students.

When the special revolutionary court reveal

ed its guilty verdict and the relatively mild punishment it imposed on

59. E. Primakov, "The March 30 Programme," New Times no. 17
(April 1968): 7; M. Kremnev, "The UAR Referendum," Ibid. no. 19 (May
1968): 20; Pravda, May 4, 1968, cited in Mizan Supplement A no. 3
(May/June 1968): 3; Pravda, July 7, 1968, cited in Mizan Supplement A
no. 4 (July/August 1968): 7; Pravda, July 23, 1968, cited in CDSP,
vol. 20, no. 30, p. 20; G. Savin, "Revolution Takes New Steps,"
International Affairs no. 9 (September 1968): 93-94.
60.

Sadat, In Search of Identity, p. 195.
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the military officers whose incompetence contributed significantly to
the disastrous defeat, the students and workers vented their frustration
and dissatisfaction.
and November of 1968.

They organized public protest marches in February
They demanded resolute action from their govern

ment against the enemy.

In both instances, the demonstrators clashed

with the security services.

Both sides suffered casualties.

Public

protests were a new and ominous phenomenon in ^Abd al-Nasir's Egypt.
The government was embarrassed, especially since it was supposed to
act in the interests of workers, peasants, and intelligentsia.

After

each incident ^Abd al-N&sir hastened to discuss the grievances of the
workers and students.

He expressed understanding and compassion for

the emotional reaction of the two groups.

He dismissed the clashes

with the police as the outcome of misunderstanding and confusion and
the attempts of local reactionaries to exploit the noble sentiments
61
of the workers and students.

Soviet observers viewed them as the

logical consequences of the extremely heavy burden of the war effort.
However, they cautioned against any premature military action against
Israel.

They believed that such reckless adventures would destabilize

the progressive regime as they would inevitably result in another defeat
out of which only counterrevolutionaries and reactionaries would bene-

61.
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al-N&sir, Documents, 1: 313-32, 563-77.

62. G. Mirsky, "UAR: Home Front," New Times no. 50 (December
1968): 8-10; Pravda, August 27, 1969, cited in CDSP, vol. 21, no. 35,
pp. 7, 15.

404
The Trials of Atonement
The UAR-Israeli conflict affected and was conditioned by U.S.Israeli, U.S.-UAR, U.S.^USSR, and USSR-Israeli relations.

The Egyptian-

Israeli dimension dealt basically-with local and regional concerns.
Each party did not, however, hesitate to utilize all its assets to ex
ploit the global geopolitical considerations of its respective guardian.
Both Egypt and Israel sought to convince its respective senior partner
of their complete identity of interests.

On the U.S.-Israeli plane,

Israel utilized its powerful Zionist lobby, which exerted great influ
ence in American society, to project itself as the only dependable ally
in a critically strategic area which had been alienated from the
West.

Understandably, it dismissed the thesis that its very birth

constituted one of the two fundamental reasons for Arab hostility
toward the West.

It had been successful in this vital effort which

produced unlimited American military, economic, and diplomatic support.
By seeming to adopt the Israeli thesis, on the other hand, the U.S.
fell into a vicious circle.

It had gradually accepted the view that

the UAR, with its increasing dependence on the USSR, constituted the
principle threat to its vital strategic and economic interests in the
Arab world.

The loss of these interests would result in a disastrous

geopolitical imbalance.

The containment of the UAR had become, there

fore, desirable if not necessary.

Such a goal could only be

accomplished by ensuring the viability of a strong Israel capable
of dealing a crippling blow to the UAR.

But such support for Israel

intensified Arab hostility and accelerated the radicalization of the
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area.

This was manifest in the coups in Sudan and Libya, the leftward

shift of the ruling Iraqi BaTathist Party, and the emergence of the
only self-proclaimed Marxist regime in South Yemen.

This policy,

evaluated by its results, had simultaneously endangered the very
interests it was designed to protect, and had lent credibility to
Israel's thesis of a friendly beachhead in a hostile area.
On the U.S.-UAR plane, the emergence of the United States as
the Western superpower after World War II made it the heir to a
distasteful legacy of Western domination in the Arab world and in
Egypt in particular.

Egypt sought to cast off Western domination.

The U.S., concerned about its geopolitical and economic interests,
as well as those of its major allies, sought to create a network of
alliances directed at the source of this perceived danger, the Eastern
Bloc.

Egypt was determined to achieve complete independence and not

to permit Western domination under any guise.

It perceived the very

creation of Israel as an unjust and hostile act whose principle
objective was the perpetuation of Western influence in the Arab nation
through a beachhead in the heart of the Arab world.
Israeli participation in the tripartite attack on Egypt in
1956 was the concrete proof of this perception.

Israel, on the other

hand, viewed its cooperation with any or all Western powers as its own
sine qua non.

Egypt's resistance to the extension of the alliance

system devised for the Middle East made it a party to an intense
struggle with the West. Suffering the consequences of this struggle,
Egypt sought relief from the only available source, the Soviet Union,
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despite its publicly stated and continuously maintained distaste for
Soviet atheism and the oppressive political system in Russia.
Soviet leaders, after initially dismissing ^Abd al-Msir as
an imperialist stooge, gradually recognized his earnestness in achiev
ing real independence which intrinsically meant weakening Western
influence in an area of very close proximity to their southern borders.
fAbd al-N&sir succeeded in foiling the Western drive toward turning
the Arab world into a military camp hostile to the Soviets.

His

success prevented the West from completing the encirclement of the
Soviet Union.

This convinced the Soviet leadership of the advisability

of coming to his aid, and in time perceived the survival of the
Nasirist regime as vital to the continued neutralization of the Arab
world.
Closer UAR-Soviet ties exacerbated American fears for their
interests for which protection they decided to employ Israel as the
principal instrument.

The circle had thus been completed.

Another analysis of the Arab-Israeli conflict ignored the
interests of the clients and focused on those of the patrons.

Admit

tedly, this analysis implies diabolical and cynical scheming by both
superpowers with the objective of perpetuating the conflict.

The

Soviet Union had been the prime beneficiary of the Arab-Israeli conflict
which was the local expression of Arab-Western hostility generated by
the colonial heritage.

Thus, to maintain alienation from the West,

the Arab need for Soviet aid must be preserved.

If the conflict were

resolved the very basis of Soviet influence in the area would be
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shattered.

Arab-Western mutual needs and cultural affinities would

overcome the bitter legacy of the past.

The Soviet influence in the

Arab world would drastically diminish if not disappear altogether.
A stalemate in the UAR-Israeli struggle also served American
interests.

It would sap the energeis of the UAR and, forcing it to

concentrate its efforts on the military threat it faced on Egyptian
soil, it would restrict the exercise of its influence, deemed hostile,
in the Arab and Third Worlds.

It would reveal the impotence of the

Soviet Union to resolve the struggle to the satisfaction of its
clients in the Arab world.

But, most importantly, it would secure its

multidimensional interests in the Arabian peninsula.

The governments

of the Arabian peninsula based their claim to legitimacy on, among
other foundations, Islamic law.

All aberrations and abuses notwith

standing, the peoples and rulers of this area had deep and abiding
devotion to Islam as the embodiment of divine norms and a source of
practical social and political ethics, the application of which con
stituted the essence of harmony and stability.
Zionism and communism were anathema.

To them both

American perpetuation of the

stalemate hemmed in these peoples between the twin dangers of a
Zionist state and radical Arab governments in which the Soviet Union,
through its military, economic, and diplomatic support, exercised mean
ingful influence.

The feeling of danger and of potential isolation

increased their dependence on the United States.

This would obviously

result in the latter's securing vital oil and a significant strategic
position in the Arabian peninsula.

But this approach was also
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dialectical for the increasing identification of the policy makers of
these states with the very same power which was identified as the
solitary supporter of Israel might disrupt their internal harmony
and stability and subject them to the internal threat of political
upheaval.

The latent instability of such regimes could have disastrous

consequences for the economics of the West that could immediately be
reflected in a changed global geopolitical balance between the two
superpowers.
These extremely intricate and highly interdependent perceptions
were taxing even to the minds of the scholar-specialists.

They would

undoubtedly be even more burdensome to the intellect of political
leaders who had to grapple with a multitude of highly complex is-sues.
They were, therefore, forced to seek the road of least resistance,
whether from their advisers or political allies.

This very fact made

them dependent on the indispensable specialist, presumed or actual,
who was in a position to offer advice and analysis according to his
predilections and thereby introduce another element in an already
extremely complicated set of determinants.
The calamitous defeat of the UAR in the Six-Day War radically
altered the balance of power.

Egypt struggled mightily to restore a

semblance of balance. Israel strove equally to maintain the new and
more favorable status quo.

Every action undertaken by Egypt with

the

aid of the Soviet Union was countered by Israel with the support of the
U.S.
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Immediately after hostilities ceased, ^Abd al-N&sir tried to
duplicate his astounding diplomatic feat of 1956-1957 whereby he had
succeeded in recovering by diplomatic means what he had lost on the
battlefield.

But, unlike the Suez War, the United States this time,

to his dismay if not surprise, proved to be the principal obstruction
63
to Israeli withdrawal from occupied Arab land.

He also became con

vinced that the Israelis and the Americans agreed that
the United States would not force the Israelis to withdraw from
occupied territory as they had in March 1957 and would not
permit Israel to be blamed in the United Nations. We know this
is so from conversations with eminent American officials; it was
also referred to, or at least strongly hinted at, by Israeli
Foreign Minister Abba Eban in several of his public statements
and by United States Ambassador to the UN Arthur Goldbery in some
of his speeches. These extraordinary commitments by the United
States to Israel seemingly bind America permanently to Israel's
side whatever the merits or wrongs of all Israeli actions in
the future.64
The Egyptian president came to realize that Israel had succeeded in
convincing the United States that its defeats or victories were synony
mous with those of America.
leadership that

He similarly tried to convince the Soviet

his defeats and victories were its own.

His close

associate, Heikal, came to the same realization and feared the conse65
quences of complete polarization in the Middle East conflict.

63.

^Abd al-NfLsir, Documents, 1: 26, 290, 2: 56, 385, 508.

64. Heikal, Cairo Documents, p. 246; the same contention is
expressed by Idem, Sphinx and Commissar, pp. 183-84; al-Ahram, August
4, 1967.
65. Ibid., September 22, 1967, May 10, 1968; Muhammad Hasanain
Heikal, al-Tariq ila Ramadan [The Road to Ramadan] (Beirut: Dar alNahar li al-Nashr, 1976), p. 5; Idem, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 91.
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These realizations notwithstanding, ^Abd al-Nasir decided to
pursue a two-track policy which did not preclude a political or dip
lomatic and peaceful elimination of the consequences of the war, but
also permitted him simultaneously to work diligently on the retraining,
restructuring, and rearming of his military forces.

He was not very

hopeful about a peaceful solution because he realized that the
United States would not facilitate a diplomatic resolution of the
conflict which would restore Arab land.

Such an achievement would be

construed, as had happened in 1957, as a victory for the UAR, and would
have adverse regional implications.

Nevertheless, he did not fore

close a political solution and delegated to the Soviet Union the task
of negotiating with the United States any and all issues relevant to
66

the consequences of the war.

He supported United Nations efforts

that culminated in the pivotal Security Council Resolution (UNSC)
242, the Big Four discussion, and the bilateral American-Soviet exchange
of views.^

Israeli interpretations of UNSC 242 and subsequent American

implicit support of the Israeli stance did not surprise him.

On the

contrary, the Israeli-American identity of views confirmed him in his
belief in the American commitment to Israel's posture in the IsraeliArab confrontation.

66.
198, 283.
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The delegation to the Soviet Union of the task of negotiating
with the Americans on behalf of the UAR was meant to convince the
Soviets of the futility of political and diplomatic discussions.

This

approach was proven correct as Soviet arms supplies fluctuated with
the state of Soviet-American discussions.^

At any rate, the Soviet

Union had indicated its preference for a political solution as it
feared a confrontation with the United States.

That view was amply

stated to Arab leaders who visited the Soviet Union in July of 1967.
It formed the gist of conversations between Premier Kosygin and
President Johnson at Glassboro, New Jersey.

It was continuously

amplified by the Soviet press which maintained a call for realism in
the approach to the Middle East crisis.

The Soviet Union vigorously

supported all UN efforts and, when they proved futile, it advanced
its own peace plans that proved equally futile.^

The failure of each

plan exacerbated the dilemma of the Soviet Union.

With each unsuccess

ful attempt pressure on the Soviets increased.

The credibility of

Soviet Union and its standing in the Arab world depended on its ability
to rescue the progressive Arab regimes that were its principal foothold
in the area.

To remain inactive risked its position in the Third and

Arab Worlds.

To act forcefully to dislodge Israel from occupied Arab
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Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, pp. 193, 243.

70. Ibid., pp. 186, 187; al-Ahram, May 10, 1968, January 19,
June 13, 1969; Mizan 9 (September/October 1967): 215-17; 10 (July/
August 1968): 141-43; 11 (January/February 1969): 4-5; 12 (October
1970): 1-2; Pravda, January 25, 1969, cited in CDSP, vol. 21, no. 4,
pp. 10-11.
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lands risked a potentially worse calamity, a confrontation with the
United States.

71

The most prudent approach was to funnel military

hardware in carefully measured quantities to counterbalance American
qualitative upgrading of Israeli arms which enabled Israel to defy
world public opinion.

This would also give the Arab combatants the

means to exert military pressure on Israel and convince it to seek
negotiations on terms acceptable to its allies.

This approach would

satisfy Arab requirements, safeguard its influence in their councils,
prevent the United States from embarrassing it for its apparent in
ability to aid its allies, permit it to pursue its own constant
objectives in the strategic Middel East, and avoid a confrontation with
72
the United States.

Before and after the Czech crisis in August of

1968 another motive to aid the Arab war effort against Israel was
added.

The Zionist state was perceived first by Egyptian and later by

Soviet authors as a source of acute danger to Soviet hegemony in
eastern Europe. This perception was conditioned by revelations about
the alleged connection between anti-socialist activities in Poland and
73
Czechoslovakia.
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resolution of the Middle East crisis by the West would be inimical to
its interests.

Egyptians recognized Soviet fears and concluded that

in the final analysis there was a conflict of interests between Egypt
and the Soviet Union.

74

The frustrations of the diplomatic approach were not any less
burdensome than those of the military option.

As a result of Israel's

victory in Sinai, the Egyptian armed forces were all but crushed.
lost eighty-five percent of all of their equipment.
restructuring of the armed forces were imperative.

They

The rebuilding and
Egypt again turned

to the Soviet Union which by late June of 1967 had set in motion a
major resupply effort which made it possible for Egypt to stabilize
its defense line along the Suez Canal.

All along the front Egyptians

faced Israelis which made for a continuously explosive situation.
Quiet along the front was the exception rather than the rule.
fought with desperation to prevent

Egypt

Israelis from transforming the new

cease-fire line along the canal into a new de facto boundary as they
successfully created from the 1949 armistice lines practical _de jure
international boundaries.
The newly rebuilt armed forces were charged by ''Abd al-N&sir
with the task of preparing by intensive training for the liberation of
Arab land. That objective was to be achieved through three stages:
75
SumGd (perseverence), Rad^ (deterrence), and Tahrir (liberation).
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The whole plan, its phases, and its timetable were discussed with the
Soviets who "agreed with this outline, and a meeting of the Central
Committee in Moscow, at which of course the leading military were
present, calculated that it would be at least two years before the
76
Arabs were ready for any full-scale military activity."
the phases of ^Abd al-NSsir's plan were unclear.

Details about

The exact number of

the phases and the duration of each of them differed considerably.^
Nevertheless, the underlying purpose was to exert maximum pressure on
Israeli forces along the Suez Canal front.

The Israelis reacted to

each incident within each phase with savage retaliation premised on
psychological pressure to dissuade ^Abd al-N&sir from his determination
not to surrender to Israeli terms.
During the Sumud phase, the sinking of the destroyer Elath was
countered with merciless destruction of the oil refineries in Suez.
Egyptian artillery bombardment all along the front was countered with
systematic destruction of Egyptian cities along the Suez Canal which
forced the Egyptian government to evacuate all civilians to the hinter
land.

Israel also commenced the construction of a static defense

structure, the Bar-Lev line. During this phase the United States agreed
to deliver to Israel its first-line fighter-bomber, the F-4 Bhantom,
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Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 192.

77. Dupuy, Elusive Victory, pp. 361-62, Sadat, In Search of
Identity, p. 192.
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as well as the A-4 Skyhawk, both capable of carrying substantial
ordance.

Arms, including armor and artillery, electronic equipment,

as well as economic aid were justified, according to the American
government, by its longstanding policy of maintaining an arms balance.
Moreover, aid to Israel was meant to balance the Soviet resupply
effort after the Soviet Union rejected U.S. suggestions for limitations
on arms delivery to the crisis area.

78

To ^Abd al-N3.sir, limitations

on arms delivery to the Middle East when Egypt's armed forces were in
shambles and when Israel occupied Arab land was a cynical way of
supporting Israel.

To him, this was the moral equivalent of American

occupation of Arab land.
contradictory.

To Egypt, the American posture appeared

On the one hand, the American government claimed to

support United Nations efforts for a peaceful settlement as evidenced
by its vote for UNSC resolution 242.

Yet, on the other hand, it

provided Israel with all the means that enabled it to resist any
pressure, peaceful or military, to resolve the Middle East crisis.

79

Abd al-Msir believed that the United States was deliberately disrupting all his efforts at achieving some semblance of balance along
the Suez Canal.
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The American attitude brought back the alleged
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agreement between the U.S. and Israeli governments regarding diplomatic
and military support whereby "the United States would always keep
the balance of power between Israel and the Arab countries, which
meant that America would ensure that Israel was always as strong as all
the Arab countries combined."

B1

The Egyptian leadership wanted to comprehend the motives of
American hostility, the

concept of reactionary-imperialist conspiracy

notwithstanding, which obstructed all Egypt's efforts at extricating
itself from its predicament. They attributed it to the character,
frustrations, and inexperience of President Johnson which made him
susceptible to Zionist pressure.

Having failed in Vitenam, his

advisers convinced him that Israel's victory was hiw own.

That was not

surprising since his three major foreign policy advisers, the Rostow
brothers and Arthur Goldberg, were well known self-confessed Zionists.
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There was a glimmer of hope that the election of Richard Nixon might
83
bring some change in the American posture in the Middle East.
these were quickly dashed away.

But

The UAR evaluated the American pursuit

of a stalemate in the diplomatic and military spheres as a deliberate
policy seeking multiple aims among which was the destruction of the

81. Heikal, Cairo Documents, p. 246; the same thesis can be
found in Idem, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 184; ^Abd al-NSsir, Documents,
2: 326; al-Ahram, August 4, 1967.
82. al-Ahram, June 30, 1967, May 10, 1968, February 7, 1969;
'Abd al-N&sir, Documents, 2: 116.
83.
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revolutionary regimes in the Arab world and especially in Egypt, the
disruption of Arab unity, the weakening of Arab nationalism, the
gaining of legitimacy for Israel by settling, once and for all, the
Palestine question on terms favorable to Israel, and the revelation of
the impotence of the Soviet Union which would eventually lead to the
84
elimination of its influence from the Middle East.

Heikal summarized

the American posture:
As far as could be made out in Cairo, the Americans knew exactly
what they wanted and how to get it. Their main aim was to
preserve the existing stalemate in the Middle East, which was
based on Israel's military superiority and occupation of Arab
territory, ... So the Americans were...leaving only one door
open to Arab leaders, like Nasser, who might want to break out
from the position of stalemate, and this would lead to direct
negotiation with Washington. In effect, what the Americans
were saying was
"If you want anything you must come to us
and you must talk on our terms."85
The Soviet view did not differ materially from that

of the UAR on

Israel's defiance of public opinion and its continued resistance to
withdrawal.

They branded Israel's policies as highly dangerous.

They

also hinted that such policies were supported by certain imperialist
powers.
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The second phase, Rad1", better known as the war of attrition,
was not any more successful than Sumud.

By March 1969, the efforts of

84. Ibid., August 4, 1967, May 10, July 3, 1968, April 11,
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the United Nations to mediate the conflict reached a dead end.

The

Israelis demanded direct negotiations without any preconditions and the
Arabs, led by the UAR, demanded withdrawal of Israeli troops from Arab
land as the necessary condition for any further arrangements.

The two

adversaries also disagreed on the interpretations of the vague wording
of the resolution, especially those articles dealing with "secured and
recognized" boundaries, as well as the one concerned with the extent
of withdrawal mandated by the United Nations. ^Abd al-N&sir put into
effect the Rad^ phase when he rejected the United Nations-sanctioned
cease-fire of June 1967.

He considered it as invalid and untenable

unless it was accompanied by a timetable for the withdrawal of Israeli
troops from occupied Arab territory.

He saw it as a one-sided and

open-ended commitment to the termination of hostilities without
a specific commitment from Israel to withdraw.

Moreover, the

construction of the Bar-Lev line was also an ominous sign reflecting
Israel's intention to stay indefinitely along the Suez Canal.
Furthermore, his decision was guided by the constant objective of in
creasing military pressure on Israel through the utilization of his
quantitative advantage against Israeli qualitative and technological
• •«. 87
superiority.
From March of 1969 to August of 1970, guns roared, planes flew,
and commandos traversed the Suez Canal in both directions.

As Israeli

87. al-Ahram, March 7, 1969; ''Abd al-NSsir, Documents, 2:
103, 135-37; Dupuy, Elusive Victory, p. 359.
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casualties mounted so did Israel's response.

Israel countered with

intensive artillery fire and spectacular commando raids.

But most

significantly, it utilized its superior air power, consisting, by
then, mainly of American Phantoms and Skyhawks, as "flying artillery."
It succeeded in gradually destroying the Egyptian air defense system
and left Egyptian skies wide open for the psychologically devastating
deep-penetration raids.
The Soviet leadership, in spite of earlier consent, tried
its utmost to convince ^Abd al-N&sir to halt the Rad^ phase.

"For

example, in May 1969 they begged Nasser to use every effort to halt the
'war of attrition' across the Suez Canal—a war which they had earlier
agreed to be militarily and politically necessary. They accompanied
this plea with alarming forecasts of the risk Egypt ran of seeing all
its industrial centers destroyed...."

88

The warnings of the danger of

the war of attrition were published in an authoritative article in
Pravda on June 6, 1969.

The expected dangers materialized.

By

January of 1970, all of Egypt's vital economic, educational, and
military installations were under the not so tender mercy of Israel.

89

Israel's response to the war of attrition was again viewed by
both Soviet and Egyptian observers as another phase of the continuing
and futile effort to crush and overthrow the progressive regime in the
UAR.

Failing that, they sought to convince the population and the army
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89. Israeli warplanes bombed a civilian factory in February
and an elementary school in March deep inside Egypt.
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of the futility of continued warfare in the face of the clear
superiority of Israel and, hence, to force them to see the advisability
of accepting the die.tat of Isarel and the U.S.

In the process, they

90
would also undermine UAR-Soviet friendship.
Egypt's humiliation was almost unbearable.

Once again, the

Egyptian president turned to the Soviet Union to restore a tactical
and strategic balance.

He undertook a secret trip to the Soviet Union.

He frankly told the Soviets that Egypt desperately needed a completely
integrated air defense system with the necessary crew until Egyptians
became fully trained.

When the Soviet leaders demurred,

fAbd

al-N&sir

was blunt and to the point:
If we do not receive what we absolutely need, every body will be
convinced that America has the key to the solution of the con
flict. We never saw the Americans hesitate in aiding the Israelis.
Egypt is the strongest anti-imperialist center in the Middle East.
If it fell to the Americans and Israelis, the Arab World will also
fall.... As I see it, you are not prepared to back us to the same
extent that the Americans back Israel. This leaves me only one
alternative. I will return to Egypt and I will tell my people the
whole truth about your position. I will also confess that the time
has come for me to transfer power to a pro-American, since I have
not been able to save my people. Let someone else surrender to ^
America and save my people. This is my final word on the subject.
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The Soviet Union realized the gravity of introducing its own combat
troops to the war zone in the Middle East. They frankly told 'Abd alNasir of the unpredictable consequences of such a step.

But they must

have realized the inevitability of more vigorous aid to Egypt if
9
Abd al-Nasir were to survive and with him Soviet standing in the area.
The confrontation between ''Abd al-Nasir and the Soviet leaders
was very instructive and brought to a climax ''Abd al-Nasir's frustra
tion with extreme Soviet caution which appeared frequently in the
fifteen-year association of the UAR with the Soviet Union.

What Egypt

needed was a credible offensive capability and the Soviets provided
defensive weapons.

93

r

Abd al-Nasir bitterly denounced the Soviet

refusal to provide him with an offensive deterrent.

Sadat quoted him

as saying, after a long period of neogitation with the Soviets over
the same issues, "Anwar!

The Soviet Union is a hopeless case."

94

His frustrations reflected those of the Egyptian officer corps.
Egyptian officers complained of the inferiority of Soviet equipment
and the Soviet Union retorted by complaining about the inadequacies
of the Egyptian officers and soldiers.

Extreme Soviet caution was a

constant irritant between Egypt and the USSR which surfaced immediately
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after the Six-Day War in the form of public criticism of the Soviet
Union.

It also surfaced again in July of 1972 when an exasperated

Sadat, on succeeding ^Abd al-N&sir, ordered the repatriation of
95
Soviet military personnel.
Public criticism of the Soviet Union in the aftermath of the
June war moved the UAR leadership publicly to rebuke such criticism.
The reason was obvious.

It was the bitter realization that the UAR

needed the Soviet Union then more than ever and therefore "we should
96
try to maintain our friendship with the Soviet Union at any price."
Accordingly, '"Abd al-N&sir publicly blunted criticism of the Soviet
Union by expressing satisfaction with and gratitude for Soviet support
which was never expected to include active Soviet participation in the
97
hostilities.

He maintained this public stance until he died.

His

unofficial mouthpiece, Heikal, reiterated this view and expanded it to
include a wide-ranging analysis of global Soviet concerns.

He began by

distinguishing between the nature of the relationship between the
Soviet'Union and Egypt, which was based on equality and mutual benefit,
with that of Israel and the United States in which the Zionist state
was an obedient tool and a beachhead of American imperialism.

He

jsutified the Soviet refraining from more active involvement in the
Middle East crisis by the wisdom of avoiding confrontations which could

95.
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be disastrous in view of the weapons of mass destruction whose use
would not be in anybody's interest.
was a double-edged sword.

The balance of nuclear terror

It benefited the national liberation

movement, whose survival and success were aided by the Soviet nuclear
deterrent.

As a global power, the Soviet Union was faced with many

crises of which the Middle East was only one in which Egypt's inter
ests were not necessarily the same as those of the Soviet Union.
Moveover, the Soviet peoples, having gone through terrible sufferings
during most of their history, would not stand for another war.

What

they wanted was the enjoyment of the fruits of their terrible ordeals.
As friends Egypt should preserve the Arab-Soviet friendship whose
98
evolution was one of the best accomplishments of Arabs and Soviets.
The Soviet leadership was stung by Egyptian disillusionment
and subsequent criticism.

It also had to weigh again the operative

principle of their policy in the Middle East which was the sine qua
non of Soviet presence in the area. Should they cut their losses and
abandon the UAR to its victimizers?

The consequences of that course

would be extremely costly if measured by the loss of the prestige
and esteem which the Soviet Union enjoyed in the Arab and Third Worlds.
All-out support for the Arabs, on the other hand, might lead to a
disastrous confrontation with the United States, then headed by a very
dangerous President Johnson.

98.

Egypt's defeat did not alter its

al-Ahram, June 30, August 25, 1967.
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strategic position.

Neither did it completely render useless the

Nasirist regime and its independent foreign policy which neutralized
the Middle East and weakened Western influence.
the Middle East remained viable.

The basic approach to

Therefore the operative principle

of Soviet policy, in that strategic area, of relieving

fAbd

al-NSsir

from pressure from the West or its cat's paw, Israel, remained
99
valid.
Egypt had no monopoly on disillustionment. The Soviet leaders
were also disillusioned with the shameful perfromance of the Arab
soldier.

They were also bitter about the abandonment of military

equipment on the battlefield to be captured and used by Israel.

They

did not hesitate to express these feelings—in a mild form publicly,
but bluntly in more private discussions. They vented their anger
and frustration in a conversation with the Algerian and Iraqi leaders
that visited Moscow in July of 1967.

When the two Arab leaders express

ed disappointment at the Soviet paralysis during the war, Brezhnev
bitterly voiced his own disappointment and sadness:
because our reputation is obviously bound up with reputation. I
am sad because the most modern arms we supplied you with have now
been sent to America or West Germany. We gave you our planes,
but you had no pilots; we gave you our tanks, but you had no
crew. Soviet experts attached to the Arab armies had reported
that the drivers of some tanks had been sent into action with
less than six hours' training. How could such a thing be
permitted?100
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These feelings notwithstanding, the Soviet leadership, based
on considerations discussed above, decided to pursue a policy of
least resistance. In the military sphere it decided to grant the UAR
enough arms and training to keep ^Abd al-N&sir afloat but not sufficient to embolden him to seek a military solution to the Middle East
crisis.

They also decided to extend economic aid to sustain the

Egyptian people.

In the diplomatic sphere, they devised a highly

visible and spectacular approach that would give the appearance of an
all-out effort to rescrue the Arabs from the painful consequences of
the-war.

They demanded an emergency session of the General Assembly

of the United Nations and dispatched none other than Alexei Kosygin
to the United States where he met President Johnson in Glassboro,
New Jersey.

Neither the General Assembly nor the meeting with the

American president produced tangible results.

To the United Arab

Republic, they dispatched the president of the Supreme Soviet as an
indication of the extreme importance they attached to the Arab world.
Nikolai Podgorny arrived in Egypt to a warm official and
popular welcome.

His reception, which extolled UAR-Soviet friendship,

was duly noted by the Soviet and UAR press.
the artificial facade was removed and mutual

But behind closed doors
recrimination hung over

the meetings between the leaders of the two countries.

The Soviet

president infuriated ^Abd al-Nasir when he accused him of precipitating

101. al-Ahram June 21, 22, 1967; Pravda, June 21, 23, 25,
1967; Izvestia, June 24, both cited in CDSP, vol. 19, no. 25, pp. 14-15.
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and losing the war. ^Abd al-Nasir reminded his guest and only benefactor
that he had acted, in May, based on intelligence supplied by the
Soviet Union—information that later proved to be false.

Under differ

ent circumstances, the Egyptian media would have lambasted the Soviet
Union for its presumed arrogance.

102

But in the aftermath of defeat,

prudence dictated that ''Abd al-Nasir swallow his pride and literally
beg the Soviet Union for arms."*"^
Podgorny was furious over the capture of some modern military
equipment which were made available for inspection by American military
104
experts.

He dampened Egyptian hopes of acquiring long-range air

craft to replace those of shorter range interceptors and attack
aircraft such as the MIGs and Sukhois.

Egypt had to do with the same

equipment about which Egyptian officers had, for a long time, complained
of the inferiority and unsuitability to the Middle Eastern environment
as compared to its Western counterpart.

The Soviets vigorously

defended their aircraft and armor and blamed Egyptian officers and
soldiers, not Soviet arms, for the Arab defeat.

102.

Sa^deh, The Russians Are Coming, pp. 170-71.

103.

Nutting, Nasser, p. 431.

104.

Heikal, The Road to Ramadan, p. 50.

A

105. Ibid., pp. 50, 162; Idem, Sphinx and Commissar, p. 186;
Sa'deh, The Russians Are Coming, p. 170.

427

The discussion between Podgorny and ^Abd al-N&sir were a duel
between two very skillful opportunists.

The Egyptian president recog

nized the low level of technical aptitude of his troops.

He also

wanted to convince the Russians of something that they had already
appreciated.
theirs.

He sought to plant in their mind that his defeat was

To accomplish this he had to deepen^ Soviet involvement in

the Middle East crisis.

He did not hesitate, therefore, to accept the

logic of Podgorny's argument with regard to the inadequacies of his
soldiers.

He immediately requested that the Soviet Union take immedi

ate and complete control of the air defense of Egypt. '"Abd al-N&sir
asked also that the Soviets actively participate in the rebuilding
of the armed forces by attaching Soviet advisers down to the battalion
106
level.

The Soviet president, on the other side, attempted to

exploit ^Abd al-N§sir's obvious vulnerability by exacting a tangible
price for the Soviet contribution of treasure and men.

He demanded

a command center in Alexandria for the Soviet fleet in the Mediter
ranean. ''Abd al-N&sir did not object since he supported the presence
of Soviet naval forces in the Mediterranean as a counterbalance to the
American 6th Fleet.

Podgorny then requested repair and docking

facilities to be put under exclusive Soviet command under the Soviet
flag.

The last request was angrily rejected by ''Abd al-NHsir, saying:

106. Sadat, In Search of Identity, p. 283; Heikal, The Road
to Ramadan, p. 50; 'Abd al-N4Lsir, Documents, 1: 368, 2: 482.

428
"This is actual colonialism; this means that we are granting you a
naval base."10^

Even though Podgorny immediately thereafter withdrew

his request, the harm had already been done.

^Abd al-N&sir's

previous and subsequent contention that Soviet aid was unconditional
and that the Soviet Union never asked for anything in return descended
108
from the naive to a blurred reflection of the truth.

Nevertheless,

the Soviet Union did obtain naval facilities which served dual purposes.
They provided the Soviet navy with repair, rest, and recreation
facilities and at the same time, the presence of Soviet naval ships
in Alexandria and Port Sa''id acted as a deterrent to Israeli aerial
bombardment.109
The Soviet Union, at first, hesitated to comply with Egypt's
request, especially with respect to military advisers, but it later
agreed to it, and in time some 12,000-15,000 Soviet military techni
cians and advisers were operating at all levels of the UAR armed
forces.

Their presence, however, created undesirable side effects.

They antagonized the Egyptian officer corps which felt superior to
the advisers by virtue of Egypt's combat experience in Yemen and in the
Six-Day War.110

Such irritation contributed significantly to the sudden

removal of these advisers in July of 1972.
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President Nicolai Podgorny brought with him a high-level
military delegation which worked closely with the newly reorganized
general staff of the UAR armed forces to determine their long-term
needs.

The decision to resupply Egypt, free of charge, was already

taken.

In fact, some replacements reached Egypt while Podgorny was

still in Cairo.

The Soviet Union revealed an imperssive military

airlift capability which in the sort span of four months supplied
Egypt with eighty percent of its losses.
Egypt was certainly grateful for the resupply effort and
expecially with the precedent-setting direct involvement of Soviet
advisers in the basic retraining of Egyptian forces, but it was also
disappointed that the replacements were purely for defensive purposes.
This seemed to support the view that the Soviet Union had decided to
rein in Egypt by measuring out enough supplies to meet its immediate
needs of stabilizing its defenses but not enough to obtain credible
offensive capability.

This fact infuriated ^Abd al-Msir who

exasperatingly complained to his friend, Tito of Yugoslavia:

"Please

tell the Soviet Union that I would be more willing to accept defeat—
113
anything [original emphasis], in fact—than to be treated like this."
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Soviet calls for realism in the Middle East crisis, a euphomism
for a political solution even at the cost of territorial sacrifice,
were communicated to the Iraqd-Algerian delegation which visited the
Soviet Union in July of 1967.

"Brezhnev recalled Russian history,

and reverted to the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, when Lenin had made the
114
realistic but temporary sacrifices which circumstances demanded."
This call for realism, without the example of Brest-Litovsk, was a
constant theme in the Soviet press.This, coupled with the obvious
self-imposed restraint on the quality and type of weapons supplied to
Egypt, called into question the motives of Soviet behavior after the
Six-Day War. ''Abd al-Nasir, Heikal, and Laqueur stressed the geo
political significance of Egypt.

Sadat, Joshua, Gilbert, Khouri,

and Keep agreed, to varying degrees, that the basic objective was
to keep the Middle East in constant but controlled crisis in
order to retain Arab dependence and thus preserve its position in
-v, area.116
the
^Abd al-Nasir, then, tried his best but failed to cajole the
Soviet Union into providing him with a credible defense establishment
with long-range offensive weapons that could act as a deterrent against
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the economically, militarily, and most significantly psychologically
devastating Israeli deep-penetration raids by American-made Phantoms.
It was against this background that he finally jolted the Soviet leader
ship with his bitter frustrations and threatened to reveal Soviet
unresponsiveness to Egypt's military security needs to the whole
world and to resign in favor of a successor acceptable to the Americans.
Had he done that, the operative principle of the Soviet approach to
the Middle East would have been demolished.

Realizing the potential

danger to their interests in the Arab world, the Soviet leaders res
ponded with another precedent-setting and potentially dangerous direct
involvement in the defense of Egypt.
The impact of the arrival, in March of 1970, of the new air
defense system, anchored on surface to air missiles (SAM-3), with its
Soviet crew was dramatic. In April, Israel announced the suspension of
its deep-penetration raids and restricted the activity of its air
force to a narrow strip west of the Suez Canal.
first established in Egypt's hinterland.

The SAM-3 system was

It was gradually expanded east

ward until by July of 1970 it began to sting the Israeli air force
whenever it ventured west of the Suez Canal.
which was very dangerous but instructive.
grated air defense system manned by

One incident stood out

As a part of the new inte

Soviet crew, Soviet-piloted

aircraft conducted routine protective missions.

The Israelis discovered

their presence and avoided direct confrontation until July 30, 1970,
when in a swift air battle American-built and Israeli-piloted Phantoms
clashed with Soviet-piloted MIGs and in less than five minutes five
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Soviet planes were shot down.

The result of this single and brief

confrontation vindicated Egyptian fliers and justified their complaints
117
about the relative inferiority of Soviet aircraft.
The SAM-3 system caused grave concern in Israel and the United
States. '"Abd al-Nasir never tired of comparing American military aid to
Israel which occupied Arab land with Soviet military aid to the Arabs
who were attempting to liberate their land.

118

The U.S., according to

the Egyptian president, demanded the re-implementation of the cease-fire
of June 1967, but did not link it with Israeli withdrawal without
which "the Israeli deep-penetration raids will continue and intensify
thus subjecting our cities and our economic installations to destruc119
tion."

Within this context,

r

Abd al-NHsir ridiculed the sinister and

twisted logic of Israeli and American complaints about Egypt's attempts
to protect itself:
When the modern equipment [SAM-3] arrived in Egypt, Israel,
American and Israel's other friends were hysterical. How could
the Soviet Union give Egypt defensive rocket units that would
prevent the American Phantoms from striking civilians targets
and killing our workers. American, British, and Western news
papers bewailed the disruption of the balance of power in the
Middle East which meant Israeli superiority and ability to
strike any target in Egypt. No one even thoughtof mentioning
that Israel had 72 rocket air defense batteries of which 24 were
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American HAWK that were delivered last year. It seems it is
legitimate for Israel to receive from America anti-aircraft
rockets but it is not equally legitimate for us, who are
subjected to attacks from American Phantoms and Skyhawks, to
defend ourselves.
Increased Soviet involvement in Egypt's defense sparked new
analyses of Soviet behavior and its motivation.

Some recited the

familiar themes about Soviet strategic interests in the Middle East and
the unity of objectives of the two states with regard to anticolonialism.

Others dealt with the Soviet determination to prevent

another Arab defeat which would effectively exclude the Soviet Union
121
from the region.

In that context, Heikal wondered if the Soviet

Union could have done more for the Arab war effort.

He answered in

the negative because of the extreme caution of the Soviet leaders who
considered and reconsidered all their calculated decisions before
they were actually implemented. Heikal went on to discuss the limita
tions on Soviet arms supplies:
The Soviet Union could not give us more than we can absorb.
The issue is not to transform our land to weapons' stores,
rather the issue is the development of our fighting ability
which determines the types and qualities of needed armament.
Because of its relianee on the balance of nuclear forces,
the Soviet Union ignored the technology for conventional war
fare. The United States, on the other hand, as an imperialist
power, had to develop the weapons necessary for limited war.
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It was urged on by General Maxwel Taylor to develop such weapons
that were used in Vietnam. This is why the Soviet Union i§0at
least five years behind in the technology of limited war.-'It was difficult to determine whether Heikal's explanation was meant
to publicly mollify the Soviet Union for the private criticism that
was voiced by Egyptian leaders, or whether it was another example of
the incongruency of public satisfaction with private frustration which
had dominated close UAR-Soviet relations since their beginning in 1955.
For this article by Heikal clearly contradicted the basic theses of
his own works as well as those of Sa lleh and Sadat.
^Abd al-NaSir's total dependence on the Soviet Union was pain
ful and violated his basic approach to international relations which
123
afforded him the necessary room to maneuver.

The new Soviet air

defense system which Egypt obtained had finally given it the means to
protect itself effectively against Israeli deep-penetration raids.
This was evidenced by Israel's decision to suspend them. This, he
felt, gave him room to maneuver.

Meanwhile, Isarel's lobby in the U.S.

was flexing its considerable political muscle (if one is to avoid
using the harsher term of political blackmail) to secure for Israel
additional quantities of Phantoms and Skyhawks. ''Abd al-Nasir, in an
effort to forestall a decision on Israel's request to re-establish a
dialogue'with the United States and regain maneuverability, issued, on
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May 1, 1970, a direct public appeal to President Richard M. Nixon:
From the area of Abu Za'bal, the same factory which American
aircraft attacked, destroyed its buildings and killed its workers,
I appeal to President Richard Nixon.
I declare that inspite of napalm and Phantoms, we have not
irrevocably turned our backs on the United States of America....
I direct my appeal to him before the United States decides
on a step which could have grave consequences for the Arab nation.
The decision to ensure Israeli military superiority will push
the Arab nation: to the point of no return which will affect the
relations between the United States and the Arab nation for tens
of years, perhaps for hundreds of years.
The Arab nation will not surrender and will not concede its
rights. We seek a real peace. But we believe that only peace
based on justice will endure. If the United States truly seeks
peace, it would demand Israel's withdrawal from occupied Arab
land. Israel cannot but comply since it is completely sustained
by America. This is one solution.
Another solution would be for the U.S. to announce its in
ability to order Israel to withdraw. We are willing to believe
the U.S
In that case we ask that the American government do
that which is undoubtedly within its power. It can refrain from
extending to Israel any economic, diplomatic and military support.
Failing this, the Arab nation will be forced to unavoidably
conclude that the United States of America seeks to perpetuate
Israeli occupation of our land so it could impose its dictates
on us. This will be futile.
The peoples of the Arab nation have awakened and have irrevo
cably broken their yoke. The forces of progress will inevitably
overcome. The revolutions in Libyaand Sudan are but examples.
We have come to a final and decisive juncture in U.S.-Arab
relations. It will signal the terminal break or will usher a
new era, a new beginning.^
The American government responded to the appeals of 'Abd alN&sir.

Secretary of State William Rogers communicated to the Arab
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governments a plan, later known as the Rogers initiative, which
satisfied the Egyptian president's minimal requirements.

It called

for a ninety-day cease-fire during which the United Nations would renew
its mediation effort in the implementation of UNSC 242 of November
of 1967.

The motive of the U.S. response was interpreted variously.

^Abd al-Nasir viewed it as the result of many considerations.

The U.S.

realized that the Arabs would not surrender to American-Israeli
dictates.

The American government could also be preparing a trap for

the Arabs who could refuse this initiative and thereby justify more
125
military aid to Israel.

Other Egyptians maintained that the initia

tive resulted from the increasing dangers of a confrontation between
the U.S. and the USSR.

126

Both Egyptians and Soviets interpreted it

as the inevitable outcome of the effectiveness of the new integrated
Soviet air defense system which frustrated the Israeli-U.S. determination
127
of bombing Egypt into submission.
The Egyptian president did not immediately repond to the Rogers
initiative.

After authorizing Sadat to express unofficial rejection,

he went to the Soviet Union for an assessment of the military situation
128
and for treatment of his deteriorating health.
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tried without succeiss to obtain long-range aircraft. ^Abd al-Nasir
was finally convinced that the key to his salvation was in Washington.
Under these circumstances, he informed the Soviets he would accept
the Rogers initiative.

Brezhnev, according to Sadat, was beside

himself with surprise and rage at

Abd al-Nasir's willingness to

accept an American sponsored initiative.

129

Heikal, however, described

a milder Soviet reaction to ''Abd al-N&sir's decision.
different reasons for Egypt's decision.

He also advanced

These included the need to

complete the extension of the air defense umbrella to the Suez front
and the fact that the Rad^ phase had already run its costly course
and achieved its objective.
Soon after the Egyptian president returned to Cairo, on July
23, 1970, he officially accepted the Rogers initiative.

fAbd

al-N2.sir

declared that he accepted it because all the elements of the initia
tive, except for a limited cease-fire, were not new and were incorporated
in UNSC 242.

He added that he accepted the American demarche in order

to prove, beyond any doubt, to the American president and people the
Arabs' sincere desire for an honorable peace and so as not to give
the American government any excuse whatsoever to supply Israel with
131
additional arms.

Heikal amplified further that the American
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initiative met all of ''Abd al-N&sir's requirements on the Egyptian and
Arab levels.

Therefore, his acceptance was a shrewd tactical move to

seize the diplomatic and propaganda initiative and expose Israel for
132
what it was, an expansionist and aggressive entity.

The Soviet

Union endorsed the UAR's move not as an Egyptian acceptance of an
American initiative but as an American receptiveness to an Egyptian
. . . .
133
initiative.
Israel vigorously objected to the Rogers initiative, and
especially to its time limit on the cease-fire. ''Abd al-Nasir's
acceptance put Israel's presumed pursuit of peace through war in a
very untenable position.

This, coupled with very high aircraft

losses during July of 1970 amounting to twenty airplanes

134

without

assured American replacements, finally compelled Israel to agree to
a cease-fire which went into effect on August 7, 1970.

All was again

quiet on the canal front.
''Abd al-Nasir's decision to reintroduce combat formations into
Sinai was the first step in an almost tragic drift toward disaster.
He realized his inability to win a war with Israel but was compelled
to act to deter it from attacking Syria.

132.
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Sinai and assumed a reactive posture by committing himself to a
defensive posture.

By doing this, he destroyed the initiative he so

visibly undertook and transformed his troops from a threat to a
hostage. ^Abd al-N&sir unwittingly fell into the very trap he had
dreaded for so long, and Israel closed it.

The result was an inevitable

and unmistakable defeat.
The Soviet Union spurred Egypt into action but was unable to
determine its exact nature.

The' United States exercised restraint on

Egypt but was unable or unwilling to restrain Israel.

During and

in the immediate aftermath of the war, Egyptians were dismayed and
disappointed at the seetning paralysis of the Soviet Union.

They were

also bitter at what they perceived as American collusion with Israel.
This perception gained additional credence when the U.S. opposed the
adoption of a United Nations cease-fire resolution which included a
call for the withdrawal of Israeli troops from territory they had
occupied in the course

of the war.

Disappointment with the Soviet

Union was publicly and privately expressed.

But criticism of the

Soviet Union was quickly squashed. In view of American hostility, the
UAR had to retain Soviet goodwill at all costs.
^Abd al-N^sir devoted the bulk of his time and energy to the
task of extricating Egypt from the consequences of disaster.

His

first task was to rebuild his shattered armed forces which could only
be accomplished with the active assistance of the Sovet Union.

Egypt

ian and Arab defeat placed the Soviet leadership on the horns of a
dilemma.

To abandon Olbd al-Nisir would have meant the loss of face,
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prestige, and esteem in the Third World.

It would also have meant the

/\

fall of the Nasirist regime whose independent foreign policy weakened
Western influence in the strategic Middle East-

On the other hand,

actively to participate in the recovery of Arab territory could mean
a disastrous confrontation with the United States.
dilemma, the Soviets adopted expedient measures.

To resolve this

They rearmed the

UAR and its allies with defensive weapons and tried to secure a
political solution which would not result in their exclusion from the
area.

This meant no solution at all.

^Abd al-Nasir realized immedi-

ately after the war the fruitlessness of a political solution as long
as the United States sought to settle the Middle East crisis on its
own terms.

To satisfy the Soviet Union, he did not foreclose a

diplomatic solution.

But he simultaneously adopted a military

strategy designed to exert maximum pressure on Israel.

The United

States frustrated every military tactic by providing Israel with
military equipment that ensured Israeli military superiority.
Egyptian leaders must have seen the irony of their situation.
For years, they exploited superpower rivalry.
victims of the same phenomenon.
would

Now they were the

They realized that the United States

not permit a Soviet solution to the crisis for that would have

had dangerous consequences.

They would only sanction a solution which

would eventually lead to the exclusion of the Soviet Union, even
if that meant the destruction of the "progressive regimes."

The Soviet

Union, on the other hand, could not and would not obtain a military
solution of the crisis.

But it also resisted an American solution
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as it would reveal Soviet impotence and consequently would lead to its
exclusion from the Middle East.

The United States could resolve the

crisis on terms with which both Arabs and Israelis could live.

This

vital realization led to the critical conclusion about an implicit
conflict of interest which existed between the Soviet Union and
the UAR.
There were, then, two stalemates operating on the local and
global levels.

Both were interdependent.

The former was between Arabs

and Israelis, the latter between the Soviet Union and the United
States.

The local stalemate pursued by the United States was

maintained in the diplomatic field and on the battlefronts.

It was

temporarily broken, to the discomfiture of the Soviet Union, by the
United States when it met ^Abd al-Nasir's demand for a limited
cease-fire.

Secretary of State William Rogers presented his "initia

tive," ''Abd al-NHsir accepted it, and Israel was compelled to accept
it.

CHAPTER IX
THE IMPACT OF TOTAL DEPENDENCE
June 1967-September 1970

The requirements for removing the consequences of defeat
obliged ^Abd al-Nasir to resume anew the unity of rank concept in the
Arab dimension.

These same requirements meant total dependence on

the Soviet Union for economic aid which was absolutely essential to
internal harmony and for sustaining the war effort.

Soviet authors

continued their attempts to fit the UAR and its internal social,
economic, and political developments within a Marxist-Leninist ideolo
gical outlook.

On the Egyptian side, total dependence on the Soviet

Union had a price which was paid in a somewhat more favorable view
of the Soviet Union.

The cost of total dependence on Russian good

will was most prfoundly manifest in the unceremonious death of nonalignment, the best evidence of which was 'Abd al-N&sir's conspicuous
silence during the Czech crisis of August 1968.

In the ideological

dimension, however, Egyptians continued to emphasize their ideological
separateness from Marxism-Leninism through their persistence in
justifying Arab Socialism by religious sanction and by ethnocentric
particularism.

The most prominent casualty among the tens of thou

sands who fell on military and diplomatic battlefields was Jamal
^Abd al-Nasir. The shock of defeat, the stress of restructuring the
armed forces, the strain of welding together a united Arab approach
to the resolution of the Middle East crisis; all these endeavors
442
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required an almost superhuman effort that overtaxed a gallant but
A

weakened heart.

("Abd al-Nasir was overwhelmed by events some of which

he had generated.

He succumbed to an acute heart attack on September 28,

1970, thus signaling the end of an era in the history of Egypt and the
Arab nation.

"The Arab Circle"
The unity of rank was revived by Jordan when, on May 30, 1967,
King Husain unexpectedly arrived at Cairo airport to express his solidarity
with ^Abd al-Nasir.

He committed Jordan to a mutual defense treaty under

whose terms he placed his army under Egyptian command.
Immediately after the Egyptian, Syrian, and Jordanian defeat,
the need for concerted Arab action to come to grips with its conse
quences became urgent.

The unity of tfank among the Arab states, allegedly

conservative and progressive, was an imperative dictated by the
A

disastrous rout.

OUad al-Nasir, along with the Soviet Union, realized

that only a joint and total Arab effort could generate the necessary
diplomatic and economic strength to sustain the Arab countries that
suffered from the war.

The Egyptian president correctly maintained that

the struggle with Israel was that of the whole Arab nation the con
sequences of which would affect its future and destiny.

Therefore all

differences must be forgotten and all potentials must be mobilized for
the struggle ahead.

A

1.

'Abd al-Nasir, Documents, 1:

259-60.
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The Arab states gradually recovered from their paralysis caused
by the magnitude of the Arab defeat.

The Arab finance, economic and

foreign ministers held preliminary discussions in Kuwait and Sudan to
establish the agenda for an Arab summit which was held in Khartoum, Sudan
on August 29-September 1, 1967.
Those who expected a resigned and defeated Arab nation to submit
meekly to the immediate consequences of its defeat must have been
disappointed by its staying power and its unlimited capacity to suffer
pain.

The Khartoum summit declared its defiance in the face of the

reality of the situation and its determination to erase the consequences
of defeat.

The Arab oil producing states shouldered their responsibility

and pooled their substantial financial resources to grant their sister
states, the United Arab Republic, the-Hashimite Kingdom of Jordan, and
the Syrian Arab Republic, economic assistance to enable them to with
stand the consequences of their losses.
the duration of the crisis.

That aid was to continue for

Probably of equal significance was the

summit's successful mediation of the Egyptian-Saudi confrontation over
Yemen.

President Jamal ^Abd al-Nasir
and King Faisal
bin 'Abd al- ''Aziz
•
•

of Saudi Arabia settled their differences.

The Egyptian president must

have realistically determined that the aftermath of defeat Egypt could
ill afford the economic burden of Yemen.
his troops which were virtally

He consented to withdraw

needed in Egypt.

Saudi Arabia in turn
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terminated its aid to the royalist forces.

The thorniest and most

damaging intra-Arab problem was finally resolved.
Egypt viewed the Khartoum summit and its decisions as an
expression of the will of the Arab nation.

It reminded friends and foes

alike that in spite of their differences in social systems and politi
cal institutions, the common Arab struggle against Israel held a

2
priority above all else. It was, moreover, a concrete proof of the
intuitive drive toward solidarity in the face of adversity which had
always been able to submerge the contradictions among the Arab
peoples.

Arab economic aid to the vanquished brother Arabs relieved

them from economic pressure and enabled them better to bear the
military burdens of the continuing struggle.

The Soviets, both

before and after the war, did welcome coordinated Arab action,
preferably among all Arab states, or at least among progressive states.
Similarly, the Soviets urged a unified Arab effort after the war.
They were particularly pleased with the Yemeni settlement as it re
moved an important source of friction between the Arab states.

They

were also satisfied with the anti-imperialist unity of the Arabs.
This was evident from the Soviet commentary on the Khartoum summit
whose decision
are without any doubt a new step forward in the strengthening
of the anti-imperialist unity of the Arab countries and peoples.
These decisions were adopted as a result of a political struggle
among different trends in the Arab world, a world that is vast

2.

al-Ahram, September 22, October 10, 1967.
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and includes a variety of geographic, economic, social and
political conditions. These decisions are made more valuable by
the fact that they are the fruit of the realization that "the
elimination of all consequences of the aggression is the duty of
all Arab countries. This duty makes necessary the mobilization of
all Arab possibilities" .... Let the imperialists, who hoped that
the Israeli strikes would cause confusion and despondency, take
this delcaration to heart.^
The Arab world responded to the diplomatic and military stale
mate obtaining after the war with a marked shift to the left.

In the

midst of the Rad^, or war of attrition, two coups took place that re
moved moderate regimes.

On May 25, 1969, a military coup replaced

the civilian government in Sudan. That was followed by a military coup
A

/ N

in Libya, led by Mulaminar al-Qadhdhafi, which overthrew the royalist
Sanusi government.

The two new regimes were drawn toward Egypt by

the prestige of ^Abd al-Nasir, enduring despite a disastrous defeat,
and by the affinities of their objectives.

They immediately indicated

their determination to lend their resources to those of Egypt in the
struggle against Israel.

These events were bright spots in the other

wise dismal situation of Egypt and its leader.

Egyptian observers

welcomed these activities with marked enthusiasm.

They and their

3.
Izvestia, September 5, 1967, cited in CDSP, vol. 19,
no. 36, p. 20; similar themes were expressed before and after the
Khartoum summit in Izvestia, August 6, 1967, cited in CDSP, vol. 19,
no. 31, pp. 11-12, Pravda, August 31, 1967, cited in CDSP, vol. 19,
no. 35, p. 21; Igor Belyaev and Yvgeny Primakov, "The Situation in the
Arab World," New Times no. 39 (September 1967): 10, 11; G. Mirsky,
"Arab East: Moment of Truth" Ibid. nos. 46-47 (November 1967): 28;
I. Belyaev, Y. Primakov, "The Lessons of the 1967 Middle East Crisis,"
International Affairs no. 3 (March 1968): 44.
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Soviet colleagues recognized that the three nations—Egypt, Libya,
and Sudan—complemented each other.

Egypt had the technical and

human resources; Sudan had vast untapped fertile land; and Litya had
4
considerable oil resources.
The requiremnts of the continuing struggle against Israel sub
merged numerous contradictions in the Arab world.

Among these

contradictions was a new element that came to the fore in the midsixties, the Palestine resistance movement. The defeat of the regular
armies caused a shift in the popular mind to the concept of irregular
warfare.

Algeria's success in wrenching its independence from France,

a major world power, served as an example to be emulated by the Pale
stinians in their life or death struggle with Israel.

With that shift,

and due to some relatively minor military operations conducted by
Palestinian commandos, the resistance organizations grew rapidly.
They managed to wrest the leadership of the Palestine Liberation
Organization (PLO) which had been formed by a collective Arab
decision in the summit conference of 1964.
The growth of these Palestinian organizations under the PLO
umbrella created additional problems in the area.

The requirements of

the Arab states did not always correspond with the requirements of the
PLO to conduct operations inside Arab occupied territories and inside
pre-1949 Israel.

This was particularly true for Jordan and Lebanon.

4.
al-Ahram, March 26, 1970; Izvestia, January 6, 1970; CDSP,
vol. 22, no. 1, p. 21, February 2, 1967, cited in CDSP, vol. 22, no. 5,
p. 12.
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The result was friction between Palestinian commandos and security
services in Jordan and Lebanon. In Jordan, the make-up of its
population, where the majority were Palestinians, made King Husain
particularly sensitive to the growth of the commando movements'
influence and prestige.

Moreover, the relations between the

Jordanian state and the PLO were, at best, cool and were occasionally
disrupted by armed clashes between the internal security forces and
Palestinian fighters.
Arab contradictions in general and the difficulties between
the PLO and some Arab states in particular were submerged or were
papered over by the urgency of the continuing struggle with Israel.
Egypt's acceptance of the Rogers initiative, followed by that of
Jordan on August 7, 1970, quickly dissolved the bonds of the unity of
rank.

Syria, Iraq, and the PLO vigorously objected.

The most danger

ous manifestation of the division in Arab ranks appeared in Jordan.
Tension between Jordanian security and armed forces and the Palestine
commandos mounted.
antagonists.

There were major armed clashes between the two

The leadership of Jordan and that of the PLO tried as

best they could to pacify the situation. King Husain felt the dignity
and the integrity of Jordan were at stake.

The Palestinians, having

lost a homeland due to what they perceived as Arab incompetence and
high treason, suffered from a paranoia of their own.

They used

every means possible to keep their cause alive before a convatose
world public opinion.

The most effective method to stay in the lime

light was aircraft hijacking.
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In this highly tense situation, one of the commando
organizations, in an apparent effort to scuttle the Rogers initiative,
launched a massive hijacking operation on September 6, 1970.
captured four passenger airlines:
British.

They

two American, one Swiss, and one

They diverted one to Cairo airport where it was blown up,

and three to an abandoned air strip in the Jordanian desert where their
.passengers were held hostage.

The Jordanian army watched haplessly

from a distance.

The Jordanian state was powerless and the king

felt humiliated.

He stayed his hand until the hostage release process

was initiated.

The decision to tame and subdue the Palestinian comman

does was momentous for it engulfed Jordan in a bloody civil war.
came to the Palestinians' assistance.

Syria

Israel ammassed tanks on the

Syrian border and the U.S. 6th Fleet moved into the Eastern Mediterran
ean.

It was a full-blown crisis in the center of which was a shameful

spectacle:

Jordanians were killing and being killed by Palestinians

and Syrians.
Egypt moved quickly to forestall an explosion involving the
U.S., Israel, and Jordan on the one hand and Syria, Iraq, and Egypt
on the other.

'Abd al-N&sir called for a summit conference.

immediately heeded.

He was

Arab kings and presidents hurried to Cairo and

held almost continuous sessions for a week.

The leader of the PLO,

Yasir ^Arafat, and King $usain were summoned to Cairo where they were
compelled to reach an agreement to halt the fratricidal carnage.
The summit adjourned sine die on September 27, 1970.

The

following day, ''Abd al-Nasir shuttled between his office and the
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airport to see the Arab dignitaries off.

After the last Arab leader,

the amir of Kuwait, left Cairo, ^Abd al-N&sir succumbed to a
massive heart attack.
The Six-Day War and its results were severe blows to ''Abd alN&sir.

The agony of defeat, the grief of losing his closest friend,

^Amer, the stress of rebuilding the armed forces, the constant
frustrations of the battle with Israel and of dealing with the Soviets,
the strains of forging and maintaining a unified Arab stance, and
finally the massive energy he devoted to halt the Jordanian civil war;
these required superhuman efforts that- overtaxed an already weakened
heart.

After accompanying the ruler of Kuwait to the airport, he

fell gravely ill.

He was quickly taken to his modest home but soon

after he heard the 5 p.m. newscast, he closed his eyes for the last
time.

His epic journey in Egyptian and Arab history was at an end.

He would suffer no more.

His friends wept uncontrollably, his people

grieved, and his nation felt an irreplaceable loss.^

His friend, long

time partner, and successor tearfully mourned him to Egypt:
The UAR, the Arab nation, and all mankind have lost one of
the most esteemed and valuable men, one of the most courageous
men, one of the most honest men....

5.
The description of the Jordanian civil war was synthesized
from the contemporaneous newspapers and magazines of the U.S., the
Soviet Union, and Egypt; Heikal, Cairo Documents, 4-6.
6.
The mournful scene was described in Ibid., p. 7;
In Search of Identity, pp. 202-203.

Sadat,

451
He was struggling for the unity of the Arab nation and for
its victory.... The hero...and leader devoted all his efforts
and energy in order to prevent a dreadful tragedy from engulfing
the Arab nation ....
JamUl 'Abd al-Nasir was more than words. He is more immortal
than any words. Nothing can describe him except his record in
the service of his people, nation, and humanity: a struggler
for freedom, for humanity, a struggler for truth and justice,
a fighter for honor to the last moment of life.... The only
thing that can be commensurate with his righteousness and esteem
is that the entire Arab nation should stand patient, steadfast—
a steadfast, solid, heroic, and able stand so that it can realize
the victory for which the great son of Egypt and the hero of
this nation, its man and leader, had lived and was martyred.
0 soul at peace return unto thy Lord,
Well pleased and pleasing,
Enter thou among my servants,
Enter thou my paradise.7

Soviet Economic Aid
The Six-Day War caused thousands of Egyptian casualities that
taxed Egypt's health facilities.
food and medical supplies.

The Soviet Union rushed in emergency

In August of 1967, it extended a $30

million extraordinary credit to finance an emergency trade agreement.
Under its terms, the Soviet Union was to supply Egypt with 300,000
tons of wheat, 30,000 tons of sugar, 5 million tons of canned meat,
5,000 tons of soup, and 12,000 tons of industrial lubricants.

8

The UAR's increasing economic dependence on the Soviet Union
was reflected in the deficit of the balance of trade in favor of the

7.

Radio Cairo, September 28, 1970.

8.
Ibid., August 28, 1967; Mizan Supplement A no. 5 (Septem
ber/October 1967): 7.
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USSR but, as in the past, this was of concern only to economists, not
to the political leadership.

Egypt imported from the Soviet Union

capital goods such as machinery and complete plants.

It also

obtained petroleum and petroleum products, semi-finished goods, paper
and paper products, chemicals, charcoal, lumber, iron, grain, sugar,
canned meat, and vegetable and animal fats.

Egypt exported cotton,

rice, underwear, various types of clothing, footwear, furniture, semi
finished kitchen wear, ferrous metals, stampings, parts for automobiles
and tractors, refrigerators, perfume, beauty aid, alcoholic beverages,
fresh vegetables, and arts and crafts.

Between 1967 and 1970 the

9
trade volume between the two countries amounted to £E 420 million.
Egyptian exports to the Soviet Union seemed to fit neatly into the
concept of the "international socialist division of labor" as they
included needed consumer goods that had always been in demand in
the Soviet market place.
Aid in the form of credits, as was seen earlier, formed the
backbone of the industrialization efforts in Egypt.

There are, however,

no reliable figures on the total of Soviet aid for the period 1967-1970.
Moreover, there were no major new credits that were extended during

9.
al-Ahram, January 1, 197, May 12, 1968, January 11, May 19,
1970; Radio Moscow, January 17, 1968, April 5, 1969; Mizan Supplement
A'no. 1 (January/February 1968); 6, no. 1 (January/February 1969); 11-12,
no. 3 (May/April 1969): 8, no. 1 (January/February 1970): 9; D.
Chertkov, "The USSR and Developing Countries: Economic Relations,"
International Affairs no. 8 (August 1972): 58-59; V. Smirnov, "The
USSR and the Arab East: Economic Relations," Ibid., no. 9 (September
1972): 84-86.
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this period.

Estimates on total aid extended to the UAR from 1958 to

1970 vary appreciably.
or $817.3 million.

al-Ahram estimated it at 743 million new rubles

Another sources put it at $1,011 million, and this

author estimated it at $1,309 million."^

The difficulties of deter

mining monetary cost notwithstanding, the catalogue of Soviet
assisted projects resembled a master plan for industrialization.

It

covered projects from the infrastructure such as personnel training
and other

services to heavy industry.

The twin stars of Soviet economic aid were the Aswan High
Dam and the Helwan metallurgical complex.

The Aswan project had been

and continued to be seen as the bedrock of Egyptian-Soviet cooperation.
Its benefits to Egypt were continuously emphasized by the Egyptian
leadership.

It provided a thirty percent increase in arable land,

new irrigation projects, and electrical power for rural electrification
and industry.

All resulted in a substantial increase in the national

xncome of Egypt.

10. al-Ahram, May 19, 1970; Joshua, "Soviet Penetration into
the Middle East," in Lederer and Vucinich, eds., The Soviet Union and
the Middle East, p. 38; Ofer, "The Economic Burden of Soviet involve
ment in the Middle East," in Confino and Shamir, eds., The USSR and
the Middle East, p. 216.
A

11. (Abd al-Nasir, Documents, 2: 473; al-Ahram, November 6, 8
1967; Pravda, January 29, 1968, cited in GDSP, vol. 20, no. 4, p. 19;
Mizan Supplement A no. 4 (July/August 1968): 7, no. 1 (January/February):
11, no. 2 (March/April 1969): 8, no. 3 (May/June 1970): 10; 0. Ulrikh,
"Industrialization Problems in Developing Countries," International
Affairs no. 11 (November 1968): 77; B. Nikolayev, D. Chertkov, "The
USSR and Developing Countries: Economic Relations," Ibid. no. 8
(August 1972): 57-58; V. Smirnov and I. Matyukhin, "USSR and the Arab
East: Economic Contact," Ibid. no.9 (September 1972): 85.
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The second major project which was largely financed by Soviet
aid was the Helwan steel and iron works.

The designed capacity of

production upon completion of the total project was "1.75 million tons
12
of pig iron and 1.5 million tons of steel a year."

Other Soviet-

aided projects included oil refineries, an aluminum foundry, ship
building, geological surveys, cement, textile, and woodworking.

All

these projects required skilled labor who were trained by Soviet
technicians.

By 1970, Soviet publications were able justifiably to

boast:
The Arab Republic of Egypt [new name after '"Abd al-Nasir's
death], with Soviet assistance, has already built up such*sectors
as the machine-tool, instrument, radio engineering, and chemicalpharmceutical industries. The capacities of the oil refining,
metal-working and shipbuilding industries have been considerably
extended. The production of thin sheet steel, coke, lubricating
oils, welding electrodes, bare cable, surgical instruments, iron
fittings, aluminum foil and other items has been established for
the first time....
Enterprises built with Soviet assistance have already made
a considerable contribution to expanding production. ... This has
favorably altered the composition of Egypt's foreign trade: the
export of manufactured goods now exceeds imports. This helps
normalize the country's payment and trade balances. According
to some estimates, the commissioning of industrial enterprises
built with Soviet assistance is annually •saving the country about
LE 100 million on imports.
With the development of large scale industry the working class
increased numerically in Egypt.
The vast majority of these enterprises were long-term projects.
They were implemented in several phases over a long period of time.

13. D. Chertkov, "The USSR and Developing Countries:
Relations," Ibid. no. 8 (August 1972): 58.

Economic
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The faithful compliance of the Soviets with these commitments proved
their reliability.

It also gave them ample opportunity, through

skillful publicity, to stay in the public consciousness and cultivate
14
popular goodwill in Egypt.

The leaders of Egypt took every oppor

tunity to express sincere gratitude which emanated from genuine
appreciation

for Soviet aid.

These statements of thanks for the

sacrifice of the Soviet Union were always coupled with a comparison
with Western hostility for Egypt.

Throughout the media, the West,

and especially the United States, was portrayed as the adversary which
sought, through its economic and military

aid to the enemy of Egypt

and the Arab nation, to force them to their knees.

The popular adage,

simplistic as it was, truthfully believed "the friend of my enemy is
my enemy" as the main theme of popular sentiment.

The Soviet

Union, in spite of privately held irritations against its over-caution,
was in contradistinction portrayed as "the enemy of my enemy is my
friend."

The underlying theme of the period was genuine gratitude

for the Soviet Union for its all-around aid.

The Soviet media enthusi

astically made the Soviet citizenry aware of these sentiments."^

14.

Fredericks, "Soviet Egyptian Relations," p. 201.

15. al-Ahram, November 6, 1967, May 16, July 11, 1968, March 4,
26, 1970; ^Abd al-Nasir, Documents, 2; 116-17, 440-41; Pravda and
Izvestia, December 11, 1969, cited in CDSP, vol. 21, no. 50, p. 24;
"Cairo's Firm Stand," New Times no. 31 (August 1969): 2.
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Soviet authors continued openly to discuss the burden of
foreign economic aid which diverted precious resources that could be
better invested inside the Soviet Laion.
that:

One of them stated clearly

"The credits, technical equipment and materials supplied by

the Soviet Union to the developing countries are no kind of surplus;
they could be fully and successfully used for the development of the
16
economy of the Soviet Union."

He was echoed and supported by

another Soviet economist who asserted:

"One cannot overlook cases,

according to economists of the socialist countries, the resources
provided as credits produce less effect than if they had been used
in the donor country on the construction of new factories.""^
burdens were variously justified.

These

The requirements of the non-

capitalist path made it imperative for the Soviet Union, in the
spirit of proletarian internationalism, to provide such aid; after all,
the existence of the world socialist system was one of the necessary
requirements for the non-capitalist path.

Others justified Soviet

aid under the rubric of a "socialist international division of labor"
in which countries like the UAR could practically fit.

18

The UAR

actually did provide the Soviet Union with some consumer goods, as
was pointed out during the discussion of UAR-USSR trade for 1967-1970.

16. Quoted in David Morison, "USSR and Third World: Questions of
Economic Development," Mizan 12 (December 1970): 135.
17.

Ibid., p. 144.

18.

Ibid., p. 137.

457

But the overriding consideration was strategic and political:

"The

struggle against imperialism is the objective basic of the alliance of
world Socialism, the world national-liberation movement, and the fraternal
19
cooperation of the Soviet Union with the newly independent countries."
This consideration was of particular importance for the Soviet Union
vis-a-vis Egypt for its highly strategic position which was continuously
emphasized by Soviet authors and which gave significance to the antiUAR imperialist conspiracy.

The Ideological Mold
The recipient of vast quantities of military and economic aid,
and the protege of the Soviet Union in the Middle East had to be viewed
in the correct ideological prism.

The leadership of Egypt was reconsidered.

The non-capitalist path remained the ideological mold into which Egypt was
encased.
The coup of July 23, 1952 became the glorious revolution which
"liberated the Egyptian people from domination by a feudal-monarchical
clique, ended the dependence of the UAR on the imperialist powers and
laid the foundation for the profound economic, social and political

20
transformations that have occurred...."

19.
Countries,"

It marked a sharp turn in

A. Lavrishchev, "The Soviet Union and the Developing
International Affairs no. 1 (January 1968): 65.
A

20. "Message to President ^Abd al-Nasir from the Soviet troika,"
Izvestia, July 24, 1969, cited in CDSP, vol. 21, no. 30, p. 19.

the history of Egypt.

The revolution restored to the Egyptian people

their independence and their dignity.

It had a profound influence on

the Arab nation as it brought in its wake Algerian, Moroccan, Tunisian,
and Sudanese independence.

The Arabization of Jordan, the collapse of

the reactionary monarchies in Iraq and Yemen, and their subsequent
replacements by progressive regimes; all these significant developments
were the direct result of its influence.

More significantly, "its

objectives have gradually become more far-reaching.

From a national,

democratic revolution it had developed into a social, anti-capitalist
revolution.
The domestic accomplishments of the Egyptian revolution were, i
Soviet eyes, considerable.

It eliminated foreign capital; allowed the

workers, through the socialization decrees, to obtain very significant
gains which set it well on the road of eliminating exploitation; and
in the process, with Soviet aid, accomplished far-reaching economic
22
advances.

The Soviet view was not altogether rosy.

In Egypt,

according to one Soviet observer, there were still two societies.

One

21. "Anniversary of the Egyptian Revolution,"
(July 1968): 3-4.

no.

New Times

22. G. Kim and A. Kaufman, "Non-Capitalist Developments:
Achievements and Difficulties," International Affairs no. 12 (December
1967): 74; V. Tyagunenko, "Emancipated Countries Choose their Path,"
Ibid. no. 3 (March 1968): 60; 0. Ulrikh, "Industrialization Problems
in Developing Countires," Ibid. no. 11 (November 1968): 78; "Third
World1: Choice of Path," Ibid. no. 7 (July 1970): 35; "Hand of
Friendship," New Times no. 7 (February 1968): 8; "Anniversary of the
Egyptian Revolution," Ibid. no. 30 (July 1968): 3.

J

459
was popular and the second was bourgeois.

Both were engaged in a

23
potentially dangerous and bitter class struggle.
Soviet theorists persisted in their effort to pigeonhole the
UAR and its social, economic, and political developments in the MarxistLeninist scheme.

Egypt was ruled by revolutionary democrats who set

their country firmly on the non-capitalist path of development. The
concept itself was devised by Marx and Engels according to which back
ward countries could achieve socialism without going through the
capitalist stage.

Professor V. Tyagunenko quoted Engels on the feasi

bility of this path:
Not only is it possible, it is even beyond doubt that after the
victory of the proletariat and the passing of the means of pro
duction into common ownership, the West European peoples in
countries which have just embarked on the road of capitalist pro
duction and in which tribal order of survivals of it have still
been preserved could utilize these survivals of communal owner
ship and the corresponding customs of the people as a powerful
means for greatly shortening the process of their advance to
Socialist society and evade most of the suffering and the struggle
through which we have to fight our way in Western Europe.
Lenin, who learned from the experience of the liberation struggle, the
state

of imperialism, and the proletarian revolution, "proved theore

tically that backward countries could pass directly to Socialism,
by-passing the capitalist stage, with the help of the proletariat in
25
the advanced countries."

23.

The non-capitalist path comprehended many

Mizan Supplement A no. 3 (May/June 1970): 10-11.

24. V. Tyagunenko, "Emancipated Countries Chose their Path,"
International Affairs no. 3 (March 1968): 54.
25. G. Kim and A. Kaufman, "Non-Capitalist Development:
Achievements and Difficulties," Ibid. no. 12 (December 1967): 70.
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transitional or intermediate stages leading to socialism from numerous
stages of development such as patriarchial, feudal, petty trade, and
capitalist, including state or private, and pre-capitalist.

26

The

non-capitalist path involved a definite phase of revolutionary develop
ment in which the ruling apparatus did not express the interests of any
one class; in fact, it could represent the interests of opposing
groups.

The peculiarity of that revolutionary phase was the explana

tion for the unpredictability of its next stage; it could lead to
either capitalism or to socialism.

27

The economy of states moving

along the non-capitalist path consisted of mixed forms of production
and distribution. But the general orientation was toward a growing
state or public sector, cooperative societies, and progressive socioeconomic reforms.

28

It was not to be equated with socialism or with

socialist construction.

Otherwise, it could lead to the error of

admitting the possibility of socialist development without the dictator
ship of the proletariat.

It merely indicated an orientation toward

29
socialism by creating the prerequisites of socialist construction.

26.

Pennar, USSR and Arabs, p. 15.

27. V. Tyagunenko, "Emancipated Countries Choose their Path,"
International Affairs no. 3 (March 1968): 62, 58.
28. G. Kim and A. Kaufman, "Non-capitalist Development:
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With this qualification the applicability of the non-capitalist path on
the UAR's development seemed to constitute a retraction from previous
pronouncements on the UAR, especially those uttered by N. S.
Khrushchev during his visit to Egypt in May of 1964.
Lenin proved, according to Tyagunenko, the theoretical
feasibility of the non-capitalist path.

The experiences of the Soviet

Union's Central Asian peoples like the Uzbeck, Tadjik, Kazakh, Kirghis,
Turkeman, and those of the Mongolian People's Republic weie concrete
examples despite their unique relationship with the Russian Socialist
30
Federated Republic.
Outside the immediate proximity of the Soviet Union, certain
conditions must prevail before societies could proceed along the noncapitalist way.

Those prerequisites were the general weakening

of imperialism, the emergence of the world socialist system which must
fulfill the role of the proletariat, and the growth of the national
liberation movement."^
As stated above, the non-capitalist way was dogmatically
justified by Marx, Engels, and Lenin.

Inherent in this justification

30. G. Kim and A. Kaufman, "Non-Capitalist Development:
Achievements and Difficulties," Ibid. no. 12 (December 1967): 71; B.
Gafurov, "Lenin and the Liberation of the Peoples of the East," Ibid,
no. 5 (May 1970); 36; "The Theory and Practice of the Non-Capitalist
Way of Development," Ibid. no. 11 (November 1970): 11-12.
31. "The Theory and Practice of the Ncn-Capitalist Way of
Development," Ibid. no. 11 (November 1970): 23; Kim and Kaufman,
"Non-Capitalist Development: Achievements and Difficulties," Ibid. no.
12 (December 1967): 71; V. Tyagunenko, "Emancipated Countries Choose
their Path," Ibid. no. 3 (March 1968): 55.
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was the contradiction between the objectivism of Marx and the
subjectivism of Lenin. However, the decision to adopt this path was
basically a conscious political decision, i.e. subjective.

One of the

fundamental tenets of Marxism was the relationship between the infra
structure—modes of production and distribution—and the superstructure—
the sociopolitical institutions.

The latter were merely to reflect the

former in an objectively deterministic way without the influence of
human input such as political decisions.
of strategy and tactics.

Leninism was the embodiment

Leninism, the writings and speeches of Lenin,

was, as Robert C. Tucker described it, "addressed to the practical
problems of the revolutionary movement and its politics, both before
32
and after 1917."
Marx believed and expounded the preeminence of
economics over politics.

Lenin's activities were the embodiment of

the supremacy of politics over economics and were the sine qua non
of the very existence of the Soviet state.

Soviet authors recognized

this difficulty and attempted to come to grips with it.
of itself was instructive.

That in and

V. Solodovnikov recognized the impact of

the superstructure on the infrastructure—that is, the objective
consequences of subjective decisions:
The choice of way—towards socialism to or towards capita
lism—depends on the social groups in power in the developing
countries. A characteristic feature of eiery type of noncapitalist development is that socialist transition starts with
the superstructure. This, like nothing els.se, bears out Lenin's
idea that the question of power is the main one in revolution.

32. Robert C. Tucker, ed., The Lenin Anthology (New York:
W. W. Norton and Co., 1975), p. xi.
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The political superstructure subsequently creates conditions
for restructuring the socioeconomic basis. The socialist
basis is shaped with the most active intervention from
above....33
He was supported by V. I. Korovikov, who reiterated the same philoso
phical and conceptual difficulties but seemed to dismiss them or,
rather, to justify them by the cataclysmic revolutionary process.
Korovikov declared that "the creatin of socio-economic prerequisites
34
is a truly revolutionary process."

Another Soviet scholar

admitted that "The problem of the interrelation of economics and
politics is of fundamental importance in defining the lines character
izing the entry of the young national states in Asia and Africa in
the non-capitalist way.

This question is yet to be fully analyzed

35
in our writings and calls for serious consideration."

But this did

not hinder him from continuing to retain, but with equivocation, the
supremacy of economics over politics:
It is they [revolutionary democrats] who carry out the
socioeconomic changes which can become the material and moral
prerequisites for transition to socialism. As for the process
of development of a country along the non-capitalist way,
experience shows that economic transformations there are of
decisive importance. They precede the political ones, creating
definite conditions for shaping the political superstructure.
Despite its great degree of independence, the political
superstructure at the first stage of the non-capitalist

33. "The Theory and Practice of the Non-Capitalist Way of
Development," International Affairs no. 11 (November 1970): 13.
34.

Ibid., p. 22.

35.

Ibid., p. 21.
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development is subject to influence not only from the economic
basis, but also from a number of external and internal factors.
Under their impact, shifts may take place in the political
superstructure which could have a retroactive effect [!?]
on the basis [my emphasis].^
The very term "non-capitalist path" implied a choice—in
essence a subjective phenomenon—between capitalism, the thesis, and
socialism, its negation or the antithesis.
choice were equally subjective.

The determinants of this

One determinant was negative.

The

rejection of capitalism was not motivated by a recognition of its
intrinsic immorality.

Rather, it was rejected by the newly independent

states for the perceived organic link between capitalism and imperial
ism.

That was another way of saying that

the decision to carry out

development along capitalist lines was seen as synonymous with per37
petual dependence on imperialist powers.

Another determinant was

the desire, if not the need, to eliminate backwardness by the swift
development of productive forces without which political independence
would remain more apparent than real.

This was reinforced by the

necessity of bridging the wide gap between colonies and colonizers,
38
a gap that was created and perpetuated by colonists.

Furthermore,

capitalism was perceived as unable to solve rapidly deepseated economic

36.

Ibid., p. 22.

37. G. Mirsky, "Changes in the Third World," New Times no.
39 (September 1969): 5.
38. V. Tyagunenko, "Emancipated Countries Choose their Path,"
International Affairs no. 3 (March 1968): 58; "The Theory and Practice
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problems.

That was clearly stated in the Charter for National Action.

But capitalism could spontaneously, i.e. in its normal course which
required extended periods of time, solve these problems.
capitalism would ultimately lead to socialism.

However,

Hence, the non-

capitalist path, which would also lead to socialism, could accelerate
the solution of these problems.

Both non-capitalist and capitalist

development employed coercion. The distinction was that the former
utilized force for the benefit of the majority while the latter
39
employed it for the benefit of a minute minority.
States which were oriented toward socialism were usually led
by revolutionary democrats.

This fact was explained by the heritage

of the newly independent countries of long colonial rule which
inhibited objective socioeconomic development, thus preventing the
emergence of the two intrinsically antagonistic social forces, the
bourgeoisie and the proletariat.
The leadership of the revolutionary democrats was quizotic,
eclectic, and contradictory.

This was the natural result of their

petit bourgeois class origin that had conflicting and contradictory
interests.

These contradictions influenced their wavering, vacillat

ing, and paradoxical policies.

The revolutionary democrats might

39. "The Theory and Practice of the Non-Capitalist Way of
Development," International Affairs no. 11 (November 1970): pp. 25,
15; G. Kim and A. Kaufman, "Non-Capitalist Development: Achievements
and Difficulties," Ibid. no. 12 (December 1967): 71, 72; G. Mirsky,
"Changes in the Third World," New Times no. 39 (September 1969): 5.
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combine reactionary political attitudes with socially progressive
policies.

Their political behavior could result in anti-popular and

anti-democratic, i.e. anti-communist, measures.

They advocated the

40
non-capitalist path but denied scientific socialism.

It is of

interest to note that this negative evaluation of the revolutionary
democrats who impelled their society along the non-capitalist path
41
was put forth by two well known pessimists.

B. S. Nikolayev came

to the aid of the revolutionary democrats with an equivocal defense.
While he recognized that deeper social changes were hardly in the class
interests of the revolutionary deomocrats, he did call for new studies
on the subject:

"I feel that some reassessment is due.

The leaders

in countries with a non-capitalist orientation come mostly from the
ranks of the petty bourgeoisie.

But this does not warrant the

conclusion that objectively the regimes proclaiming the non-capitalist
42
way express the interests of petty bourgeoisie sections."

He did

join with Kaufman in criticizing the revolutionary democratic leader
ship for its supra-class concept and its aversion to vanguard parties,
43
both of which resulted in delaying the deepening of the revolution.

40. G. Kim and A. Kaufman, "Non-Capitalist Development:
Achievements and Difficulties," International Affairs no. 12 (December
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41.
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42. "The Theory and Practice of the Non-Capitalist Way of
Development," International Affairs no. 11 (November 1970): 18.
43. V. Tyagunenko, "Emancipated Countries Choose their Path,"
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The leaders of the UAR who were deemed to have chosen the

non-capitalist path were military men.

The coup in Sudan in May of

1969 and in Libya in September of the same year, both of which joined
the progressive ranks, focused attention on the role of the army.

A

new analysis of the role of army officers as revolutionary democrats
was undertaken.

Most newly independent countries suffered from back

wardness which was perpetuated by the coercive instrument of the
state dominated as it was by reactionary elements.

These countries

also suffered from lack of cohesion as they were constituted from
disparate competing sections.

Thus sectionalism, rather than

national loyalty, was dominant except in the armed forces which were
the only national institution and acted as a cohesive influence.

The

initial reactionary domination of these states made peaceful change im
possible.

Violent change was then made inevitable which could result

either from civil war or from the intervention of the army, the only
organized national force.

The young officers of the armed forces

were of petit bourgeois stock, close to the common people, and well
aware of their sentiments and their aspirations.

Moreover, they were

driven by patriotism and anti-imperialist nationalism.

As such they,

the young officers, became the true exponents of the national interest
both on the domestic and international levels.

They would seize

power, declare an anti-imperialist revolution, and introduce necessary
socioeconomic and political reforms.

These activities undertaken

by the army officers constituted the critical elements of the
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44
non-capitalist path of development.
when the army seized power.
45
as in the UAR.
America.

However, danger also lurked

It could initiate progressive reforms

It could also become more reactionary as in Latin

One Soviet theorist criticized the role of the military for

its unmarxist emphasis on the significance of the individual national
46
or revolutionary democrat.

That view, predictably, was expressed

by A. Kaufman who also belonged to the "anti-army" school of thought.
From extensive Soviet writings on the non-capitalist path of
development two conclusions stood out.

They were contradictory and,

as such, they reflected the continuing debate among Soviet theorists.
V. V. Rymalov concluded:
The growing tendency towards non-capitalist development in the
present conditions is an irreversible process, because it reflects
the real need of eliminating the harmful socio-economic effects
of the epoch of colonialism and imperialism, and the vital need ^
to further boost mankind's productive forces [original emphasis].
While G. Kim and A.K aufman predicted an inevitable struggle between
revolutionary democrats and scientific socialism as the certain result
of the transitional non-capitalist paths,

44. Mizan 12 (October 1970): 13-14; G. Mirsky, "Developing
Countries: The Army and Society," New Times no. 48 (December 1969):
15-17.
45. G. Mirsky, "Developing Countries: The Army and Society,"
New Times no. 48 (December 1969): 17.
46.
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47. "The Theory and Practice of the Non-Capitalist Way of
Development," International Affairs no. 11 (November 1970): 25.
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The struggle between Scientific Socialism and the narrow
inconsistent petty-bourgeois ideology of revolutionary democracy
is still inevitable. In the course of this struggle, a dual pro
cess takes place; on the one hand, the Marxist-Leninist theory
of non-capitalist development is enriched in the process of
implementation; on the other hand, the theory and practice
of Scientific Socialism gradually revolutionise the outlook
of the national-liberation leaders and help them understand
its various aspects.^8
Almost all the Soviet authors who wrote on the non-capitalist
way of development concurred on certain fundamental attributes of newly
independent states before they were considered as progressing along
this path.

These attributes included instituting radical socioeconomic

and political reforms with the creation of a state sector that control
led the commanding height of the economy, elimination of imperialist
domination, cooperation with the socialist states, the creating of
49
mass parties, and the exacerbation of the class struggle.
The pigeonholing of the UAR within the Marxist-Leninist scheme
was continued.

Being led by revolutionary democrats, all Soviet

theorists, even the pessimists among them, acclaimed Egypt as the
country which accurately fit this concept.

In fact Mirsky, the staunch-

est ally of the UAR among Soviet thinkers, went further:

"Egypt was the

48. G. Kim and A. Kaufman, "Non-Capitalist Development:
Achievements and Difficulties," Ibid. no. 12 (December 1967): 72.
49. In addition to sources cited in footnotes 24-25, and 27-48,
the following contributed to the definition of the characteristics of
the non-capitalist path: B. Ulrich, "Industrialization Problems in
Developing Countries," International Affairs no. 11 (November 1968):
78; B. Nikolayev, "'Third World': Choice of Path," Ibid. no. 7
(July 1970): 35.

470first country to which the new [sic] conception was applied.

Egypt,

and subsequently several other developing countries, came to be called
non-capitalist way countries and their leaders, revolutionary demo
crats.

This was a revival of Lenin's idea of non-capitalist

development [how could it be new and a revival at the same time?].""^
The UAR successfully initiated socioeconomic reforms with socialist
aims.

The reforms advanced the interests of the workers by the dis

tribution of profits, production bonuses, and administrative
51
representatxon.

The UAR was along the non-capitalist path because it success
fully eliminated imperialist domination.

In fact, the UAR's

determination to achieve complete political independence and sub
sequently to pursue an independent foreign policy which was in its
very foundation of Egyptian-Soviet cooperation.

Close cooperation

with the socialist camp was another attribute of the non-capitalist
path that the UAR exhibited.
Egyptian leaders did not believe in the class struggle as a
concept, let alone act to exacerbate it.

On the contrary they never

tired of proclaiming their determination to harmonize the class
struggle by bridging or eliminating the gaps between the classes.

50. "The Theory and Practice of the Non-Capitalist Way of
Development," Ibid. no. 11 (November 1970): 16.
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For this, the UAR was not criticized by name but by implication.

The

concept of supra-class was criticized because it isolated the revolu
tionary democrats, of whom the Egyptian leaders were a prime example,
from the masses.^
''Abd al-Nasir's military background and his reliance on the
army as the principal coercive instrument of his regime brought about
a lively discussion as to the nature of the regime.
opposing views were those of Mirsky and Kaufman.

Again the

The latter described

''Abd al-Nasir's government as essentially a military one which was
contrary to Marxism.

Mirsky, on the other hand, while admitting

the military nature of the regime, maintained that it operated on a
higher plane because it lived up to the expectations and fulfilled
53
the aspirations of the people whose needs it answered and met.
Related to the concept of class struggle were the political
institutions emanating therefrom in which communists played a pre
eminent role.

One of the attributes of the non-capitalist path was the

existence of mass parties. The UAR was accredited with a mass political
party, the ASU, in which the process of instituting a vanguard organization was just beginning.

54

But this was in reality more form than

52. V. Tyagunenko, "The Emancipated Countries Choose Their
Path," Ibid. 3 (March 1968): 61.
53.
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A

substance.

^Abd al-Nasir paid lip service to a vanguard organization

within the ASU when he proposed the March 30 Manifesto.

However,

the

Nasirist regime and institutions continued until 1970 to be based on
A

a military-technocratic authoritative regime, ^Abd al-Nasir's

personal

popularity notwithstanding.: The ASU was on the fringes of power executing
and supporting rather than initiating governmental policies.

That was

not necessarily ''Abd al-Nasir's intention as could be seen from his
various speeches on the supremacy of law and institutions.

Several times

he admonished people not to depend on ''Abd al-Nasir the person but to
believe in his ideas in order to deepen and perpetuate his revolution.
The very idea of a single mass party was not viewed too
enthusiastically by some Soviet theorists.

A. Kaufman described them

as a hindrance to the natural role of the proletariat:
The slogan of a single political party, although it makes
itself heard as a call to unity and therefore has a certain
force of attraction among different strata of the population,
does not accord with the concrete historical situation in all
non-capitalist-ro.ad states. This is especially the case
where there is a formed proletariat, upon whose shoulders rests
a great historical responsibility.
Kaufman and other Soviet authors agonized over the role of the pro
letariat and its dictatorship which was absolutely necessary for the
building of socialism.

This was, through some sort of mystifying meta

morphosis, assumed by the world socialist system.

55.
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473
claimed that through the international dictatorship of the proletariat
in the world socialist system a revolutionary democratic system could
be transformed into the dictatorship of the proletariat.

56

This,

for all intents and purposes, relegated the communists to a supporting
role.

K. Brutents advised local communists that since they and revolu

tionary democrats were essentially in the same camp and struggling
for the same objectives, they were to cooperate and seek mutual
understanding with the revolutionary democrats.^

That approach was

extremely useful since it removed the embarrassment arising from
Soviet aid to and cooperation with anti-communist regimes.

The

dissolution of the Egyptian Communist Party was tailored for this
purpose.

V. Tyagunenko, in discussing cooperation between communists

and revolutionary democrats in countries where communist parties
had existed prior to the emergence of revolutionary democracy, mention
ed Egypt as a case in point:
In these countries unity of action of revolutionary democrats and
communists is one of the extremely pressing political problems.
In the UAR, in the present stage, the problem has found a
distinctive solution. Here the communists, in regard for the
fact that the Arab Socialist Union, the ruling party of the
revolutionary democrats, has made its aim the propagation of
ideas of scientific socialism [sic] and non-capitalist
development of the country, resolved in the circumstances to
suspend their activity as an independent party and participate
actively in the work of the ASU.^°

56.

Ibid. 12 (October 1970): 19.

57.'

Ibid. p. 21.

58.

Ibid. p. 21.

474
Tyagunenko did not mention that Egyptian communists were allowed into
the ASU only as individuals and not as a communist component of a
united front.

Marxist-Leninist sanction for the dissolution of a van

guard Marxist-Leninist party constituted the best example of ideological
accommodation for Egypt and among the best evidence of subordinating
ideology to the foreign policy requirements of the Soviet Union.
Professor Tyagunenko erroneously spoke of the ASU's presumed
aim of propagating the ideas of scientific socialism which were
categorically synonymous with Marxism-Leninism.

This, of course, did

not correspond with the publicly declared principles of socialism
as practiced or proselytized in Egypt.

Even the pessimists, Kim and

Kaufman, indulged in wishful thinking on this issue:
It is noteworthy that progressive revolutionary democrats are
gradually rejecting the term "national Socialism," for neither
in theory nor in practice can there be a special "Arab", "African"
or "Asian" Socialism. The theory of scientific Socialism is
universal first of all because it elucidates all general laws
of socio-economic development.-^
These authors based their judgment on the use of the term "scientific
socialism" in the Charter for National Action.

However, they ignored

or, to give them the benefit of the doubt, were not aware of subsequent
explications of its meaning in the Egyptian context. Moreover, the
public and unequivocal rejection of fundamental tenets of MarxismLeninsim—class struggle, revolution, and dictatorship of the

59. G. Kim and A. Kaufman, "Non-Capitalist Development:
Achievements and Difficulties," International Affairs no. 12
(December 1967):

72.
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proletariat—negated this contention and swept away this wishful
thinking.

The refusal, as indicated by the Charter for National Action,

to transplant to Egypt nineteenth-century doctrines, or to copy
blindly the experiences of others, was another euphemism for the re
jection of scientific socialism.
The question of the nature and extent of socialism being
applied in Egypt was viewed variously by Soviet observers in contra
distinction to Egyptian's self-image.

The Soviets categorized Egypt

as a country on the non-capitalist path of development, i.e. a country
with a socialist orientation.

Egyptians themselves, however, as

indicated earlier, spoke of the establishment of a socialist society.
They felt that they, through reforms, were establishing socialism in
action.

''Abd al-Nasir often spoke of the socialist transformation

(al-tahawwol al-Ishtiraki).

i.'.-a did not speak of a socialist orienta

tion (al-Ittijah al-Ishtiraki).

Soviet observers had never fully

agreed with or endorsed this self-perception. They acknowledged the
persistent use of socialist terms and viewed it as "indicative of the
main trend of development in the UAR."

60

The Soviet Union in the Egyptian Mirror
Egypt's total dependence on the Soviet Union for butter, guns,
and diplomatic support was, as already pointed out, discouraging to
the Egyptian leadership.

60.

This feeling was strictly private.
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public plane, the masses were harangued with professions of gratitude
and appreciation for Soviet aid in contrast to Western hostility.

The

press, as an expression of this gratitude, published articles that were
highly favorable to the Soviet Union.

But at the same time, critical

views on the Soviet experience and Soviet institutions were not al
together absented from the Egyptian media. The friendly eye that was
cast on the Soviet Union was subscribed to by well-known leftist
publications, semi-official publications such as al-Ahram, as well as
the highest Muslim authority in the UAR.
An editorial commemorating the anniversary of the October
Bolshevik Revolution described the accomplishments of the Soviet Union
where "the Soviet people [sic] had made great advances in agriculture
and industry.

They advanced the technological revolution into new

heights. From these accomplishments they erected a protective shield
for building socialism, not for Russia alone, but for all countries
that aspire to freedom from exploitation and colonialism.

61

These

accomplishments were made despite conspiracies, wars, and destruction:
It is unlikely that any society ever faced similar diffi
culties. The Soviet Union was born from the ashes of Tsarist
Russia. It faced a civil war accompanied by foreign inter
vention by forteen colonial states. Then came the Second
World War.... It had to recover at the shortest possible time.
It did more than that. It regained its strength and surpassed
advanced European countries, France, Britain, etc. and caught up
with the wealthiest country in the world, the United States.^

61. "Thaurat October al-Ishtirakiyyah [The October Socialist
Revolution]," al-Katib no. 103 (October 1969): 3.
62.
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In the last decade, Russia had made great strides.

It had reduced its

housing shortage by building thirty thousand family residences a day.
But there were still shortages in consumer goods and especially in
personal transportation.

These were principally due to the official

emphasis on defense-related heavy industry.

Nevertheless, Soviet

63
cities were modern with skyscrapers dotting the skyline.

These

manifestations of successful rapid development made the Soviet Union
64
an excellent example for developing countries to emulate.
Life in Russia seemed to be more at ease.

One could sense a

feeling of ethnic harmony and social calm due to the absence of
ethnic discrimination, in contrast.with the United States where social
65
and cultural discrimination and segregation poisoned social civility.
Even Egypt's highest religious authority absolved the Soviet Union of
any persecution of Muslims in the Soviet Union.

66

Liberalization

within limits of the freedom of expression were also noted.

The party

line, however, remained sacrosanct; but one could criticize errors
67
in its implementation.

Political power seemed to be more diffused

and was being exercised with some impact on domestic policy by various
elite interest groups such as technocrats, scientists, army leaders,

63.
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writers' unions, and university

68
professors.

The workers seemed to

enjoy a good standard of living and the state seemed to keep their
interests well protected.

They and their children were provided with

an excellent education and were enjoying the promised benefits of
69
the revolution after such long suffering.

If one were to point out a

privileged class in Soviet society, the culprit would be the Soviet
children.^
The other components of Soviet strength were:

scientific

socialism, the strong leadership of the party, the alliance of workers,
peasants, and revolutionary intelligentsia, international brotherhood
among the hundred nationalities that make the Soviet Union, the physical
vastness of its territory, its staying power, limitless capacity and
willingness to struggle against its enemies, and the genius of Lenin's
intellect and leadership.^
Negative comments on the Soviet experience of Stalinist terror
continued to be mentioned, but they were subdued:
In spite of Stalin's role in the civil war, in the building
of socialism in the Soviet Union, no one could forget that he
was responsible for the death of thousands [sic], maybe millions
of Russians and in that he was not rivaled by Hitler or even by
Genghis Khan....
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Despite efforts at the rehabilitation of Stalin, there is
unanimity in considering him a tyrant with a legacy of liquidation
of peasants and the extermination of supporters.^2
But another Egyptian author justified Stalin's action by the great
caution which was born out of and nourished by capitalist enmity to
the nascent republic.

That in turn contributed to the emergence of

the suffocating police state for which Stalin is blamed.
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The Demise of Non-Alignment
The most conspicuous casualty of total dependence on the Soviet
Union was the unceremonious demise of UAR non-alignment.

On the

theoretical level, however, the concept was subjected to changes
dictated by the hostility of the United States to Egypt as manifest by
its aid to Israel in the aftermath of the Six-Day War.

An element of

militancy was introduced into this concept in international relations
which was intensified in direct proportion to increased American sup
port for Israel.

An Egyptian observer attempted to reassess the

impact of the battle with imperialism which might require a closer
alliance with the socialist countries on non-alignment.

He concluded

that non-alignment must be preserved in spite of closer alliance with
the socialist countries; in fact, it might become stronger.

That

unique conclusion, the author maintained, was justified by the
vigilance of the liberated countries, the UAR foremost among them,

72.

Ibid. November 3, 1967.

73.

Ibid. November 10, 1967.

480
over their independence.

Moreover, the socialist countries had no

desire or design, as was already evident, to colonize or exploit the
newly liberated countries.

Furthermore, history had proven

through the experience of the Second World War that states with
different social systems could be allied without any direct impact on
their respective social systems.
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A similar effort was made by Heikal who asked a fundamental
question:

"How can we remain non-aligned between those who help us

to defend ourselves and those who incite and support our enemy to
aggress against us?"^

Heikal's agony in trying to reach a balanced

answer which would harmonize legitimate self-defense with integrity
of principles must have been excruciatingly painful.

He maintained

that Egypt was fighting against aggression and that compelled it
to condemn the friends and instigators of the aggressors.

Conversely,

Egypt was obliged to cooperate to the greatest extent possible with
its friends and the supporters of its legitimate struggle.

This

cooperation was not a violation of the principles of non-alignment;
on the contrary, it vindicated them since non-alignment meant,
in contrast to neutrality, vigorous support for just causes, and

74. Ahmad Nabil Hilal, "al-Ta''ayosh al-Silmi wa ''Adam alInhyaz; ''ila Ain? [Peaceful Coexistence and Non-Alignment: What Next?],"
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Egypt's cause was absolutely just.
cautionary:

His conclusion, however, was

"Extensive cooperation is one thing, lackeyism is another.

The danger to our commitment to non-alignment lies in our confusing
76
the one for the other."
'Abd al-N&sir addressed the issue publicly
A

in an interview with Look Magazine:
Undoubtedly we have a more intense feeling of amity toward the
Soviet Union than toward the West. But we are, in spite of that,
non-aligned. There is no coordination in policies between us and
the Soviets as there is among the member states of the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization. The Soviets support us in the UN
and give us economic and other aid. We appreciate their help
but we do not feel that it is detrimental to our freedom.^
Under conditions of complete dependence on the Soviet Union,
events in Czechoslovakia which eventually led to direct Soviet and
east European military intervention was the acid test for the oftentouted policy of non-alignment.

"Dubcek's attempts to give communism

'a human face' brought his government to the brink of direct collision
with the Soviets."

78

The leaders in Moscow had decided to crush the

liberalization of the Czech regime but they were concerned about the
reaction of the non-aligned nations.

Prior to their invasion of

Czechoslovakia ''Abd al-Nasir was in Moscow.

They asked him to use his

influence to prevent the condemnation of their planned intervention.
Not knowing how he would react, they informed him of their plans
prior to their implementation.

They instructed their chief diplomat

76.
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in the UAR to meet ^Abd al-N&sir before 4 a.m. on August 20 to deliver
the following message:
a critical stage.

"The situation in Czechoslovakia had reached

Certain elements are aiming at the destruction

of socialism in Czechoslovakia and at altering the balance of power
in Europe...the Czechoslovak republic has sent an urgent requet to
Soviet Union and other friendly nations, asking them to provide
assistance with their armed forces.

^Abd al-N&sir objected to

Soviet intentions and expressed his preference for correcting the
situation by other non-violent means.

When the Soviet envoy indicated

that everything else had been tried, the Egyptian president expressed
his appreciation for the advance knowledge but added:
press will not attack your government's action.
be quite clear about my own point of view.

"The Egyptian

But I want you to

What has happened is also

important because of its effect on our relations.... Czechoslovakia
for me is a matter

•
• i
..80
of principle....

^Abd al-N&sir was true to his word because of Egypt's help
lessly isolated position resulting from the intensifying struggle
with Israel supported by the United States.

The other major leader

of the non-aligned movement, Tito, was disappointed with
NHsir's silence.
any reserve.

fAbd

al-

He expressed his feelings to ^Abd al-N&sir without

The Egyptian leader defended his action which reflected

his total dependence on the USSR:

79.
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You must see the realities of my situation. Part of my
territory is occupied. I cannot be completely non-aligned.
No nation which is partly occupied can be completely independent.
What if my relations worsened with the Soviet Union? What
would happen if I attacked them over Czechoslovakia? It would
mean that my position in the Middle East would be lost completely
because the Soviet Union is my only hope of getting the arms I
need to regain the lost territory. And if that happened, who
would benefit from the situation? The Americans.
Do you
J
Q1
want them to benefit in the Middle East?
Heikal, in spite of ''Abd al-NSsir's promise, responded to some
articles by some Egyptian Marxists who supported the Soviet and Warsaw
Pact countries' action in Czechoslovakia.
cult task.

His was a terribly diffi

He intended to defend a principle but not at the expense

of offending the Soviet Union.

He rejected as inadmissable Soviet

intervention by any means in the internal affairs of another state,
especially through military invasion.

He maintained that if the

existing system could not or would not be defended by the people then
it should not be imposed by external powers.

Heikal refuted Soviet

justification of its intervention on the grounds of the danger posed
to the communist government.

He asserted that if that were true

then that meant the bankruptcy of the communist party for its failure
to lead the masses and to express their aspirations.

If the Czech

party devised a new approach to the implementation of communism
that was its choice by right which should have been freely
exercised without external coercion.

In principle, Soviet actions

were unacceptable but should not be condemned because of the circum
stances obtaining.

81.

One of them was the documented connection between

Quoted in Idem, Cairo Documents, p. 272.

484
the anti-socialist movement in Czechoslovakia and Israel.

That

movement vehemently opposed Czech support for the Arab cause.

The

author speculated that the Soviet leadership appreciated the severe
damage to the reputation of the Soviet Union that its invasion would
engender.

The Soviet leaders who had invested so much in shedding

the Stalinist ones would not have risked their newly earned respect
ability if the danger to their security did not override their concern
for reputation.
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This mild and elliptical criticism of the Soviet invasion of
Czechoslovakia offended an Egyptian leftist who castigated Heikal for
"his intellectual prostitution" and his assertion that Egypt could
not condemn Soviet action because of the existing situation.

The

Egyptian Marxist maintained that the Soviet Union should not be
condemned because it did not commit any wrong or violate any moral
83
or legal principle.
Under these circumstances ''Abd al-Nasir implicitly added a
new dimension to non-alignment by making the attitude of any country
to the Egyptian struggle as another determinant of the manner in
which non-alignment was.applied:
What is the non-aligned policy? If America were hostile to
us, we cannot claim that because we are non-aligned we should
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not answer America in kind. We should, then, declare the U.S.
as our enemy because it supports Israel and stands against us.
This posture does not affect the policy of non-alignment vis-a
vis the U.S. because its actions represented political aggression
....This does not preclude having friends in the Western bloc
as we have friends in the Eastern camp.®^
Another Egyptian thinker widened the scope of non-alignment even
further than ''Abd al-Nasir.

To him it was no longer sufficient to

refrain from belonging to any bloc or to attempt to decrease polari
zation in the world, or to prevent a confrontation between the two
superpowers.

The new concept advanced the unity of objectives such as

anti-colonialism. Any country that was anti-imperialist, regardless
of the bloc to which it belonged, was a non-aligned nation.

He

rejected the assumption that the interests of the non-aligned nations
were by necessity in conflict with those of the Western camp, but
their interests and policies were in any case no longer antithetical
to those of Egypt.

The Egyptian author concluded:

Non-alignment, according to this new theory which redefines
international relations, does not represent the interests of the
developing countries alone. It, in fact, represents the interests
of all the states that are dedicated to establishing their
international relations on the basis of justice, non-use of
force, and cooperation for development and progress. In that
way non-alignment could be the policy of all peace loving
nations.85
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This new approach to the meaning of non-alignment was somewhat
similar to the views of Soviet observers, expressed earlier, who main
tained that non-alignment was in practice an ally of the world socialist
system because of the similarity of objectives pursued by both the
socialist camp and the non-aligned movement.

The Ideological Dimension:

The UAR Perspective

Compulsory accommodation of the Soviet Union was manifest in a
more favorable Egyptian outlook on the Soviet scene and in the abandon
ment of the original concept of non-alignment.

This deviation from

principle and the projection of the Soviet Union in a more favorable
light were understandable consequences of Egypt's alienation from the
United States and its total dependence on the Soviet Union.

It was

not, however, reflected by any modification on the part of Egypt of
its theory of socialism.

The subordination of a distinctive feature

of Egyptian foreign policy, non-alignment, to the requirements of the
consequences of the Six-Day War was not extended to the equally
distinctive principles of Arab Socialism.

Neither was it extended to

a change of outlook toward Marxism-Leninism, that is, the scientific
socialism of the Soviet Union.
Egyptians continued to define socialism in practical terms
that were determined by its objectives. They persisted in avoiding
philosophical or abstract definitions.

Socialism was to them the

development of the resources of Egypt for the benefit of its people.
It was not simply the antithesis to capitalism, but constitute
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positive solutions to problems created by capitalism such as injustice
86

and exploitation.

Egyptians viewed socialism as inevitable

(Hatmiyyah), but not in the Marxist-Leninist context—that is to say,
not in an historically deterministic sense.

Rather, it was inescaple

if Egyptians wished to achieve their desires of reestablishing justice
and distributing wealth equitably, desires expressed in the political
87
decision by the revolutionary leadership of Egypt.

Socialist

application was not inevitable in Egypt as the result of objective
economic development.
Socialism in Egypt was distinct and specific:

distinct in

that it emanated from local conditions, and specific in that it was
applied to the indigenous Arab milieu and within Arab cultural limits.
Its roots were deep in Arab history, dating back to the early days
88
of Islam.

"Arab socialism does not only mean abolition of private

ownership or the means of production as Marxists whish.

It does not

only mean equitable distribution of income and opportunity as the
Fabians desire.

It does not only mean the elevation of the stand andof

86. ^Abd al-Mun^im Muhammad Bader, Ishtir&kiyyatun£ al^Arabiyyah [Our Arab Socialism] (Cairo: D&r al-Kutob al-J&mi'iyyah,
1968), p. 106;'Aun, Significant Aspects of Socialism, pp. 156-57;
fIsmat Saif al-Dauleh"i *Usos al-Ishtir^kiyyah al-1 Arabiyyah [The
Foundations of Arab Socialism], 2nd ed. (Cairo: al-Hay'ah al-Misriyyah
li al-Ta1 Tif wa al-Nashr, 1971), pp. 361, 363.
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of living as the socialists of affluent societies maintain.
Socialism is all of those objectives and more.
89
and affluence."

Arab

It is unity, liberty

Arab socialism was not a transplant or a copy of

European socialism; it was a new dimension of socialist thought.
"It was unique, and was different than all other socialist ideologies;
neither Western nor Eastern.

It was not hampered by dogmas that were

not suitable to its conditions.
90
imposed itself on others."

It did not claim universality and

Moreover, the ideology of Arab Socialism

was organically linked with the words, deeds, and thoughts of Jam&l
fAbd

91
al-N&sir.

The uniqueness and specificity of Arab Socialism

were essential features, for "it was impossible for socialism to
exist and grow in an Arab environment if it were not distinctively
92
Arab in theory and application."
Socialism in its Arab setcing harmonized spirituality and
materialism.

Above all, its religiosity, expressed in its devout

beliei in God, his messengers the prophets, and divinely inspired
faiths, was its link to devine sanctions.

The roots of Arab

Socialist ideology were found in the cultural and religious heritage
of the Arab peoples.

The ancient nomadic custom of common ownership

89.

Saif al-Dauleh, Foundations of Arab Socialism, p. 359.

90.

Bader, Our Arab Socialism, 224.

91.

Ibid., pp. 207, 224-25.

92.

Saif al-Dauleh,

Foundations of Arab Socialism, p. 363.

489
of pasture and water was elevated by the commandments of all divinely
inspired religions to be compassionate, to associate in human brother93

hood, and to appreciate the value of all in the eyes of God.

The religious roots of Arab Socialism reached back to the
beginning of Islam when the merchants of Mecca opposed Muhammad's
quest for divinely imposed ideals.
was a profound concept.

The commandment against usury

The Marxist opposition to capital investment,
94

the derivation of income without laboring for it, was similar.

This contention was supported by all Arab authors on socialism and
other social philosophies who maintained that the
Arab application of socialism predated by centuries other
socialist systems which were the products of modern times and
the end result of the intellectual and industrial evolution
in Western societies.
Arab socialist application was born in the seventh century
A.D. which predated others by a whole millenium. But inspite
of that, it contained highly developed ethical- and economic
norms.^
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Islam commanded Muslims to be just and to establish equality
among men.

Justice dictated equal burdens and rewards, equal

96
opportunity, and equitable compensation for work performed.

The very

essence of the concept of punishment and reward in Islam implied
equality of opportunity in that "man is born with a blank sheet in
which all his deeds are noted as the sole determinant for his punish97
ment and reward."
Arab Socialism sought to establish sufficiency and justice.
Justice required an equitable distribution of wealth, while suffi
ciency made nationalization inescapable.

Nationalization of private

property was not unique to modern Arab Socialism.
precedents in Arab-Islamic history.

It was based on

The example of ''Umar ibn al-

Khattab, the second Islamic successor to the Prophet Muhammad, was
98
and continued to be cited.

Land distribution in Arab Spain

during the Middle Ages was also cited by the theorists of Arab
Socialism.
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capital by the state.

Thus, the whole of society collectively owned

the means of production, yet without stifling national non-exploitative
capital.

By contrast, nationalized land was equitably distributed

among those who tilled it.^^

In order to ensure sufficiency, state

economic planning was adopted since the state controlled the command
ing heights of industry and banking.

This was the most efficient way

to ensure coordination and to avoid duplication and waste.

Arab

Socialists also recognized the social benefits of personal initiative.
They advocated non-exploitative private ownership, thereby satis
fying a natural human desire.

But in this approach they were in

direct opposition to the theorists of Marxism-Leninism.

They

102
promised equality of opportunity, not equality of compensation.
Justice, sufficiency, and equitable distribution:
directed toward one end, social harmony.

all were

This was to be achieved

through the peaceful resolution of class contradictions and distinc
tions, which were to be eliminated by bridging the social and economic
gaps between the various strata of society.

Here too Arab Socialist

theorists enlisted Islamic concepts in support of their case.

Social

solidarity and interdependence (Tak&ful Ijtimil'i) were continuously
cited.

The example of the holy month of Ramadan, during which all

100.
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devout Muslims abstain from eating, drinking, and smoking from dawn
to dusk, was a compelling reminder of the suffering of the poor.
Another manifestation of social solidarity was the Zakat, a portion
of one's total wealth to be annually given up by devout Muslims,
103
to the general treasury (Bait al-M&l).
The pursuit of social harmony was antithetical to MarxismLeninism.

Such a pursuit obviated the need for class struggle, violent

revolution, and the subsequent dictatorship of the proletariat, all
significant tenets of scientific socialism which were rejected by
Arab Socialism.
The emphasis of Arab Socialism on private property was an
indication of its optimistic outlook toward the individual and
his role in society, contrasting sharply with communism which
interprets human history as thievery and murder for food and
wealth. It sees the human being as an empty stomach who is not to
be trusted. It does not allow him wealth for fear of exploita
tion nor does it grant him freedom for fear of abusing it. All
that man must do is submit to the dictatorship of the proletariat
and obey the decision of the communist party....
Our Arab Socialism values the individual, grants him
his rights and protects them as well....
Another distinctive aspect of Arab Socialism is identified by
its very name.

It was nationalistic socialism as distinct from the
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infamous National Socialism of Hitler's Germany.

It was a variation

of socialism arising from and applicable only to the Arab nation,
whose unity was one of its fundamental objectives.

Hence, Arab

Socialism was intimately linked with and inseparable from Arab
nationalism.
In summary, Arab Socialism possessed distinctive aspects
whose uniqueness was constantly emphasized by its proponents.

At

the same time, its theorists exerted every effort to distinguish their
ideology from Marxism-Leninism.
as follows:

Their distinctions might be summarized

While Marxism-Leninism viewed the individual as sub

ordinate to the collective, a cog in a machine fueled by dialectical
materialism, Arab Socialism recognized the dignity and worth of the
individual not only as the product but also as the maker of history.
While Marxism-Leninism unrealistically pretended to formulate
universal laws of human interaction, Arab Socialism emanated from the
particular and specific conditions of the Arab world and sought to
ameliorate and eventually to solve Arab problems.

While Marxism-

Leninism was one-dimensional, emphasizing only the material aspect of
reality, Arab Socialism harmonized the material with the spiritual
dimension of existence.

While Marxism-Leninism pursued solutions

to social ills through the cataclysmic violence of the class struggle,
Arab Socialism attempted their eradication through concerted effort
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which preserved social harmony.

While Marxism-Leninism called for

class dictatorship, implementing it by proxy through the communist
party, Arab Socialists proselytized comprehensive and cooperative
democracy.

While Marxism-Leninism abolished private property,

casttigating it as the source of all evil, Arab Socialism encouraged
its perpetuation in non-exploitative form.

While Marxism-Leninism

was rigidly deterministic, Arab Socialism rejected objective determin
ism and sought to avoid the misery, bloodshed, and pain of the predicted
course of history through the subjective ameliorization of the human
condition.

Finally, while Marxism-Leninism foolishly aspired to

establish immutable scientific laws governing human behavior, Arab
Socialism employed the term "scientific socialism." only in the con
text of a national approach to social problems which utilized scientific
and technological means.
These distinctions were openly and loudly proclaimed despite
Egypt's almost total dependence on the Soviet Union.

Egypt's

desperate international situation was not reflected in any changes
in its basically critical view of Marxism-Leninism.

Egyptians who

wrote on this subject during this period exhibited a deeper under
standing of Marxism.

They identified it as dialectical materialism

and ascertained its components as David Ricardo's theory of surplus
107
value and Hegel's dialectical idealism.
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Most of those who wrote about Marxism denied its exclusive
monopoly on socialist thought and retained their insistence

on a

multiplicity of socialist approaches to the improvement of the human
condition.

Nor did they recognize Marxist pretentions to have

obtained the objectivity, immutability, and inevitability of scientific laws.

108

Marxism-Leninism in practice was not uniform.

Arab

writers presented evidence of their contention by pointing to the
liberal agricultural policies of Poland and Hungary that were
109
tolerant of small farmers.

Egyptian authors charged that Marxism's

crucial error was its emphasis on the material dimension of life
completely without regard to spiritual and ethical values.

Another

failing was its underestimation of nationalism, or its anti-national
attitude under the pretext of focusing the attention of the worker
on his interests which presumably were not in conflict with those of
the workers of other nations.

It also failed to anticipate modern

technology and its impact on the production and wider distribution of
goods and services, which in turn had a far-reaching impact on social

110
development.

All these ideological shortcomings finally made

111
Marxism irrelevant in social, economic, and political evolution.
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In all discussions of political institutions in their expression
of the will of a people and its manifestation of freedom, the con
trast was invariably between the freedom secured under capitalist
systems and that under the dictatorship of the proletariat.

It seems

strange that no Egyptian writer approached the question of the
exercise of political power within the Aristotelian concept of the
polity.

In the context of Arab Socialism, the ruling group was of

no significance so long as the exercise of political power was for
the benefit of all of society.

What these authors were preoccupied

with was the contrast between freedom in capitalism and that in
communism.

Saif al-Dauleh determined that capitalism was devoid of

democratic content because it emphasized political without guarantee
ing economic freedom.
content.

Communism was likewise without any democratic

Even though Marxist-Leninist political institutions were

intended to manifest the rule of the working class or proletariat,
wrote Saif al-Dauleh,
the working class under Marxism does not exercise its rule directly,
simply because that is impossible.... Under Marxism, the working
class delegates its dictatorship to its leader and vanguard,
the communist party, which exemplifies organization, rules and
obedience. Through this triad the party delegates its authority
to the central committee, whose authority is in turn personified
in its first secretary. In that way the dictatorship of the working
class keeps slipping from one level to another until it settles
in the dictatorship of one man. Stalin is the witness.
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Egypt's defeat in the Six-Day War revived the nation of the
Arab unity of rank.

The UAR's attempts to undo the consequences of

the war through American mediation brought internal contradiction •
in the Arab world to the surface and thereby contributed to the eruption
of civil war in Jordan. ^Abd al-N&sir's initial efforts to halt the
fratricidal carnage was successful. But this endeavor exacted
the ultimate price, his life.
rAbd

al-N&sir also paid a dear price for his near-total

dependence on the Soviet Union.
it by sacrificing non-alignment.

He felt compelled to accommodate
His reaction to the Soviet

intervention in Czechoslovakia was an unusual silence which included,
at his behest, the silence of the Egyptian media.

Under different

circumstances, and judging from earlier precedents, the potent
Egyptian propaganda machine would vehemently have protested the
blatant use of force in such an intervention in the domestic affairs
of a sovereign state.
him to evade

fAbd

Instead, only Heikal, whose prestige permitted

al-Nasir's promise to the Soviets to silence

the Egyptian press, issued an agonized yet still mild reproach to the
Soviet Union.

Egypt's accommodation of the Soviet Union, however,

was not extended to the ideological sphere.

There, Egyptians openly

and publicly continued to cling to their independence by retaining a
critical view of Marxism-Leninism and by insisting on the uniqueness
and the separateness of Arab Socialism from Marxism-Leninism.

CHAPTER X
FULL CIRCLE:

A CONCLUSION

Despite the long history of communist activities dating from the
1920's, communism was unable to establish a stronghold in the Arab world.
Egyptian-Soviet cooperation, eventually culminating in the total depen
dence of Egypt on the Soviet Union, did not materially improve communist
fortunes in the Arab Middle East; in fact, the reverse was true.
Egypt there was, in 1952, an active communist party.

The fact that it

was illegal and that it operated underground was immaterial.
however, no such independent Marxist organization existed.

By 1970,

The reasons

for communist failure in the Arab world were many and varied.
among them was Islam.

In

Foremost

The identification, in the collective consciousness

of the masses, of communism or Marxism-Leninism with atheism precluded any
chance for Marxism to gain a following, let alone a stronghold.

Another

hindrance to the acceptance of Marxism in the Arab world was the legacy
of Western colonialism.

Because of their bitter experience of imperialism,

Arab nationalists rejected any form of imported ideology and its concommitant political institutions and emphasized instead the need for indi
genous political theories and applications.

Another aspect of Arab na

tionalism, the pursuit of Arab unity, was antithetical to Marxist inter
nationalism.

This rejection was exacerbated by the misdeeds of local

communists in the Palestine question, by their opposition to the formation
of the UAR and their role in its dissolution, and by their activities in
498
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Iraq.

Another reason was the generally accepted notion of the lack of in

dependence of the Arab communist parties.

All these elements made commun

ist success in the Arab world a mission impossible."''
To crown these difficulties, Egypt insisted on compartmentalizing
its relations with the Soviet Union.

^Abd al-Nasir and the rest of the

Egyptian leadership never tired of clearly and unambiguously distinguish
ing between the Soviet Union, the nation-state whose pragmatic interests
coincided—until 1970—with those of Egypt, and the Soviet Union, the fort
ress and guardian of Marxism-Leninism.

They refused even to tolerate the

latter's relations with or its intercessions on behalf of the Arab commun
ists.

When the Soviet Union did act on the part of communism in the Arab

world, the potent media machine of the UAR engaged the Soviets in an un
equal and eventually losing propaganda war.

The ties between Egypt and

the USSR were deepened only after the UAR left its Arab followers to their
tragic fate.
What role did ideology play in fifteen years of Egyptian-Soviet
cooperation?

Ideology as an instrument of Soviet foreign policy, while

never insignificant, was not of primary importance.

It was used to jus

tify the activities of the Soviet Union in the international arena.

Only

after political decisions were made did Soviet leaders call on theorists
and ideologues to find in the body of Marxism-Leninism dogmatic principles
to support the pragmatic approach or policy already agreed upon.

In

Egyptian-Soviet relations, beginning with the Czech/Soviet arms deal, the

1. Saif al-Dauleh, Foundations of Arab Socialism, pp. 7-9; alAhram, August 25, 1967.
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security interests of the Soviet Union were always of paramount importance.
Egypt's success in preventing the vast majority of the Arab states—all, in
fact, except Iraq—from joining what the Soviets perceived as an agressive
Western-sponsored military bloc for the Middle East convinced the Soviet
leadership to come to ^Abd al-Nasir's aid.

That was the beginning of a

stormy but enduring relationship which lasted well into the 1970's.

It

was a relationship based on the convergence of the interests of the two
states.

This convergence induced the Soviet Union to consider the Nisir-

ist regime and its survival as identical with its own interest in the Arab
world.

Hence, polic;

adopted to ensure its survival.

Having decided

upon this course, the ideological dimension was subsequently brought into
play.

The "zone of peace" was expanded to include Egypt.

Soviet orient

alists were called upon to resurrect the concept of national democracy
and, when it did not fit the facts of Egypt's development, this concept
was modified to that of revolutionary democracy.

After the last source

of embarrassment was removed with the convenient self-dissolution of the
Communist Party of Egypt, the UAR was admitted to the non-capitalist path
of development, again newly resuscitated for the purpose from the corpus
of Marxist-Leninist thought.

The favorable and at times even patronizing

outlook toward Egypt on the part of the Soviet Union was impelled by a
fundamental underlying motive, the independent, non-aligned, anti-imperialist,
anti-colonialist—that is, anti-Western—foreign policy of Egypt.

This

conclusion was identical to that at which another observer of the Soviet
Union arrived:
it is quite plain to all who might not have realized it before that
this "socialist orientation" is valued quite secondarily for its
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effects on domestic policies, its prime virtue lies in producing
a pro-Soviet orientation of foreign policy. When domestic poli
cies begin to be less sympathetically described, this can often
be a sign of dissatisfaction with foreign policy trends.2
The best evidence supporting this conclusion were the eulogies
a

made to Jamal '•Abd al-Nasir.

He was the leader of the anti-imperialist

struggle, and as president of Egypt he was the leader of a major component
of the worldwide national liberation movement, the Arab national liberation
movement.

This movement was a manifestation of anti-Western attitudes

emanating from the domination and colonization of parts of the Arab world
by the West to the middle of the twentieth century.

Jamal ^Abd al-Nctsir's

leadership in the Arab world, in the non-aligned movement, and in the AfroAsian countries gained him a prestige which became increasingly significant
in international affairs and was thus of great importance to the Soviet
Union.

Because of the strategic position of the Arab nation, '•Abd al-Nasir

was celebrated as a great friend of the Soviet Union for his establishment
of Arab-Soviet friendship.

In Egyptian affairs, he was seen as the prin

cipal force in initiating independent economic development.

To the Soviet

Union, the, Nasirism was significant because it was synonymous with inde
pendence from the West; with anti-imperialism—i.e., economic freedom from

2. David Morison, "The USSR and the Third World: Ideal and Real
ity," Mizan 12 (October 1970): 23. The same conclusion was also reached
by Morton Schwartz, "The USSR and Leftist Regimes in Less-Developed Coun
tries," Survey 13 (Spring 1973): 236-37.
3. Izvestia, September 30, 1970, cited in CDSP', vol. 22, no. 39,
p. 4; "Gamal Abdel Nasser," New Times no. 40 (October 1970): 7; Pavel
Demchenko, "Egypt in the Days of Mourning," Ibid. no. 41 (October 1970):
6-8; R. Petrov, "The Soviet Union and Arab Countries," International Af
fairs no. 11 (November 1972): 22-24, 29.
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•the West; with non-alignment which, in a polarized world, was detrimental
to the interests of the West; and with opposition to Western military al
liances.

All these aspects of '•Abd al-Nasir's leadership made friendship

between Egypt and the Soviet Union, in Soviet eyes, highly desirable if
not absolutely necessary.
On the Egyptian side, there was an equally pragmatic approach to
ward the Soviet Union.

The evidence of this conclusion is threaded through

out this work but is best exemplified by '•Abd al-N&sir's own "manual" or
"handbook" for deajing with the USSR.^

The Egyptian president discussed

the outline of this manual with his intellectual alter ego, Heikal, imme
diately after Khrushchev's departure from Egypt on May 25, 1964.

V&bd

From

al-Nasir's point of view, it covered his dealings with the Soviet

Union under Khrushchev.

Heikal incorporated the manuscript in his Sphinx

and Commissar which discussed Soviet and Arab developments through the
mid-1970's.

Recognizing the close personal relationship between these two

Egyptian personalities, one can safely assume that the period 1964 to 1970
was treated in a fashion similar to that *-Abd al-Nisir himself would have
used to describe it.

Moreover, the change of leadership in the Soviet

Union in 1964 resulted more in a change in the style rather than in the
substance or direction of Soviet-Middle Eastern policy.
kAbd al-Msir's manual analyzed the psychologies of the Soviet
leaders, reflecting his keen perception and understanding of their idio
syncrasies as well as of the mechanics of the Soviet decision-making

4.

Heikal, Sphinx and Commissar, pp. 22-32.
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process.

The manual is of particular importance in that it contains '•Abd

al-Nasir's own periodization of the various stages in the stormy relation
ship between Egypt and the Soviet Union.

Drawn from the Egyptian experi

ence, it attempts to outline the general evolution of international bonds
between the Soviet Union and the nations of the Third World.
The first stage of relations delineated by ^-Abd al-Nasir was that
of Soviet mistrust which, for Egypt, lasted from 1952 to 1955.

During

this stage the new leader is either ignored or attacked by Soviet media
because the Soviet Union at this stage inherently suspects all national
movements on the grounds of Marxist-Leninist theory.

Soviet suspicion

is generally more intense if a new leader or leadership emerged from the
armed forces which, because of the role of military leaders in Latin Am
erica, are seen: as counterrevolutionaries and preservers of the status quo.
Hence, the initial Soviet view of ^Abd al-N&sir was that he was a tool of
imperialism, a perception which was maintained until the middle of 1955.
The second stage is that of "interregnum" in which the Soviets
reevaluate the new leadership, especially after;it has subscribed to and
joined Third World groupings such as the non-aligned movement.

During

this stage, lasting for Egypt from the middle of 1955 to July of 1956,
The Soviet Union would enter into limited and practical transactions in
trade, arms, etc.
Egyptian-Soviet honeymoon, the third stage, lasted from July of
1956 to November of 1958.

It was inaugurated by the new leadership and

resulted from Egypt's momentous revolutionary action in the nationaliza
tion of the Suez Canal.

The initial reaction of the Soviet Union in such
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cases is usually a conspicuous silence lasting for a short time, allowing
its leadership to evaluate the deed and reach a collective decision.

Once

the action is positively evaluated, the silence is broken and replaced by
Soviet endorsement.

This is usually accompanied by the elevation of the

new leadership to a place of esteem.

Along with it comes unlimited poli

tical and economic backing and a direct channel of communication with the
Soviet leadership.

On a global scale, this increased backing from the

Soviet Union creates an undesirable worsening of relations with the West,
which brands the new national leader as a communist or, at the least, a
communist stooge.

This puts the national leader on the defensive and com

pels him to emphasize his independence and to put as much ideological dis
tance between himself and Moscow as possible.

This defensive move may in

clude media attacks on and oppression and persecution of local communists,
which in turn lead to the fourth stage.
Vehement and often violent public quarrels mark the fourth stage
of the development of relations with the Soviet Union.

For Egypt this

stage lasted from December of 1958 to September of 1962 and was decisive
in determining the future of Soviet dealings with *-Abd al-Nasir.

During

this stage the Soviets retreat from their earlier cordial stance in order
to reevaluate the national leader and determine his importance to their
objectives.

In Egypt's case, the result of Soviet reevaluation was posi

tive, as seen in the continued and even increased level of economic and
military aid promised or delivered.
The fifth and final stage is that of ideological pigeonholing.
This also includes the normalization of relations with the national
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leadership and its classification into a well defined category which will
determine the nature and extent of support the Soviet Union is prepared to
render the country in question.

This pigeonholing reflects the very es

sence of Soviet society which is highly stratified—just as stratified, in
fact, as was the preceding tsarist society.

Just as the position of the

individual in the Soviet pyramid affects all aspects of his life, the po
sition of any given state in the Soviet scale of values similarly deter
mines the breadth and depth of its relations with the Soviet Union.
Heikal enumerated four categories within which a given state de
veloping relations with the Soviet Union is placed.

This is a dynamic

classification and is a function of the activities of the state in ques
tion.

HCwever, the reversal of any downgrading of a nation's status is

extremely difficult because of the unwieldy nature of the Soviet political
and administrative system which precludes the possibility of adjustment or
quick response.
The first, Category A, is the highest and is synonymous with most
favored status.

It entails many privileges, including direct dealings with

the highest leadership and substantial political support and economic aid,
but such assistance is no longer unconditional as it was in the honeymoon
stage.

Arms are sold at a one-third discount.

less beneficial than Category A.

Category B is only slightly

Egypt enjoyed a Category A status from

1962 to 1965 and a Category B status from 1965 to 1968, which may reflect
the uncertainty of the new Soviet leadership toward Egypt.

Category C in

volves a drastic downgrading of relations and includes very difficult
dealings with Moscow's obtuse bureaucrats whose decisions are nevertheless
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irrevocable.

Category D entails a cold formalism and unconcealed, hostility

in relations with the Soviet Union, with all the difficulties implied
therein.
Heikal included in

Abd al-Nasir's manual an instructive and re

vealing: insight into the Egyptian president's estimation of the intellec
tual and social quality of the Soviet leaders.

This was explicitly ex

pressed in a list of "dos" and "don'ts," a series of recommendations to
those Third World leaders who, either singly or collectively, desired to
establish close relations with the Soviet Union.
Heikal's counsels were as follows:
1.

To negotiate in a language easily understood by both sides.

English

was preferred because of the competence of Russian translators.
2;

To have available a stock of jokes and anecdotes to smooth

over rough

movements with Soviet leaders who, unlike their Western counterparts
who usually stemmed from the elite of their societies, were common
folk who had moved upward through party machinery.
3.

To be well briefed on the history of the Second World War, and espe
cially on the Russian theater, where one would be well advised to know
the details of the command structure and of well known commanders.

4. To be able to hold liquor well or, failing that, not to drink at all.
5.

To be sure that the leader of a delegation parleying with Soviet lead
ers was one in a position to make decisions on the spot.

The Soviets,

Heikal warned, would scrutinize the delegation to discover the order
of importance among members of a delegation.
6. To be familiar with the internal interplay of forces within the Soviet
state, and above all to listen only to the top leadership while at
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the same time keeping one's eyes and ears open during parties and fes
tivities at which most useful information could be gleaned.
To establish the identity of the Soviet "godfather," i.e., the leader
whose responsibility it was to oversee Soviet relations with the coun
try in question.

Their fate, that of the Soviet patron and of the be

neficiary state, were interdependent.
To familiarize oneself with the Soviet leadership's assessment of the
current American president, as this would affect all Soviet decisions.
To familiarize oneself with early Soviet history in order to establish
the tactical and strategic context and perspectives within which the
Soviet leadership thought.

For example, the Arab-Israeli conflict

was analogous to the conflict between the nascent Soviet state and
Imperial Germany; having experienced the horrors of the Second World
War, the Soviets were absolutely terrified of a nuclear confrontation,
and this fear determined a. priori the limits of their support of any
conflict which might, however remotely, lead to a confrontation with
the United States.
The list of "don'ts" offered to Third World leaders included:
Not to be impatient with the slow decision-making process of the So
viets, which reflected their cumbersome and time-consuming planning.
Not to ask, except in the most dire of emergencies, for agricultural
aid, since the agricultural sector was the Achilles' heel of the So
viet economy.
Not to discuss any errors or shortcomings of the Soviet Union, past
or present.
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4.

Not to let any dispute last too long, for the Soviet leaders would
attempt to find some face-saving device to settle it.

5.

Not to deprive Soviet leaders of room to maneuver.

6.

Never to equate the Soviet Union with the United States, for this
bordered on intellectual and ideological blasphemy.

7.

Not to defend the People's Republic of China on any account or under
any pretext.

8.

Not to be offended by advice given, however unwelcome, relating to
one's internal affairs.

9.
10.

Not to reveal; information afforded in confidence.
Not to underestimate Soviet sensitivity regarding the treatment of
one's local communist party.

11.

Not to give expensive gifts.
Pragmatism, then, as seen from the manual, was the most fundamental

and consistent aspect of UAR-Soviet relations.

From the ashes of the

Second World War arose, phoenix-like, two problems that were to determine
Egyptian-Soviet entente:

the rivalry between East and West in the Cold War,

and the Palestine question.

The two were only remotely connected, but they

converged to create the background against which both Egypt and the Soviet
Union met to begin their walk down a tumultuous and tragic road whose con
fluences and divergences were dictated by the same forces which initially
had brought them together.
The Cold War caused the two major world powers, the United States
and the Soviet Union, to work at cross-purposes.

5.

Ibid., pp. 27-32.

The United States with
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its allies sought to contain the Soviet Union by a chain of alliances in
NATO and SEATO.

The only gap that remained was the Middle East, of which

the Arab world constituted a major part.

This gap could be closed by in

corporating Iran and Turkey in a Middle Eastern alliance but, without the
Arab world, this defense arrangement lacked strategic depth.

Hence, the

inclusion of the Arab world, with Egypt as its natural leader, was impera
tive.
The Arab world had its own preoccupations.

An Arab nationalist

movement had been born which sought freedom from the shackles of colonial
ism.

It received a severe setback from the creation of a Jewish national

state in the midst of Arab nation states.

There, in the remains of the

Palestinian Arab people rose the State of Israel, a Trojan horse driven by
its own insecurity and suffering to develop a militant and highly effective
militaristic machine which dealt the Arabs a crushing, defeat.

The Arab

world, with Egypt at its head, was groaning from the twin shame of
subjugation and defeat.
This was the political and psychological milieu in which the West
proposed its defensive schemes directed not against the nemesis of the Arab
world, Israel, but against a remote but presumably potential enemy, the
A

Soviet Union.

^

Egypt, under the leadership of Jamal 'Abd al-Nasir, refused

to commit itself to an alliance which would not protect it against Israel
but which would legitimize the presence of a vast British army of
occupation in the Suez Canal zone.

Egypt effectively scuttled all alliances

proposed for the defense of the Middle East.

The West pressured Egypt by

denying it arms to defend itself and aid to develop its economy.
A

did not relent:

At

Jamal ^Abd al-Nasir was determined to achieve

Egypt
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true independence and to pursue an independent foreign policy.

He sought

aid and comfort from the Soviet Union, the only other available source,
despite his disdain for its ideology and its political system.
From the Soviet perspective, Egypt had succeeded in preventing
that which the Soviet Union could not realistically hope by its own means
to accomplish, that is, the creation of an anti-Soviet Western alliance in
the Middle East.

The USSR decided to assist Egypt despite suspicions of

its new military leadership.

Egypt and the Soviet Union met at the

convergence of their interests.

Both adopted an opportunistic policy.

Egypt exploited Soviet-American contradictions and rivalry while the USSR,
in turn, exploited Egyptian-Western contradictions.
The Soviet Union extended military aid, diplomatic support, and
vast economic assistance, the best symbols of which were the interdependent
Aswan High Dam and development of Egypt's budding industry.

lAbd al-Na§ir's

Egypt became the cornerstone of Soviet policy in the Arab world.

It was a

purely pragmatic venture dictated by Soviet security requirements.

The

Egyptian leadership's deepseated anti-communism was recognized, ignored,
and finally papered over until the Soviet Union perceived a potential
second foothold in the Arab world when the royal Hashimite regime of Iraq
was overthrown by a military coup d'etat led by General ''Abd al-Karim
Qassem.

Suddenly, the Soviet Union came to the defense of Arab communists

and the new Iraqi leader.

This Soviet posture buoyed to the surface the

true sentiments of Egypt toward communism and the Soviet Union.

They were

manifested by a virulent and venomous war of words which Egypt's highly
developed propaganda machine launched against the Soviet Union.

Egyptians
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declared their determination not to replace Western colonialism with a more
brutal communist or Soviet counterpart.
Both parties to this verbal conflict kept their options open and
did not push! toward the precipice.

The Soviet Union kept its aid commit

ments and Egypt often declared that its hostility was directed toward lo
cal communists and any seeming intervention in its domestic affairs rather
than toward the Soviet Union to which it felt a debt of gratitude.

At the

same time, the United States, sensing a propitious opportunity, reversed
its course and extended economic aid to Egypt, alerting the Soviet Union
to the potential loss of *-Abd al-N3sir whose vast popularity and prestige
in the Arab and Third Worlds could not possibly be outweighed by that of
Qassem and whose goodwill could attain for the Soviet Union what the local
Arab communists could not conceivably replace.

The quarrel was settled by

the jie facto retreat and withdrawal of the Soviet Union from this unequal
verbal contest.

Egypt needed the Soviet Union as well.

It could obtain

food from the United States, but it needed arms for its defense which, for
domestic reasons, the United States would or could not grant.
tunism won the day.

Again oppor

Egypt exploited U.S.-USSR rivalry and the Soviet Union

capitalized on Egypt's fear of Israel and on American unwillingness or in
ability to override the powerful Zionist lobby in the United States.
After the termination of a contest of wills, Egypt and the Soviet
Union settled down to cultivate close economic, military, and political
relations.

The Soviet Union resumed its ideological reevaluation of the

Nasirist regime.

Soviet orientalists and ideologues commenced the gradual

upgrading of Egyptian domestic developments.

Their purpose was twofold:
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ideologically to justify Soviet aid to and cooperation with a basically
anti-communist regime, and to identify the smallest ideological common
denominator which would further draw the two states together.

After ini

tially expanding the zone of peace to include Egypt, a process commenced
by Khrushchev and continued at his behest, Egypt was identified as a state
of national democracy.

When '•Abd al-Nasir continued his suppression of

this communist movement, the UAR was dubbed a revolutionary democracy.
Its highest status was attained after Egyptian communists dismantled their
party, thereby removing the last embarrassment for the Soviet Union.

Egypt

was embarked, according to Marxist theorists, on the non-capitalist path
of development, even though it did not actually possess all the attributes
of this new exalted "socialist orientation."

Admittedly, Soviet theorists

were aided by the fundamental economic;'changes implemented by ^-Abd al-N3sir.
After the c.oup of July 23, 1952, the new military leadership was
appalled by the depth of Egypt's miserable social and economic conditions.
Gradually, its leader, Jamal kAbd al-Nasir, came to realize the need for
drastic action to relieve his land from its misery and to reinvigorate it.
He began with mild agrarian reforms and encouraged private national capital
to participate fully in Egypt's recovery and economic expansion.
measures failed, he launched an extensive social revolution.

When these

The motive was

not to accommodate the Soviet Union in matters of ideology; rather, the re
verse was true.

The conceptual backbone of his social revolution was Arab

Socialism whose adherents exerted every possible effort to distinguish it
from Marxism-Leninism which was, in the Egyptian mind, synonymous with
atheism.

'•Abd al-Nasir explicitly enumerated, both in principle and in
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application, the fundamental differences between Arab Socialism and MarxismLeninism.

Most profound of these distinctions . were Islamic sanctions,

private property, and social harmony.
As relations between the UAR and the Soviet Union became closer,
those between Egypt and the United States worsened.

This was particularly

true after Egypt's intervention in the Yemeni civil war.

The succession

of Lyndon Johnson to the presidency of the United States added an element
of mutual personal antipathy between him and '•Abd al-N&sir.

American con

cern for the security of Israel, and the attempt to link food aid to Egypt
with limits of disagreement in their respective objectives acceptable to
the United States was construed by ^-Abd al-N&sir as blatant blackmail.
The end result was the alienation, of Egypt from the United States.

Rela

tions between the two states deteriorated to a level of undisguised hos
tility.

The U.S., or so Egypt was led or led itself to believe, viewed

the Nasirist regime and its allies in the Arab world as a danger to its
interests in the strategically vital Middle East, and hence Egypt must
be undermined.

This Egyptian perception of American hostility and its

consequent plotting to undermine both the stability of Egypt and its lead
ership role in the Arab and Third Worlds revived ^Abd al-Nasir's fears of
an anti-UAR conspiracy with its tentacles reaching to the four corners of
the earth.
The concept of an anti-Egyptian conspiracy dated back to the Is
raeli raid on Ghaza in February of 1955.

Now it was revived.

The burden

of the Yemeni misadventure, consequent economic difficulties, the Muslim
Brethren conspiracy, events in Indonesia, the removal of Ghana's Nkrumah,

the termination of American food aid, tension along the Arab-Israeli armis
tice lines, intelligence revelations concerning Britain's contingency plans
for the area and American intentions toward Egypt, large-scale military
clashes between Syria and Israel; all of these events were seen by '-Abd alNasir as components of a worldwide anti-Egyptian reactionary-imperialist
conspiracy aiming at the isolation and eventual destruction of his regime.
The Soviet Union deepened ^Abd al-Nasir's paranoia by viewing these develop
ments in a similar light.

The last straw was provided by Soviet intelli

gence about a contemplated Israeli attack on Syria.
had no choice but to act to deter Israel.

*\Abd al-Msir felt he

His often repeated advice of

caution and vigilance disappeared into the sands of the Sinai.

He blus

tered his way into a disastrous war with Israel.
The consequences of defeat were manifest in a quadrangular dilemma.
Israel achieved a new highly favorable status quo which included occupa
tion of Arab territory in Egypt, Jordan, and Syria.
it.

Egypt tried to undo

Israel, with American aid, frustrated all its efforts.

The United

States would not allow ^Abd al-Nasir to succeed because his diplomatic vic
tory would erase his military defeat and consequently would have adverse
impact on its interests in the Arab world.

Its best approach was to stale

mate the crisis at all levels, military and diplomatic.
the anchor of its Middle Eastern policy was defeated.

On the Soviet side,

The surrender of

Egypt would effectively remove Soviet influence from the Arab world.

The

Soviet Union could not undo Israel's success short of direct military in
tervention which surely would be met by American power.
would be unimaginable.

The consequences

As for the United States, the best solution for
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the Soviet Union was to establish a stalemate by providing Egypt and other
Arab states with carefully measured quantities of arms, enough to sustain
an adequate defense but not enough to permit Egypt to develop a credible
offensive capability.

On the diplomatic plane the United States supported

a UN resolution for a peaceful solution of the crisis while at the same
time giving Israel the means to frustrate UN efforts.

The stalemate was

complete in the halls of diplomacy and on the fields of battle.
An irony of history became manifest by 1970.

Egypt, which had so

skillfully manipulated East-West rivalry, was now a victim of the same
American-Soviet polarization.

The United States would not permit a

Soviet-backed Egyptian success because that would threaten its crucial
economic interests in the area.

It sought a solution to the crisis on

terms which would reveal Soviet impotence and consequently remove Russian
influence.

The Soviet Union, having established as a result of Egypt's

precedent-setting initiative a strong position in Egypt, Sudan, Libya,
Syria, Iraq, and South Yemen, was equally determined not to be excluded
from the Middle East.

Egypt, which had received nearly $1.5 billion in

economic and $4 billion in military aid, was now faced with a cruel
realization.

The Soviets could not retrieve Arab land.

The United States

could, but the Soviet Union would not accept an American solution.

The

inescapable conclusion was that a conflict of interest existed between
Egypt and the Soviet Union.

Another irony of history was manifest.

The

Cold War and the Palestine question had brought Egypt and the Soviet Union
together; now the same forces separated them.
key to the solution of Egypt's problems.

The United States held the

The course of Egyptian-American

detente,subsequently pursued by Anwar Sadat, was charted.
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