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      From Yom Kippur to Camp David: The Middle East in History, is my attempt to tell the story of the modern Middle East through the people who were forced to make impossible choices. Gamal Abdel Nasser, Anwar Sadat, Golda Meir, Menachem Begin, Henry Kissinger, King Faisal, King Hussein, Richard Nixon, and Jimmy Carter are not presented here as distant legends on a page. They appear as real, flawed actors caught in moments when delay, pride, or a single misjudgment could shove the region into war—or pull it back from the brink.

      The book moves from the shock of the 1972 Munich Olympics massacre to the ignored warnings that preceded the Yom Kippur War, and along the secret, consequential paths that drew Egypt and Israel back onto the battlefield. Readers are taken inside Operation Badr — the daring crossing of the Suez Canal that shattered the Bar-Lev Line — into the chaos of tank battles in the Valley of Tears, and into Ariel Sharon’s risky, high-stakes maneuver at the Chinese Farm. These chapters are less about heroic slogans and more about confusion, fear, and the brutal speed at which history can turn.

      War, though, is only part of the story. I trace how the conflict spilled into Washington and Moscow and into living rooms around the globe. When King Faisal helped lead the Arab oil embargo in 1973, energy instantly became a political blunt instrument — not the act of one man alone but of a coalition of oil-producing states — and overnight the balance of power shifted. The embargo, the ensuing energy crisis, and those harsh winters of rationing and blackout scares laid bare how deeply the Middle East had come to touch everyday life far beyond its borders. Diplomacy, money, and control of energy proved as decisive as tanks and aircraft.

      Inside Egypt and Israel, the pressure looked different but was no less severe. Sadat’s deliberate break with Nasser’s legacy — his diplomatic pivot and his economic opening, the infitah — carried big hopes and big risks. Cuts to subsidies and the strains of reform fed bread shortages and, two years later, the 1977 bread riots, while shortages in schools and public services sharpened popular anger. In Israel, the rise of Likud upended decades of Labor dominance, reshaped domestic politics, and forced a rethinking of what “peace” might mean politically and practically. Those internal battles mattered as much as any front line — leaders were fighting enemies abroad while losing patience and trust at home.

      The journey from Jerusalem to Camp David was anything but a smooth march toward peace. It was tense, personal, and shot through with uncertainty. This book doesn't ask you to admire every decision by Anwar Sadat, Menachem Begin, or Jimmy Carter; it asks you to see how fragile the path really was, how few exits there were, and why the price of peace in the Middle East was paid not merely in treaties—but in isolation, fury, and blood.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            SADAT, KISSINGER, AND THE ROAD TO WAR

          

        

      

    

    
      Let me first introduce a new face in our story. In 1938 — a year before Europe would descend into the full-scale war that began in September 1939 — a young German Jewish boy and his family hastily gathered what they could and fled Germany. They left in the shadow of a rising terror, escaping just ahead of the brutal outburst known as Kristallnacht, which erupted on November 9–10, 1938 in Nazi Germany.

      The boy had a fierce love for football; he didn’t just enjoy playing — he lived for the matches. Because he was Jewish, he was barred from many public spaces in Nazi Germany; stadiums were often off-limits, whether through official restrictions or the hostile actions of local authorities and crowds. To see a game he would frequently disguise himself as an ordinary German and slip inside, a small act of rebellion against a world that wanted to push him out. It was risky. When he was discovered, he faced more than humiliation: stadium guards or Nazi thugs often beat him for flouting the exclusion. His father had already been stripped of his professorship because he was Jewish — a fate that befell many Jewish civil servants after 1933 — and losing that steady income plunged the family into hardship. With few options left they made the wrenching decision to leave Germany. Like many Jewish families fleeing persecution, they endured setbacks and detours, moving from place to place until they finally reached the United States and settled in New York.

      For a long time after, the boy put in long days at a factory and burned the midnight oil at night school. By grit and steady effort he managed to work his way up—eventually qualifying in bookkeeping and securing steady civilian work. When he later joined the United States Army, nothing about his record at first suggested greatness. But because he spoke German fluently and World War II had broken out, he was quickly pulled into military intelligence, assigned to operations aimed at Germany. Before long he was sent to the European theater, out near the front lines doing dangerous and vital intelligence work.

      When the war ended, he returned to the United States and won a place at Harvard. Allegedly he wrote an undergraduate thesis so long—some accounts put it at roughly 400 pages—that it became the stuff of legend. (There are even stories that Harvard afterwards imposed a 35,000‑word limit on student theses.) He stayed on at Harvard for a master's and then a doctorate, and by the time he finished his PhD he was already advising prominent American think tanks and showing real talent and influence within Republican circles. In 1967, amid the upheaval of the Six‑Day War, a chance meeting brought him into contact with Richard Nixon. He later warned his employer at the time—one of Nixon’s chief rivals in the party, Nelson Rockefeller—that Nixon was a formidable competitor. By 1969 Nixon had emerged victorious and become the thirty‑seventh President of the United States; unexpectedly, he appointed this man as his National Security Advisor. So who was this person?

      In fact, he's hardly an unfamiliar figure: a long‑time friend of the Chinese people and one of the world's most famous experts on international affairs — Henry Kissinger, the German‑born American of Jewish descent who would later serve as U.S. Secretary of State. There’s a little linguistic joke attached to his name: in English "Kissinger" looks like it could mean "a person who is kissing," and that coincidence has invited jokes and fanciful speculation about his ancestors. But that’s just a modern pun. Like the Rothschilds and many other Jewish families in German lands, his surname comes from German, not English; it most likely indicates origin from the town of Kissingen (today Bad Kissingen) and reflects how place‑based surnames were commonly formed. Many Jewish families adopted German‑style surnames in the 18th and 19th centuries, sometimes taking place names, so the name points to geography and history rather than amorous ancestors.

      Back to the main thread: when Kissinger became the U.S. National Security Advisor, the United States and its foreign relations were plunged into one of the most complex and turbulent stretches of modern history.

      At this stage, relations between the United States and Europe were cooling, and the embryo of what would become the European Union was steadily taking shape. In Asia, America remained mired in the Indochina quagmire of the Vietnam War, while watching with concern as tensions between India and Pakistan mounted — a buildup that would, within a year, erupt into the third major Indo‑Pakistani war. Far to the west in North Africa, Libya’s own Free Officers movement had come to power in a dramatic 1969 coup that toppled King Idris and put Muammar Gaddafi — an admirer of Nasser — squarely on the political stage. Closer to the Levant, Lebanon’s domestic breakdown deepened, leaving many fearful that the country might tip into open collapse.

      The region’s remaining monarchs — figures like King Hussein of Jordan and King Hassan II of Morocco, together with Iran’s Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi and Saudi leadership under King Faisal at the time — watched these storms with growing alarm. They feared they might be the next to fall. Egypt and Israel were locked in a grim war of attrition that had been grinding on since 1967. In early 1970 Israel staged a series of air incursions and show‑of‑force flights over areas such as the Nile Delta, meant to intimidate the Egyptian public and signal the strain on Egypt’s armed forces. Rhetoric on both sides hardened; Golda Meir famously declared, in essence, that as long as Nasser lived there could be no prospect of peace — a pithy paraphrase of the mood in Jerusalem more than a literal, single quotation.

      Then, in September 1970, Gamal Abdel Nasser — aged 52 — died. His passing threw the region’s precarious balance into question. Henry Kissinger, then U.S. National Security Advisor, sensed an opening for Arab‑Israeli talks in the aftermath, but Washington made a consequential strategic error: instead of centering negotiations on Cairo and Egypt’s new leadership, the administration turned much of its attention toward Moscow, Egypt’s principal patron. In doing so, Western statesmen — and the Soviets themselves — gravely underestimated a man who would surprise them all: Anwar Sadat.

      When Sadat first assumed the presidency, Kissinger happened to be accompanying President Nixon on a state visit to a Mediterranean country north of Egypt. A reporter asked Kissinger what he made of the new Egyptian leader; he reportedly brushed him off as a mere transitional figure who wouldn’t last more than a month or two. Many years later, in his memoirs, Kissinger owned that this dismissive judgment of President Sadat was among the serious mistakes of his career.

      Later, Kissinger would famously describe Sadat as "a great leader of his time." During Kissinger's years in government—first as National Security Adviser and then as Secretary of State—his conversations with world leaders were often long and intensive; he had particularly deep, sustained exchanges with both Anwar Sadat and Zhou Enlai. That candor shows up in his memoirs—such as White House Years and Years of Upheaval—and, some observers note, he appears more willing to lay bare his judgments there than some other leaders have been in their own recollections, including Golda Meir.

      Yet precisely because the world tended to underestimate Sadat, the stage was set for the outbreak of the 1973 Middle East war. (That conflict is commonly called the Yom Kippur War or October War.) Why do I say that? First, we need to understand what kind of man Sadat really was.

      By now the name Sadat is probably no longer unfamiliar. People often tell the story that it was Sadat who first announced the success of the 1952 Revolution over the radio — and that’s how the tale has been handed down in many retellings. In reality, the coup was the work of the Free Officers as a group; Muhammad Naguib served as the initial public face and the early broadcasts were essentially a collective effort. Still, Sadat was among those officers, and he soon became a recognizable figure in the new order.

      Nasser had two important revolutionary partners: one was Abdel Hakim Amer, and the other was Sadat. Amer — often rendered incorrectly in some accounts as “Abdullah Amir” — was once seen as Nasser’s likely successor. As Egypt’s Minister of Defense and Chief of the General Staff he held tremendous sway, but the 1967 Six-Day War (sometimes called the Third Arab‑Israeli War) exposed military and leadership failures that shattered his reputation. He left the historical stage in disgrace and died under controversial circumstances while under detention in 1967 — widely reported as suicide, though some sources have suggested he may have been forced to take his own life. Three years later, Nasser died, and Sadat naturally took up Nasser’s mantle and became the new leader.

      Throughout Sadat’s life, four figures cast the deepest shadows over him. The first was Zaklan — described in the popular stories as a Muslim religious leader who, in Egypt’s years under British domination, stood up to the colonizers. According to the tales, Zaklan organized uprisings that touched off wide unrest and was eventually captured and executed by British authorities. As he mounted the gallows, the story goes, he addressed the crowd below with burning conviction: “May God, one day in the future, grant this world—full of baseness and injustice—the retribution it deserves.”

      In truth, Zaklan’s death preceded Sadat’s birth. The legends place Zaklan’s end around 1906, while Sadat was born in 1918. Yet by the time Sadat came of age, Zaklan’s exploits had already been fashioned into a contemporary Egyptian epic — a tragic, rousing legend passed down in street tales and sermons. To Sadat, Zaklan remained, without question, the archetypal embodiment of nationalism and the nation’s cultural soul.

      The second was Mustafa Kemal — the father of modern Turkey. Kemal steered his nation through the crucible of the Turkish War of Independence, shouldering countless hardships and ultimately driving back the Greek forces to secure Turkey’s sovereignty on the ancient soil of Anatolia. That luminous victory became, for Sadat, a vast source of spiritual encouragement: it showed him that a defiant people, led by a resolute leader, could rebirth a nation and revive a civilization. In Sadat’s eyes, Kemal embodied the bearing, the courage, and the clear-eyed will every leader ought to possess.

      The third was India’s Mahatma Gandhi. Geographically, India and Egypt are separated by thousands of miles and have little in the way of direct ties; politically, however, they shared a bond in the age of empire — both peoples had felt the weight of British power. Egypt’s relationship with Britain differed in form and degree from India’s long colonization, but British domination and influence over Egypt from the late 19th century into the early 20th century is undeniable. India’s eventual success in shedding British rule therefore carried deep lessons for Egyptians hoping to reclaim their own national destiny.

      Gandhi’s life added another layer to that influence. His long years in South Africa shaped the discipline of his politics, and his name and methods reached far beyond the subcontinent. Reports say he passed through the region in 1931, and whether by presence or by reputation his ideas resonated with Egyptian public life — at a moment when the Wafd Party dominated the national scene, Gandhi’s example became a spectacle and an inspiration. To Sadat, Gandhi represented the extraordinary power of popular will: even without guns or conventional arms, if the people lend their full-hearted support, a movement can prevail. That was the essence of Gandhi’s doctrine of nonviolent noncooperation. This is the third point.

      As for the fourth figure, it was—needless to say—Nasser. One could even argue that without him there might never have been a Sadat. To Sadat, Nasser seemed the perfect blend of the other three: the national ardor of Saad Zaghloul, the decisive, tide‑turning military leadership of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, and something of Gandhi’s moral magnetism. From Nasser, Sadat saw the Egyptian traits that Zaghloul had stirred and the extraordinary military heft of Kemal; beyond that, Nasser had a rare gift for rallying the masses—not only to unify Egypt but to stir people across the entire Arab world. Sadat was fortunate to have him as his closest comrade‑in‑arms; from the moment they met, Sadat stood at his side and did not leave.

      When the 1952 revolution led by the Free Officers broke out, Sadat likewise made an indelible contribution to it.

      After the 1952 revolution succeeded and the Free Officers seized control, taking the reins of Egypt’s future, Sadat began to sense a widening shift. The gap between Nasser’s grand blueprint for the nation and the image Sadat himself carried in his head grew more and more visible. Sadat’s revolutionary ambition was straightforward: to end foreign domination — to push the British out and free the Egyptian people from external control. Unlike Nasser, he did not nurture a sweeping dream of fusing every Arab state into a single pan‑Arab entity. His aims were plain and urgent: secure genuine independence so Egyptians could stand tall, live with dignity, and enjoy stability and prosperity. As time passed, he saw that Nasser’s aims lay elsewhere. Nasser’s ambitions were larger in scope; he aspired to make Egypt the focal point of the whole Arab world.

      There’s nothing inherently wrong with such a grand dream — but it has to match your means. Once you have the power, others will naturally orbit you. The idea of being a regional center is really a matter of gravitational pull: when your strength is real and your influence reaches far, the region’s center of gravity will tip toward you. Conversely, if you are all rhetoric and no substance, no matter how loudly you declare yourself the center, you will never become it in truth; that is an inevitable law of development.

      So, could Egypt at that time really become the center of the Arab world? The answer was clearly no.

      In the early postwar years Egypt did start from a somewhat higher footing than many of its Arab neighbors. As I noted when recounting the First Arab–Israeli War (1948–49), Egypt’s military and institutional base was a notch above most, giving it an edge in influence. But that advantage was far from decisive; much of it rested on institutions, infrastructure and social layers left over from the British period, not on a self-sustaining leap in national power. Nasser, of course, understood his country’s true limitations. So he turned decisively toward the Soviet Union — not out of blind ideology, but out of necessity — seeking Soviet weapons, economic aid and technical assistance, hoping to leverage that power to accelerate Egypt’s development and strengthen its standing in the region.

      But Sadat didn’t see it as merely borrowing someone else’s power; to him it was a betrayal of the revolution’s original promise. Above all, he wanted Egypt to stand on its own feet — genuine independence, not a change of masters. To Sadat, Nasser’s line looked like driving the British out with one foot and inviting the Soviets in with the other. That unreserved tilt toward Moscow created an unhealthy reliance: once Soviet support was gone, Egypt would be isolated and unable to sustain itself. Worse, such dependence openly contradicted the Non‑Aligned Movement’s founding ideals of independence, autonomy, and peaceful neutrality.

      By moving Egypt into tight military dependence on the Soviets, Nasser was almost bound to provoke American hostility. And that very hostility would only push Egypt deeper into Soviet hands. Moscow could exploit that leverage—threatening to withdraw investment or aid, cutting off arms, ammunition, or military advisers—and leave Cairo with no viable alternatives. In that predicament, Egypt would be vulnerable not only to direct pressure from the United States and its allies but to indirect pressure as well: the U.S. would not need to intervene in person if it could back or arm Israel and thus leave Egypt unable to resist and humiliated. In short, Soviet backing could become conditional obedience: told to face east you couldn’t face west; told to advance you couldn’t retreat; told to kneel you couldn’t stand.

      After the 1967 Six‑Day War (often called the Third Arab–Israeli War), Sadat grew ever more convinced that no nation — save Egypt itself — would truly look out for Egypt’s interests. Other states acted in pursuit of their own interests, not out of kinship or principle. For that reason, as the years went on, the fracture between Sadat and Nasser widened and hardened.

      As I said in the previous installment, it’s even reported that, just three days before Nasser’s death, the two of them had a heated argument. Still, I firmly believe Sadat could never have murdered Nasser. In Sadat’s mind, despite disagreeing with many of Nasser’s positions, there was sincere affection — a pure, deep friendship. Nasser’s dealings with Sadat were much the same: though privately vexed and at times exasperated with him, Nasser never used his power to crush him. Between them there was a deep, solid trust. Sadat was remarkably upright and unmistakably a man of the military — blunt in manner and not given to beating around the bush in either speech or action.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            FROM NASSER’S SHADOW TO SADAT’S GAMBLE

          

        

      

    

    
      After Gamal Abdel Nasser’s death, Anwar Sadat naturally stepped into the role of Nasser’s successor in Egypt’s leadership. On the surface — from the tidy vantage of history — it looked like a providential opening: a chance for Sadat to put his own ideals into practice and steer Egypt along the course he envisioned. In truth, it was a daunting test. It would not be an overstatement to say that Nasser’s passing thrust Sadat into a perilous, crisis-laden position.

      Why? Because, compared with Nasser, Sadat lacked one crucial attribute: the bearing of a commanding leader. After the 1952 revolution the Revolutionary Command Council — the Free Officers — funneled nearly all their resources, attention, and hopes into Nasser. The spotlight, the stages, the rhetoric were his alone. Other figures from that circle found it hard to attract public notice; take any one of them, and it was uncertain whether ordinary Egyptians could even pick him out of a crowd. Nasser had theatre: an uncanny stage presence, extraordinary mastery of rallies, and the gift of oratory that made him a symbol. Sadat simply did not shine in the same way.

      Beyond personality, Nasserism reshaped Egyptian self-identity. Under his influence many Egyptians stopped seeing themselves only as citizens of Egypt and began to think of themselves primarily as Arabs — and to view Egypt, especially Cairo, as the political and cultural center, even the leading nation, of the Arab world. As Nasser’s rhetoric and example spread, his politics became a kind of public grammar: people absorbed the language, the posture, the expectations. In that sense, the deepest inheritance Nasser left behind was not merely institutions or policies, but a living political legacy — an ethos that, in many eyes, effectively made everyone an heir to Nasserism. This, arguably, was Nasser’s most enduring gift to Egypt.

      So, in that atmosphere, if anyone had stood up and told the Egyptian people, "From now on we will no longer fight; we'll live in peace. We will neither rely on the Soviet Union nor the United States; we won't concern ourselves with Palestine; we'll only look after our own affairs," those words would not merely have failed to win popular approval — they would likely have branded the speaker a traitor. That is why Sadat's very first step after becoming president was so extraordinarily fraught.

      And the difficulty went beyond the sheer improbability of realizing his ideals. Even if he had abandoned those ambitions and tried to keep Egypt firmly on Nasser's path, the task would still have been daunting. The country, its politics and its position in the region were all strained; whether by bold change or cautious continuity, steering Egypt forward would have been an uphill battle.

      The Sinai Peninsula was already lost. By Nasser’s logic, the only way to get it back was through war. But war demands a credible chance of victory; if you can’t beat the opponent outright, what choice remains? You would have to lean on the Soviets. And after Nasser’s death, would Moscow still pour the same vast resources into Egypt as it had before? That is a question worth asking.

      We needn’t rehash all the motives for Soviet support here—they’ve been discussed earlier—but it’s important to note that the Soviets treated Nasser with special regard. The records make clear that Soviet investment in Nasser and in Egypt far outstripped what Moscow funneled to Syria, Iraq, and other Arab states. The arms supplied to Egypt were not just numerous but among the most advanced available; the scale of financial and military aid was unusually large. At the same time, Moscow accorded Egypt a degree of respect and priority it did not always afford other clients in the region.

      Does that mean the Soviets were oblivious to the real strength of the Free Officers or naïve about the Egyptian army’s capabilities? Obviously not. Drawing on deep wartime experience—above all from World War II—and a long tradition of military analysis, the Soviet leadership was a shrewd judge. They could see, as plainly as in a mirror, who possessed genuine military talent and who was more limited in ability.

      The Soviet Union prized Nasser because he commanded enormous influence across the Arab world. In the Middle East his was a voice that carried—his decisions and positions could prod governments, shape public opinion, and set the regional mood. Moscow hoped to exploit that capacity: by shaping Nasser’s stance they could project power indirectly across the whole region. It was a classic case of influence by proxy—using a single dominant figure as a force multiplier to sway many smaller actors at once. With Nasser—the de facto “emperor” of Arab nationalism—gone, it became clear that the Soviets could not count on applying the same method to Sadat.

      Sadat simply lacked Nasser’s pan-Arab charisma and clout; his reach was limited, even inside Egypt. On what basis, then, would the Soviets continue to pour large sums into him? Why shoulder the cost of propping up a leader who could not deliver the region? After Nasser’s death Moscow naturally recalibrated. It began diverting some of the money and attention that had been concentrated on Egypt and investing it more directly in other Arab states and arenas where the returns seemed likelier.

      Overall, although such a recalibration might have pushed the Soviet Union’s total commitment in the Middle East higher than it had been in Nasser’s heyday and would have demanded more diplomatic labor, given the circumstances at the time it was an unavoidable choice born of necessity. Had Nasser not died so suddenly, the map might well have read differently. He died at fifty-two, and his passing became a decisive turning point that set many changes in motion.

      After Nasser’s death, Moscow did not abandon Cairo outright, but its posture shifted: the Soviet Union’s attention and commitment to Egypt waned noticeably. Rather than an outright break, it was a downgrading in expectations — Moscow came to see Egypt as diminished and less reliable as a regional partner. Washington noticed this shift. Yes, the Americans were aware.

      That helps explain an earlier point: why Kissinger initially underestimated Sadat. He was far from alone. Within the circles of American policy-makers at the time, the prevailing view was that Egypt, robbed of Nasser’s commanding authority, lacked a solid leadership core. To many in Washington, trying to restore peace by negotiating with an Egypt that had lost Nasser seemed futile; the sensible course, in their eyes, was to engage in dialogue with the Soviet Union instead.

      It is not surprising that the Americans thought along those lines. For decades the United States handled Israel in a way that kept outside powers at arm’s length: after the 1967 Six-Day War the Soviet Union’s official ties with Israel were effectively severed, and in practice Washington often functioned as an intermediary rather than letting the superpowers negotiate directly with one another. From the American perspective, controlling the channels of communication was part of managing influence in the region.

      When Gamal Abdel Nasser was alive, the United States was more inclined to deal with him directly. Nasser carried enormous prestige across the Arab world; his decisions could reshape the regional balance, and Washington hoped that direct engagement might blunt Soviet influence. But times changed after Nasser’s death in 1970. To many American officials, Anwar Sadat did not yet command the same authority—either within Egypt or across the Arab states—and there was anxiety about how long he would hold the presidency, and whether internal factional struggles might plunge Egypt into political chaos.

      Because of these concerns, the Americans feared that if they sat down with Sadat now and offered concessions, a sudden shift in Egypt’s politics — say, a military coup — could topple the government that accepted those terms. The next morning a new regime might refuse to honor the agreements, wiping out Washington’s efforts and forcing negotiations back to square one.

      It was precisely for these reasons that the United States began to lower the priority of direct talks with Egypt and to give greater weight to dealings with the Soviet Union. The Soviets, predictably pleased, announced that the Americans were finally willing to come to the same table — a public sign that both superpowers now saw an opening to negotiate the broader balance of influence in the Middle East. Picture it like rival shops on the same street deciding to redraw whose customers and territory belong to whom; at last, the owners could sit down and sort out their “business” properly.

      Thus the U.S. and the USSR formally opened a channel of exchange at the negotiating table. Once that framework was in place, one pressing question remained: who would pay the heaviest price? The answer was painfully clear: Egypt.

      In the Six-Day War of 1967, Egypt tasted a crushing defeat and suddenly found itself staring up from a sharply weakened position. Israel walked off the battlefield in control of the entire Sinai Peninsula, and with that seizure came brutal territorial and strategic losses for Cairo. On the wider stage, as we have already noted, no outside power was likely to place the interests of ordinary Egyptians above its own — that was not a neutral historical fact so much as the bitter lesson of geopolitics.

      When the Soviet Union and the United States faced each other at the negotiating table, their bargaining chips were not the same. For Washington, the leverage lay in its relationship with Israel and in the fact that Israel now held the Sinai — in short, American influence over a victorious ally. What, then, did Moscow have to put on the table? The Soviets were unlikely to surrender what they treated as core strategic interests lightly, which meant one worrying possibility: in pursuit of broader gains, Moscow might be prepared to trim or trade away Egypt’s interests. The mild scenario would be a Soviet pledge to Washington to scale back future arms deliveries to Egypt — a move that would blunt Cairo’s military prospects and leave it less able to contest Israel’s regional position. The worst conceivable outcome would be Moscow effectively deciding Egypt’s fate for it — abandoning Cairo’s claims and leaving the Sinai firmly in Israeli hands. In practice, the Soviet Union could not literally “hand over” territory it did not control; what it could do was withdraw or withhold support, broker deals, or exert diplomatic pressure in ways that left Egypt politically isolated and bereft of leverage.

      When Sadat realized that the superpowers were carving their own paths in the Middle East and that he risked being sidelined in their great‑power maneuvering, he could not simply stand by. He knew he could not dictate the choices of Washington or Moscow, but he could try to change Egypt from within. So he set out on a top‑down transformation.

      In May 1971 — roughly seven months after he took office — Sadat launched what he called the "Corrective Revolution." The name sounds formal, even technocratic: its stated purpose was to correct Nasser's long habit of leaning on the Soviet Union and to roll back the strong influence of Nasserite pan‑Arabism within Egypt's leadership. But that polite phrasing masked a harsher reality. In practice the "correction" was an internal purge: a systematic removal of senior officials and officers who still wore the banner of Nasserism and who were seen as pro‑Soviet, above all within the military.

      For Sadat the move had a clear payoff. By clearing out those rival factions he tightened his grip on power and created the political space to steer Egypt's development along his own lines — to run the country according to his ideas and methods rather than those of his predecessors or foreign patrons.

      Sadat faced a problem already noted: he lacked a broad popular base. Breaking with Nasserism risked turning a large segment of the population into enemies. Many who had acted under Nasser’s banner—or in his name—could readily organize themselves into reactionary forces against him. Faced with that prospect, what could he do? To build public support, Sadat turned to religion.

      During his 1971 Corrective Revolution he began sending conciliatory signals to Islamic groups that had been suppressed under Nasser, including the Muslim Brotherhood. Although most of these groups remained officially banned, Sadat released certain leaders of underground religious organizations whom he judged politically moderate. In effect he winked at them: they still lacked legal status, but he hoped the newly freed figures would speak for him and use their social influence to help unify the country. To Sadat’s way of thinking, interests seemed to align—everyone wanted Egypt to prosper.

      His intentions may have been sincere, but he was clearly too optimistic. Until Egypt achieved a deep and sustained revival, unleashing these religious forces risked pushing them toward radicalization—not necessarily overnight, but gradually, as political grievances and social strains fed more extreme tendencies. The external situation had not shown decisive improvement; in some respects conditions remained harsh or even more precarious than before. Likewise, advances in popular education and political awareness were uneven and often insufficient to inoculate large swathes of the population against demagogues. Above all, by openly relying on religious networks, Sadat exposed a political weakness: whenever you lean on religious forces to shore up your support, you also hand your opponents a roadmap to exploit your vulnerabilities.

      Thus, the choices Sadat made in 1971 can be seen as having sown the first, fateful seeds that years later would culminate in his assassination. The ideas Sadat embraced — a pragmatic, state‑centered nationalism — were miles away from the aims of the militant religious currents that would eventually plot his death. Yet at the time, boxed in by circumstances, he appeared to have little alternative: he resorted to a desperate, intoxicating remedy that burned as much as it healed. We will return to that point in greater detail.

      Having secured a measure of popular support, Sadat moved swiftly to purge Egypt’s upper echelons of pro‑Soviet officers and ardent followers of Nasserism. Those moves, inevitable as they were for consolidating his rule, predictably provoked Soviet displeasure and resentment. To balance the blow, Sadat employed a classic carrot‑and‑stick tactic. Immediately after the so‑called Corrective Revolution, he signed a 15‑year Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation with the Soviet Union (1971) — a maneuver he later explained in his autobiography, In Search of Identity, was intended chiefly to placate Moscow after he had rounded up and imprisoned prominent pro‑Soviet figures in Egypt’s political and military circles.

      The Corrective Revolution achieved its primary goal: Sadat cemented his grip on power, and the worst‑case scenarios some had forecast did not materialize. He neither completely alienated the Soviet Union, nor — by entering that long friendship pact — did he forgo the ability to exert leverage against the United States and Israel. At the time Sadat publicly declared 1971–1972 to be a pivotal turning point for the Middle East. So how did the United States and Israel respond to this newly installed Egyptian president, a man whom many had earlier underestimated?

      At that time the United States showed no obvious response — or, more precisely, it was simply too preoccupied to react. Why? Because 1972 was a year that presented Washington with a tangle of urgent, complicated issues.

      Rewind to 1972. As everyone knows, it was the year Nixon went to China; merely preparing for that historic trip consumed almost all of his team's energy. After all, opening channels and moving toward normalization with the People's Republic of China carried profound, far‑reaching implications for both sides. Kissinger later recalled that his conversations with Zhou Enlai were the longest he had ever held with any foreign leader during his service. He also noted that Zhou sometimes spoke with him privately in English and could follow the discussion without a translator. Edgar Snow — author of Red Star Over China — came away with a similar impression; neither man had expected Zhou Enlai to be so at ease in English. In short, breaking the ice between Beijing and Washington and laying the groundwork for normalized relations was, and would remain, a difficult and deeply complex undertaking.

      From 1971 onward, Kissinger was consumed by the question of Sino–American rapprochement. By late 1971 the third Indo‑Pakistani war—the conflict that produced Bangladesh—had erupted. In early February 1972 Nixon set off on his historic trip to China. 1972 was also a U.S. presidential election year, and once he returned Nixon immediately had to turn his attention to the campaign. Then, in June, the Watergate break‑in shocked the world.

      The smoke of battle in Vietnam had not yet cleared—the fighting continued through 1972, including large‑scale offensives that tested U.S. policy and resolve. On top of that, the postwar international monetary order had already been shaken: Nixon’s August 1971 suspension of dollar‑for‑gold convertibility—the “Nixon Shock”—sent currencies into turmoil and set the stage for the eventual collapse of the Bretton Woods system and the shift to floating exchange rates by the early 1970s.

      Those are only a handful of the headline crises; countless other domestic and foreign distractions filled Washington’s docket. The president was stretched thin and had little bandwidth to attend to Anwar Sadat’s Corrective Revolution in Egypt. As a result, the United States offered only limited substantive responses to that particular upheaval.
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