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The Cold War and the Middle East 
 

Conflict in Middle East a result of struggles between: 
 

 Israel and Arab states 

 Zionism and Arab nationalism 

 Conservative and revolutionary Arab government 
 
However, superpower involvement and supply of arms made things worse 
 

Origins of Arab-Israeli conflict 
 

 Conflict over Palestine 
I. Rights to rule the area 

 Until 1948, most people in Palestine were Palestinian Arabs 
I. 700 000 Palestinians ; 60 000 Jews 

 Zionists wanted to establish a Jewish state in Palestine 
I. Zionism started because of anti-Semitism in Europe 

 After WW2: International sympathy for Jews 
I. UN voted to partition Palestine into 2 separate states 

 1948: Jewish leaders established Israel 
I. Tel-Aviv was capital 

II. Jerusalem was an international zone 
III. Rejected by Arabs ; Accepted by Jews 

 Arab states attacked Israel (1st Arab-Israeli War) 

 During the war, Israel took over most of Palestine 

 Most Palestinians fled from Israel 
I. Fled to Jordan and Egypt 

II. Reasons are controversial. Israel claim they were encouraged to by Arab states. Arabs 
say that they fled because they were subject to terrorist attacks 

 US supported Israel 
I. Many Arab states became anti-Western 

 

Superpower interest in the Middle East 
 

 Biggest source of oil in the world 

 The West depended on oil supplies through Suez Canal 

 Neither superpower wanted the other side to dominate the area 
 

The Suez Crisis (1956) 
 

 Suez Canal owned by British and French company since 1860s 

 1952: New Egyptian government under Nasser 
I. Wanted to introduce reforms and build economy 

II. Started Aswan Dam project to provide water for agriculture & power for industry 
III. Arranged loans from West from World banks as well as US and UK banks 
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 However, the West was angered by Nasser’s foreign policy 
I. Support for resistance movements in Kenya and Algeria 

II. Arms deal with Czechoslovakia 
III. Support for non-alignment at Bandung Conference 
IV. Recognition of communist China 

 West cancelled loans for Aswan Dam project 
I. Nasser nationalized Suez Canal 

II. Wanted to use income from it to finance Aswan Dam 
III. Britain and France invaded Egypt to seize control of the canal 
IV. Israel also invaded Egypt 

 But the World condemned the invasion 
I. Both the US and the USSR condemned it 

II. US didn’t want to be seen as supporters of colonialism 

 Britain, France and Israel forced to withdraw 
 

Importance of Suez crisis 
 

 Led to rise of Arab nationalism 
I. Nasser became a hero in the Arab world 

 Superpowers drawn into Middle East 

 USSR gave aid to Egypt and other Arab states 
I. Capitalised and gained allies 

 US replaced Britain as dominant power in the Middle East 
I. Eisenhower Doctrine (1957) – US aid to any country threatened by communism in the 

Middle East 

 Israel criticised for links with Western imperialism 
 

Later Arab-Israeli conflicts 
 

1967: Six Day War 
 

 Great tensions between Israel and Arab states 
I. Forming of PLO 

 Israel attacked and defeated Arab states 

 Occupied large areas of Arab territory 

 Superpowers not directly involved 
I. But did increase arms supplies to their allies 

 

1973: Yom Kippur War 
 Created great tensions between superpowers 

 Crisis ended when both sides accepted UN ceasefire 

 Most serious crisis since the Cuban Missile Crisis 
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