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What impact did the Suez Crisis have on the balance of power in the Middle East?
In The Beginning
You cannot assess the impact of something without due diligence on the past circumstances surrounding that question. 
The Greater Middle east is a vast area that stretches about 1000 miles from the Mediterranean Sea to the Iranian Mountains and 2000 miles from the Black Sea to the Arabian Sea. It is dominated by the Arabian Desert that touches on the current lands of Israel, Jordon, Syris, Iraq, Kuwait, Oman, Yemen and Saudi Arabia. The most striking fact about this area is that before colonisation, the populations did not think of it as nation states and legally fixed borders. It was also part of the larger Ottoman Empire, (1299 – 1922) which did not give these area names but split them up into administrative areas known as Vilayets  [footnoteRef:1].   [1:  Tim Marshall, Prisoners of Geography, pp146-147, Elliot & Thompson Ltd, (2016).] 

Balance of Power Before Suez
During World War One, the Ottoman empire, which controlled this land was allied to Germany and in an effort to defeat them, promises were made to the Arab states of the middle east in correspondence between McMahon and Hussein[footnoteRef:2] of full independence for their assistance in fighting against the Ottomans. This agreement, that was centred around Syria, still did not define any borders. Furthermore, what the Arab states were unaware of was that; [2:  The Balfour Project Org, The McMahon Promise To Hussein,  https://balfourproject.org/the-mcmahon-promise/  accessed 14th Nov 2023] 

“Britain had entered into a secret compact with its chief ally in the war, France. Under the Sykes-Picot Agreement, the future independent Arab nation was to be relegated to the wastelands of Arabia, while all the regions of value—Iraq, greater Syria—were to be allocated to the imperial spheres of Britain and France” [footnoteRef:3]. [3:  Scott Anderson, Smithsonian Institute, The True Story Of Lawrence Of Arabia, https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/true-story-lawrence-arabia-180951857/  (July 2014), Accessed 9th Nov 2023.] 

 Following the cessation of hostilities in World War One, the Versailles Treaty 1919 and several subsequent conferences led to many countries in North Africa and the Middle east being mandated to the Allied Powers loosely based on the Sykes-Picot Agreement. In essence this was the allocation of a governing nation over those states that had been in the possession of Germany or Turkey, (Ottoman Empire), and were deemed not to be ready to govern themselves. There were three categories, A, B and C. The North African and Middle Eastern nations were category A.  Iraq and Palestine (including modern Jordan and Israel) were assigned to Great Britain, while Turkish-ruled Syria and Lebanon went to France [footnoteRef:4]. Figure 1, whilst indicative of the mandated territories in 1930, is as it was in 1919 because none of the mandated territories had yet got independence and is colour coded to show which colonial power controlled each mandate. [4: Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia. "Mandate". Encyclopedia Britannica, 13 Aug. 2021, https://www.britannica.com/topic/mandate-League-of-Nations. Accessed 7 November 2023. Accessed 7th Nov 2023  ] 

Egypt was a separate issue as they had been a British protectorate since 1882 after dual control earlier which included the French [footnoteRef:5].It was during this time that the canal was built to better serve Britain and other European interests in India and the far east. In 1858, Ferdinand de Lesseps formed the Suez Canal Company for the express purpose of building the canal. Construction of the canal lasted from 1859 to 1869. The canal officially opened on 17 November 1869 [footnoteRef:6]. The control of the Suez Canal Company lay mostly in the hands of British and French investment. Egypt was to stay a British protectorate until 1922 although a truer date of independence would be 1952 due to British military presence  under the Anglo-Egyptian  treaty of 1936, which granted Britain the right to station troops in Egypt for the defence of the Suez Canal [footnoteRef:7].  [5:  Goldschmidt, Arthur Eduard, Holt, Peter M. , Smith, Charles Gordon , Baker, Raymond William , Little, Donald P. and Hopwood, Derek. "Egypt, The Period of British Domination (1882–1952) ".  Encyclopaedia Britannica, (8 Nov. 2023), https://www.britannica.com/place/Egypt.  Accessed 9 November 2023.]  [6:  History Channel, Construction of Suez Canal, 16th Feb 2018, upgraded 30th Mar 2021,   https://www.history.com/topics/africa/suez-canal#construction-of-the-suez-canal  Accessed 14th Nov 2023]  [7:  National Archives, The Anglo-Egyptian Treaty 1936,   http://filestore.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pdfs/small/cab-24-262-CP-115-1.pdf accessed 9th Nov 2023] 

[image: ]
Fig 1. European Mandates and Protectorates with Independence Dates.
Not only did the colonial powers renege on their promises to the Arab States for their loyalty, Britain threw a further grenade into the simmering pot with the realisation of the Balfour Declaration which was a promissory declaration by British politicians to provide land for the formation of a home for the Jews. “Loved and loathed in equal measure, this was the letter that changed the future” [footnoteRef:8]. [8:  The Balfour Project Org, The Balfour Declaration,  https://balfourproject.org/the-balfour-declaration/ accessed 14th Nov 2023.] 

This declaration was incorporated in the mandate that was given to Britain and ratified in the San Remo conference of 1920[footnoteRef:9], which was one of the subsequent conferences, and as a result of the Treaty of Versailles. The USA under Woodrow Wilson had a large input into the discussions after World War One and were instrumental in the establishment of the League of Nations that came out of the Treaty of Versailles and ironically, an establishment that the USA refused to join. [9:   Jewish Virtual Library, Minutes of The Meeting, https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/Minutes_of_the_1920_Conference_of_San_Remo.pdf   accessed 14th Nov 2023.] 

Under the Mandate system, the USA instigated a commission overseen by Henry King and Charles Crane [footnoteRef:10]. It was important during the mandate allocation period because it’s findings, through surveys, stated that the last thing Syria, (later part becoming Palestine), wanted was French governance; evidence from the commission that was ignored. Whilst the series of commissions, treaties, conferences and declarations ceded control and power to the colonial masters, predominantly Britain and France, they also lit a simmering pot of distrust and hate of the western powers. It was summed up by an opponent of this Middle Eastern carve up, General George McDonogh, head of British Intelligence during World War One, who said  [10:  Lori Allen, The Interactive Encyclopaedia of The Palestine Question, The King Crane Commission of 1919, https://www.palquest.org/en/highlight/30778/king-crane-commission-1919  accessed 14th Nov 2023.] 

“..I must confess that it seems to me that we are rather in the position of the hunters who divided up the skin of the bear before they had killed it. I personally cannot foresee the situation in which we may find ourselves at the end of the war, and I therefore think that any discussion at the present time of how we are going to cut up the Turkish Empire is chiefly of academic interest.” [footnoteRef:11] [11:  Eiraim & Inari Karsh, Empires of the Sand, The Struggle For Mastery In The Middle East 1789 – 1923, p225, Harvard University Press, (4th Feb 2001).] 
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Figure 2. The Balfour Declaration.
There were not any events of significance in the intervening years between the world wars save for Egypt’s previously mentioned independence as well as independence for Iraq and the discovery of Oil in Saudi Arabia in 1938 [footnoteRef:12]. The balance of power started to shift on the conclusion of World War Two when the formation of the United Nations happened to replace the failed and defunct League of Nations. World War Two had ended and so began the struggle for control by the two super powers to establish their own philosophies on dependant states. The Arab states were becoming weary of the western colonial control and started to seek their independence. Israel was granted theirs in 1948 and as they were no longer under the British protectorate, became embroiled in the first Israeli – Arab war[footnoteRef:13]. The USA supported the UN resolution regarding the partition of Palestine and officially recognised the State of Israel in 1948 although it did impose an arms embargo on those involved. With their support for a predominantly non-Arab nation, they opened the door for the warring Arab states to look elsewhere for their arms. Nationalism was sweeping through the former mandated states of Africa and the middle east, a lot of them starting to look within for their futures as nonaligned countries with the freedom to form their own allegiances; Egypt was one. Having been defeated in the Israeli-Arab war, the fault was planted firmly at the door of the monarchy and this gave rise to their nationalism and the eventual overthrow of them and the installation of Gamel Abdel Nasser, an Army Office, as the president [footnoteRef:14].  [12:  National Geographic Society, Oil Discovered In Saudi Arabia, updated 19th Oct 2023,  https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/oil-discovered-saudi-arabia/ , accessed 14th Nov 2023.]  [13: US Department of State, The Arab-Israeli War Of 1948,  https://history.state.gov/milestones/1945-1952/arab-israeli-war  accessed 14th Nov 2023.]  [14: John, Robert St., "Gamal Abdel Nasser". Encyclopaedia Britannica, 24 Sep. 2023, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Gamal-Abdel-Nasser.  Accessed 15 November 2023. ] 

The Suez Crisis
Whilst Egypt was supposedly independent since 1922, it was still controlled by Britain who had a large economic interest in the nation and investment in the privately owned Suez Canal Company. In 1952 Nasser led a revolt that overthrew the Egyptian monarchy and installed him as leader [footnoteRef:15]. His industrialisation and reforms included the building of the Aswan Dam which was to be funded by Britain and USA to tune of $250 million. This offer of money was later withdrawn as the USA became aware of arms deals the Egypt had entered into with Czechoslovakia. Nasser, desperate to build the dam, nationalised the Suez Canal Company to use that income to fund the dam. The USA attempted to broker a peace deal because of their concerns of the Soviet influence in the area against a backdrop of the Hungarian Revolution going on at the same time. The British and French were more distrusting of Nasser undermining their influence in the area. They held secret military consultations with Israel, who regarded Nasser as a threat to its security, resulting in the creation of a joint plan to invade Egypt and overthrow its President [footnoteRef:16]. This was by way of an Israel invasion and the British and French forces coming to Egypt’s aid to defend them. It backfired and resulted in the removal of the British Prime Minister and sounded the death knell on the empirical days but more importantly, the rise of Nasser as an influential leader of a non-aligned country. [15:  John, Robert St., "Gamal Abdel Nasser". Encyclopaedia Britannica, 24 Sep. 2023, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Gamal-Abdel-Nasser.  Accessed 15 November 2023.]  [16:  US Department of State, The Suez Crisis 1956,  https://history.state.gov/milestones/1953-1960/suez accessed 15th Nov 2023.] 

Post Suez Influences
There have been events that have focused the direction of the Middle Eastern politics and support. One that stands out is the Intervention of the CIA to destabilize the elections which resulted in Mosaddegh being replaced in 1950’s. He was a nationalist and democratically elected but the USA were not happy about his move to nationalise their oil industry and therefore deposed him through covert operations [footnoteRef:17].  [17:  Fid Backhouse and others. "1953 coup in Iran". Encyclopaedia Britannica, 10 May. 2022, https://www.britannica.com/event/1953-coup-in-Iran. Accessed 15 November 2023.] 

Summation
Looking at an overview of the timeline of events that have had an influence on the Middle East, it would not be wrong to apportion the blame on the emergence from the mantle of colonial influences to independence on the Balfour Declaration. If this had not partitioned Palestine and given a religion these lands, there would have been a lot less international conflict and intervention in the area. The Middle East and North African states, (MENA), have ignored the need to align directly with either super power during the cold war, although none of the states are averse to financial aid or investment. The Suez Crisis was a pivotal incident that established Egypt, at the time, as a leading nation in the Arab world but was not the sole reason for the emergence of Egypt and other surrounding nations as an influential area of the world. 
The formation of the Arab League in 1945 gave unity to the Arab states which has only grown over the years with agreements to form a Joint Arab Force for defence should any supporting nation need it and it is requested. Th Arab League is far from without its internal power struggles as is suggested in the article by Masters and Sergie;
“The decline of British and French colonial empires and the emergence of a bipolar Cold War altered the architecture of power in the region. Inter-Arab antagonisms, the strategic implications of Mideast oil, and a U.S. policy of Soviet containment provided ample seeds of conflict for the newly formed league” [footnoteRef:18].  [18: Jonathan Masters & Mohammed Aly Sergie, Council on Foreign Relations, The Arab League, 23rd May 2023   https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/arab-league accessed 15th Nov 2023.] 

The Arab Spring of 2010 is a good example of that discourse although it may also suggest a unity within the Arab world as a whole against governments that were borne out of reshaping by colonial influence and were more than content before the legal boundaries were installed. They are in a far better position now due to the dominance of oil in the region and the power of OPEC, whose members hold over 80% of the world’s oil reserves[footnoteRef:19]. Whilst this is not solely governed by nations from this region, its power to effect world economies with the delivery and pricing of oil is monopolises the industry.  [19: OPEC,  https://www.opec.org/opec_web/en/index.htm  accessed15th Nov 2023.  ] 

The USA have helped the shift in power away from the West by their constant support of the Israeli cause in the Middle East, more in part because of the strong Jewish influence on political votes more than anything else. Since the inception of the United Nations, the USA have exercised their veto 34 times against resolutions in favour of Israel [footnoteRef:20].  This has and will always sway the Arab thinking towards an opposing side whoever it or they may be at the time. The USA is currently at loggerheads with Saudi Arabia because of their recruitment of Russia into OPEC+ and their announcement of a reduction in production by 2 million barrels [footnoteRef:21]. So, whilst there is still a post-cold war struggle between the two super powers, it is being controlled by the established non-aligned countries in the MENA. The power base in MENA is no longer about the ideology of governance, it is economic and there is a third power willing to flex its bank accounts; China!! They’re continued investment into the MENA warms their leaders to the possibility of an alternative to the cold war past. The Great Ethiopian Renaissance Dam is a prime example where they have supplied the Hydro Electric Generators infrastructure at great cost [footnoteRef:22].  [20: Shakeeb Asrar and Mohammed Hussein, Al Jazeera News, 26th Oct 2023, How the US has used its veto power at the UN in support of Israel,
 https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/10/26/  accessed 15th Nov 2023.]  [21:  Ahmad Elhamy and Moaz Abd-Alaziz, Reuters.com,  Saudi Arabia, United States clash over reason for OPEC+ oil cut, 13th Oct 2022, https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/  accessed 15th Nov 2023.]  [22:  Lisa Klaassen, London School Of Economics, Everywhere And Nowhere To Be Seen;  https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/cff/2021/10/27/ Published 27th October 2021, accessed 15th Nov 2023.  ] 

MENA’s only failings are the diverse aspects of the religious base between the Sunnis and Shiites and their variants which diverts its attention sometimes from the West and, in the absence of the Balfour Declaration, may well have been a more virulent source of conflict. Even recent events involving Israeli-Arab relations have come under scrutiny by Frank Gardner of the BBC over the current war being waged in the Gaza Strip. Fifty-seven Arab and Muslim leaders have recently met in Riyadh to condemn the Israeli actions, but more pertinent was the unity of condemnation of Israel’s largest backer, the USA, with suggestions made of Oil embargos and removal of US bases from the area [footnoteRef:23], possibly placing the USA’s influence in the area at an all-time low. It is further reported that six of the Arab nations had established full ties with Israel, whilst Iran under President Rais continue to supply arms to Hamas in Gaza, Hezbollah in Lebanon and the Houthis in Yemen. Does this raise the question of destabilisation from within? Only time will tell but it’s happened before. [23:  Frank Gardner, BBC.co.uk, Arab and Muslim leaders blame West for Gaza misery, (15th Nov 2023)
  https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-67417570 accessed 15th Nov 2023. ] 
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