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The Cabinet must therefore consider the situation which was likely to arise if hostilities
broke out between Israel and Egypt and must judge whether it would necessitate Anglo-

French intervention in this area. The French government were strongly of the view that
intervention would be justified in order to limit the hostilities and that for this purpose
it would be right to launch the military operation against Egypt which had already been
mounted. Indeed, it was possible that if we decline to join them they would take military
action alone or in conjunction with Israel. In these circumstances the Prime minister
suggested that, if Israel launched a full-scale military operation against Egypt, the Gov-
ernments of the United Kingdom and France should at once call on both parties to stop

hostilities and to withdraw their forces to a distance of ten miles from the Canal; and that

it should at the same time be made clear that, if one or both Governments failed to under-
take within twelve hours to comply with these requirements, British and French forces
would intervene in order to enforce compliance.” [ F#%%
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In 1881, with the liberal consensus and political idealism generally in retreat, it seemed
plausible to imagine how an ambitious writer might set out to rewrite the Crisis in terms
of the steely pragmatism being promoted now by the government of Mrs Thatcher. The
past would be reinterpreted while the amateur historian unconsciously acted out in his
private life a sequence of betrayals and deceits which would parallel the events he was
distorting in his history.®
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...there’s the business of the British collusion with Israel. Of course it’s proved beyond
all doubt now, but I'd want to set it in the context of diplomacy and warfare. I mean, if

you're about to attack one country, it makes sense to encourage neighbouring countries
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to attack it too. The French understood this. ...My enemy’s enemy is my friend. It's
simple as that. If we had not been scrupulous, we would not have been so ashamed Now
it's as if we've discovered ourselves again. We're acting independently when the
standard line has always been that after Suez we couldn’t lift a finger without the Ameri-

cans...”
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Like I was saying, the American angle in Suez is very important. I wouldn’t want to say
they let us down. I think that’s wrong. A good ally is one who doesn’t back you up in
your mistake, who tells you when to pull back. And the Americans were good allies.

®)

Simple as that.
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You see, if we talk of a nation, like an individual, acting emotionally, we can also speak
of it acting deceitfully. Britain and France had entered into a secret agreement with the
Arabs’ deadly enemy, the Israelis. The agreement was signed or initialed by the Foreign
Secretary, Selwyn Lloyd on or about 23 October, at Sevres. The Israelis were to attack
Egypt on an agreed date. British planes based in Cyprus were to precision bomb Egyp-
tian airfields to protect Israeli cities from retaliation. After putting out an ultimatum to
both sides to withdraw to ten miles from the Canal, which of course the Egyptians would
have to ignore since the Canal is a hundred miles inside their territory, the British and
the French would invade on the pretext of ‘separating the combatants’. That became

something of a catch phrase — ‘separating the combatants’."”
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There was a real desire on the British part to appear virtuous while behaving aggres-
sively, and the pursuit of virtue led to many lies being told, most notable the Prime
Minister’s in the House of Commons on 20 December when he said that there was ‘no
foreknowledge that Israel would attack Egypt’. Perhaps we should reverse the question
and ask ourselves to what extent individuals behave like governments, who are bound
to act in the national interest which in turn is rarely separable from the government’s

interest, or that of the class it represents..."”
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..it [doubt about the determination of the British people] was removed by men and
women who a few months ago brought a renewed sense of pride and self-respect to our
country. They were for the most part young. Let all of us here, and in the wider audi-
ence outside, pause and reflect on what we who stayed at home owe to those who sailed
and fought and lived and died and won. If this is tomorrow’s generation, then Britain has
little to fear in the years to come! We will tell the people the truth, and the people will

be our judge! ®?
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Next week I shall be considering the extent to which the behaviour of nation states or
governments may be judged by the moral criteria we normally apply to individuals.

s

Thank you.
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The balance of interest and principle in the Suez affair is not simple one. I had no
qualms about Britain’s right to respond to Nasser’s illegal seizure of an international
waterway — if only action had been taken quickly and decisively. Over the summer,
however, we were outmanoeuvred by a clever dictator into a position where our inter-
ests could only be protected by bending our legal principles. Among the many reasons
for criticizing the Anglo-French-Israel collusion is that it was bound to tarnish our case
when it became known, as it assuredly would and did. At the same time, Suez was the
last occasion when the European powers might have withstood and brought down a
Third World dictator who had shown no interest in international agreements, except
where he could profit from them. Nasser’'s victory at Suez had among its fruits the
overthrow of the pro-Western regime in Iraq, the Egyptian occupation of the Yemen, and
the encirclement of Israel which led to the Six Day War — and the bills were still coming
in when I left office.

As I came to know more about it, I drew four lessons from this sad episode. First, we
should not — get into a military operation unless we were determined and able to finish
it. Second, we should never again find ourselves on the opposite side to the United
States in a major international crisis affecting Britain’s interests. Third, we should en-
sure that our actions were in accord with international law. And finally, he who hesi-

tates is lost."”
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