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What impact did the Suez Crisis have on the balance of power in the Middle East?


The Suez crisis commenced on July 26, 1956, when Gamal Abdel Nasser, the Prime Minister of Egypt, implemented the nationalisation of the Suez Canal Company. This company had a significant ownership stake held by British and French stockholders. The decision to nationalise the company was made in response to the United States and Britain's refusal to offer economic assistance to Egypt. Nasser's decision to take control of the British and French-owned corporation was motivated not just by a desire to respond to the refusal of economic aid by the Anglo-American alliance, but also by a broader objective of asserting his country's independence from European colonial powers and capitalising on the economic benefits created by the company within Egypt.[footnoteRef:1]  The contention over the Canal precipitated a global crisis and armed conflict. This essay explores the historical backdrop before the Suez Crisis, offering an examination of the economic and geopolitical elements or implications that played a role in its occurrence. Additionally, it analyses the influence of the Suez Crisis on the Middle East's balance of power, taking into account the dynamics of the Cold War.  [1:  Han Peter, The Suez Crisis (USA: Origins,1986)] 

The Suez Canal was created in 1869, facilitating the transit of goods from Europe and so enhancing ease of trade. The waterway in question is a human-made canal that traverses the arid expanse of the Egyptian desert, effectively reducing the distance of the journey from Europe to Asia by around 5000 miles. This approach proved to be effective as it eliminated the need for ships to undertake the arduous journey across the African continent. The building in question was under the supervision of Ferdinand De Lesseps and spanned a duration of more than ten years, during which numerous Egyptian workmen lost their lives in the process. The ownership of the Canal was held by the Suez Canal Company, a privately owned enterprise with shareholders including French, Russian, Austrian, and Mr. Ismail Pasha. Ismail, however, opted to divest his ownership stake in the Canal to the British government in 1875 as a result of his substantial financial liabilities. Initially, the British perceived this phenomenon as a potential "threat"; but they subsequently recognised its efficacy and advantageous nature for their own interests. Reports indicate thatgor the Canal is predominantly utilised by vessels of British origin. The canal served as a means of connectivity between India and the British colonies in the eastern region. In 1882, European forces deployed their troops to Egypt, initiating a conflict in response to the Egyptians' discontent with their intervention in their nation. As per the analysis provided by Epic History TV, it can be observed that the Egyptian military forces were decisively defeated, resulting in Egypt becoming the status of a British protectorate for a duration spanning six decades. [footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Epic History TV, Suez Crisis (video),2018 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lLvqZ1ufLwk] 

Under the leadership of Gamal Abdel Nasser, the Suez Canal was nationalised by Egypt on July 26, 1956. During that period, the Suez Canal Company had established a partnership with the British, so signifying the presence of British and French imperial influence in the area. Nasser's bold decision aimed to assert Egypt's autonomy and secure financial resources for the construction of the Aswan High Dam through the utilisation of profits generated by the Suez Canal Company, in the event that assistance from the British and Americans was not forthcoming. As per his statement, the construction of the Canal was mainly made possible by the efforts and sacrifices of the Egyptian people, establishing their rightful ownership of it. The process of nationalisation undertaken by the individual in question, nevertheless, generated a swift and remarkable global opposition. Consequently, the repercussions of his choices resulted in a worldwide conflict and had significant implications for the geopolitical dynamics in the Middle East.[footnoteRef:3]   [3:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, Suez Crisis (2019) https://www.britannica.com/event/Suez-Crisis] 

The prime minister urged the withdrawal of military from Israel and Egypt, highlighting the potential adverse effects on the western countries’ economy if such a withdrawal fail to occur. In his book titled "The Suez Crisis," Paul Harper asserts that the interference with the unimpeded passage of vessels via the Suez Canal, upon which the economic vitality of numerous nations relies, is a matter of concern. In the event that hostilities persist beyond a twelve-hour timeframe, it is anticipated that the British and French military forces would undertake intervention measures to protect their respective interests.[footnoteRef:4]  The British perceived the Suez Canal as a significant and efficient conduit for conducting their trade activities with Egypt. Any interference with the flow of traffic through the Suez Canal would greatly impede the export of goods to nations like India, as well as hinder the importation of oil into the country.  [4:  Harper Paul, The Suez Crisis (USA: Wayland, 1986)] 


The Suez Crisis was primarily driven by two significant economic factors: apprehensions over access to oil resources and the control and revenue generated by the Suez Canal. According to Gorst and Johnman, a total of about seventy tonnes of oil was transported from the Persian Gulf through the Canal, with around sixty million tonnes allocated for the oil supplies of Western Europe. In the event of Egyptian intervention, it would be equitable to recommend that the United States consider redirecting their oil supply from the Middle East to Western Europe. The nationalisation of the canal elicited concerns among Western nations, notably the United Kingdom and France, regarding the probable relinquishment of control over this crucial maritime route. The nationalisation was widely regarded as a courageous act of resistance against the crumbling colonial global system. However, it was also seen as potentially endangering the continuous flow of oil to Europe, a crucial component of the European economy. Potential oil supply disruptions might have significant economic implications for these nations, affecting energy prices and potentially resulting in scarcities. According to Anthony Eden, the significant reliance on oil made its absence a critical concern, as it would have severe consequences for the entire population. Eden further emphasised that Nasser's control over the oil supply was akin to having a firm grip on the nation's vital resources. He emphasized that their heavy dependence on oil meant that its absence would be a matter of “life and death” for everyone, characterizing Nasser’s control over the oil supply as having a firm grip on their vital resources.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Lahav Pnina, The suez crisis of 1956 and its aftermath: A comparative study of constitutions, use of force, diplomacy, and international relations (USA: Boston University, 2015)] 

In terms of revenue control, Paul Harper's analysis in 'The Suez crisis' elucidates the historical importance of the control and revenue generated by the Suez Canal, underscoring its pivotal role within the geopolitical context of the 1956 crisis. The ownership of the canal in the past was under the control of the Suez Canal Company, which was a privately owned entity with a diverse ownership structure comprising several stakeholders, including British and French interests. The strategic importance of the canal extended beyond its geographical location, as it functioned as a significant maritime channel for the efficient transfer of goods between Europe and Asia. In 1956, the act of nationalising the canal by Egyptian Prime Minister Gamal Abdel Nasser served as a means to demonstrate national sovereignty and allocate the canal's financial resources towards the construction of the Aswan High Dam. This endeavour symbolised Egypt's pursuit of both economic and political autonomy.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Harper Paul, The Suez Crisis (USA: Wayland, 1986)] 

An examination of the political foundations of the Suez Crisis uncovers a multifaceted interplay between domestic and global influences. Incorporating the research conducted by Paul Harper in his work titled 'The Suez Crisis,' the act of nationalising the Suez Canal by Prime Minister Gamal Abdel Nasser assumed a multifaceted significance within the political landscape of Egypt.[footnoteRef:7]  Nasser's actions not only symbolised a struggle for the establishment of an independent state, but also sparked a surge of patriotic fervour within the Egyptian populace. Moreover, Anthony Gorst and Lewis Johnman provide insight into the intricate diplomatic manoeuvres that transpired on the global stage in their publication titled 'The Suez Crisis.' The occurrence incited a diplomatic upheaval, as the United States, the Soviet Union, and other Arab nations each manoeuvred according to their respective political interests. The geopolitical manoeuvres were influenced by the underlying Cold War climate, which introduced ideological considerations into the scenario.  [7:  Harper Paul, The Suez Crisis (USA: Wayland, 1986)] 

The practise of economic diplomacy played a crucial role as nations carefully positioned themselves in order to safeguard their economic interests. Moreover, the responses of political figures such as Nasser, Anthony Eden, and Dwight D. Eisenhower were influenced not only by geopolitical tactics, but also by the intricate interplay between political choices and public opinion. The emergence of the Suez Crisis can be understood as a multifaceted scenario including conflicting ideologies, intricate diplomatic dynamics, and the intricate calculations made by political leaders, as depicted in these sources.[footnoteRef:8]  The text underscores the amplified ramifications on global trade, asserting that a total of seventy metric tonnes of oil traversed the canal, with sixty million metric tonnes designated for oil supply in Western Europe. The potential for disruptions to the supply network has increased tensions, underscoring the economic and geopolitical importance of maintaining control of the Suez Canal. [8:  Anthony Gorst and Lewis Johnman, The Suez Crisis (London; Routledge, 1997)
] 

The Suez Crisis had many notable effects on the balance of power in the Middle East. Firstly, it resulted in a loss of European dominance in the region. Secondly, the crisis had ramifications for the ongoing Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union. Lastly, the crisis contributed to the strengthening of Arab nationalism, which in turn led to a significant shift in the regional power dynamics. The Suez Crisis had a detrimental impact on the British and French governments' strength and influence inside the Arab states, hence expediting the process of European decolonization in Africa and Asia under the British empire. Anaca Voine posited that the United Kingdom's level of influence in the Middle East has significantly diminished, comparable to its dominance during the 19th century. The individual conveyed that subsequent to Egypt's unsuccessful endeavour to obtain weapons from the United Kingdom, Nasser entered into a fresh agreement with Syria, wherein arms were procured from Czechoslovakia, a satellite state of the Soviet Union.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Anca Voine, Examine the Suiz Crisis (USA: E International relations, 2011)] 

 Historians have posited that the displacement of Britain as a prominent global power would have been resolved by diplomatic negotiations instead of resorting to military intervention including Britain, France, and Israel. In their work titled "The Suez Crisis," Gorst and Johnman assert that the contentious matter of Britain's decline from power following the Second World War was of utmost significance. Nevertheless, the British government was cognizant of the shifting dynamics of British influence and its vulnerable economy in the aftermath of World War II, particularly in relation to the global implications of the Suez decisions. Anthony and Lewis contended that the core of Suez's interests resides in the reluctance of ministers and other individuals to acknowledge the inherent reasoning of their own stance. Consequently, they were compelled to resort to progressively desperate and primitive measures in their endeavour to secure triumph in a conflict against the formidable forces of nationalism, communism, and American intervention. These forces were perceived as eroding Britain's esteemed position as a global power.[footnoteRef:10]  Selwyn Lloyd, in his memoir released in 1978, expressed a similar viewpoint, observing that the Suez Crisis underscored the interdependence between the parties involved. He further acknowledged a recognition of their economic vulnerabilities, which, despite this awareness, necessitated the concealment of such knowledge.  [10:  Anthony Gorst and Lewis Johnman, The Suez Crisis (London; Routledge, 1997)] 

The Middle East's power dynamics were significantly impacted by the Cold War, as it emerged as a strategic arena for competition between the United States and the Soviet Union. The geopolitical competition between superpowers exerted a significant impact on the strategic decision-making of Middle Eastern states, resulting in the formation of alliances and the emergence of hostilities. To impede the rise of communism, the United States strategically positioned itself as a pivotal ally to select Middle Eastern states, extending both military and economic aid. In contrast, the Soviet Union sought to expand its sphere of influence through the provision of support to communist regimes and movements. The Arab-Israeli conflict emerged as a central issue in the context of Cold War competition, as the United States aligned itself with Israel while the Soviet Union provided support to Arab countries. During the duration of the Cold War, the formation of opposing coalitions had a significant role in the creation of regional instability and the reshaping of power dynamics in the Middle East.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  David Commins, The Modern Middle East: A History? James L Gelvin (The Historian, 2006)
] 

The consolidation of the Arab nation had a significant impact on the distribution of power since Nasser's stature within their nation increased as a result of his role as the champion of Arab nationalism. The decision to invade Egypt was undertaken by the British, French, and Israelis without prior notification to the United States, as they collaborated in a joint effort to combat the Arab forces. Both the Soviet Union and the United States expressed their rejection of this war, citing its lack of legal justifications or moral grounds. During a conference meeting, President Eisenhower declared that the British and French governments were given a twelve-hour ultimatum to withdraw their forces from Egypt. The intervention by Britain and France served as a catalyst in driving the Arab nations towards forging stronger ties with the Soviet Union, mostly motivated by security concerns. Nevertheless, Britain was compelled to implement a truce due to the almost irreparable state of its economy. The Israeli military forces also completed their withdrawal from the Sinai Peninsula. In order to maintain their partnership, the British and French were obliged to prioritise the perspective of the United States before making any decisions. Prime Minister Anthony Eden's career and health were swiftly deteriorated, ultimately leading to his resignation from office in January 1957. President Nasser garnered recognition as a prominent figure in the Arab world due to his triumph over European imperialism, albeit with the assistance of the United States and the United Nations. Nasser's strategic decision to abstain from declaring war on England and France stemmed from his intention to cultivate the perception that Egypt's hostilities were primarily directed towards Israel, thereby garnering support from other Arab nations. Consequently, the United States would refrain from assuming a leading role in any Middle East expansions.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Epic History TV, Suez Crisis (video),2018 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lLvqZ1ufLwk] 

In summary, the 1956 Suez Crisis had a significant impact on the distribution of power in the Middle East, resulting in shifts in regional dynamics and long-lasting effects on geopolitical relationships. The crisis, fundamentally, represented a pivotal juncture in the decline of traditional colonial powers and the emergence of new actors in the Middle Eastern arena. The involvement of Britain, France, and Israel served as a notable illustration of the diminishing influence of European colonialism, as the United States and the Soviet Union assumed prominent roles in facilitating the resolution of the conflict. The Suez Crisis brought to light the geopolitical disruptions that characterised the period following World War II, as the influence of superpowers and Cold War considerations played a significant role in shaping the future of the Middle East. One of the enduring outcomes of the Suez Crisis was the decline of British and French imperial influence in the region. The military operation, purportedly aimed at safeguarding the Suez Canal and curtailing the influence of Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser, eventually resulted in unintended consequences. The British, French, and Israeli soldiers were driven to retreat in disgrace due to international disapproval, which was led by the United States and the Soviet Union. This event marked a significant turning point, highlighting the constraints faced by conventional colonial powers when attempting to establish dominance in light of evolving global circumstances. The historical significance of the Suez Crisis is seen in its enduring impact on the political landscape of the Middle East, shaping the trajectory of regional politics for an extended period of time.
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