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3 Increased tension, 1955–63

3.1 Nasser and Egypt’s leadership of the Arab world 
Nasser was to play a crucial role in developments in the 
Middle East in the 1950s and 1960s, in particular the Suez 
Crisis of 1956. 

Nasser’s aims
Nasser’s initial aim was to remove any British influence 
from Egypt, which eventually led to the Suez Crisis of 
1956. However, he had a much wider aim than that, which 
he outlined in his Philosophy of the Revolution, written in 
1954. Here Nasser outlined his aim to become the leader of 
the Arab world, as he realised that Arab nationalism had 
grown, especially after the defeat against Israel in 1948. 
The Arab world had become united by hatred both of Israel 
and of the influence of the Western powers in the Middle 
East. By the end of the 1950s many saw Nasser as the leader 
of the Arab world. His policies became associated with 
pan-Arabism, which encouraged support for Arab policies 
to remove the influence of Western powers and ensure that 
the resources of the Arab states were used for the benefit of 
the Arab people.

In 1954, Gamal Abdel Nasser became leader of Egypt. This led to significant 
developments in the Middle East. By the late 1950s Nasser emerged as the 
leader of the Arab world and the main opponent of Israel due to his policies 
and achievements, more especially over the Suez Canal. The Suez Crisis of 
1956 also brought important changes in the Middle East, in particular the end 
of British and French influence in Egypt and increased rivalry between Israel 
and the Arab states. 

GAMAL ABDEL NASSER, 1918–70 

1918 Born in Alexandria.

1935 Took part in anti-British demonstrations, aged 17.

1937 Applied to the Royal Military Academy for army 
officer training.

1938 Joined the Egyptian army.

1948–49 Fought in the Arab–Israeli War against the newly 
created Israel.

1952 Supported the revolt by the Free Officers led by 
General Neguib, which saw both King Farouk 
and the Egyptian Royal Family overthrown. 

1954 General Neguib resigned from his position of 
head of state of Egypt and Nasser assumed 
executive office. Persuaded Britain to withdraw 
troops from the Suez Canal zone.

1956 Became President of Egypt.

1962 Introduced a series of modernisation reforms 
in Egypt 

1965 Began a second presidential term after his 
political opponents were banned from running.

1967 Resigned after the Six Day War but returned to 
office after popular demonstrations called for 
his reinstatement.

1968 Appointed himself prime minister once more and 
began to depoliticise the military and introduce 
liberalisation reforms.

1970 Died following a heart attack at the end of the 
Arab League summit.

 Source A President Nasser of Egypt
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3 Increased tension, 1955–63

Nasser’s early achievements, 1954–56 
One of Nasser’s first achievements, in October 1954, was to persuade Britain to withdraw 
troops from the Suez Canal zone. Britain was prepared to do this because it wanted an 
alliance with Egypt – which was seen as the strongest of the Arab states – against the Soviet 
Union. However, British officials were allowed to continue to operate the Canal, which 
Nasser resented as it was a symbol of Western domination of the Arab world. 

Moreover, Britain and the USA’s attempts to persuade Nasser to join an alliance aimed 
against the Soviet Union were unsuccessful, meeting only with Nasser’s refusal. He saw 
Israel and the Western powers as a greater threat in the Middle East than the Soviet Union. 
This made the West increasingly suspicious of Nasser and his aims. 

The Baghdad Pact, 1955
Britain became even more suspicious of Nasser due to his attitude to the Baghdad Pact. 
This was a British alliance with Turkey and Iraq, aimed against the Soviet Union. Nasser was 
furious when Britain tried, albeit unsuccessfully, to persuade Iraq to join the Pact. He saw this 
as another example of Western interference and imperialism in the Middle East and feared 
that other states in the Middle East, such as Lebanon, Syria and Jordan, might join the Pact. 

Voice of the Arabs
Nasser was able to increase his influence in Egypt and in the Arab world through the Voice 
of the Arabs, the Arab world’s biggest radio station. It broadcast, from Cairo, to millions in 
the Middle East. To ensure as wide an audience as possible, radios were set up in village and 
town squares. The radio station declared that ‘the Voice of the Arabs speaks for the Arabs 
and expresses their unity’.

Source B From a speech by Nasser, September 1956

In these days and in such circumstances Egypt has 
resolved to show the world that when small nations decide 
to preserve their sovereignty, they will do that all right, 
and that when these small nations are fully determined 
to defend their rights and maintain their dignity, they will 
undoubtedly succeed in achieving their ends. 

ACTIVITIES
 1 What do Sources A and C suggest about Nasser’s 

leadership of Egypt?

 2 What can you learn from Source B about Nasser’s aims?

 3 What was the significance for Nasser’s early career of:
n The Bahdad Pact
n Voice of the Arabs?

Practice question 
Explain two consequences of Nasser becoming leader of 
Egypt. (For guidance, see page 18.)

 Source C Nasser on the front cover of the US magazine 
Time in 1955 
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Key topic 1 The birth of the state of Israel, 1945–63

3.2 Israeli attacks on Gaza in 1955 and 
Sinai in 1956 
The Israelis accused Nasser of encouraging Palestinian raids into Israel and wanted to 
humiliate him and possibly encourage his fall from power. In 1955 and again the following 
year, Israel launched raids in retaliation against Egyptian support for the activities of the 
fedayeen (see page 25).

The Israeli attack on Gaza, 1955
On 25 February 1955, Arab infiltrators murdered an Israeli civilian in the town of Rehovot. 
One of the militants who was pursued and killed by Israeli forces had documents which 
showed he was a member of the Egyptian military intelligence. The Israeli defence minister, 
David Ben-Gurion, supported by Moshe Dayan, who was chief of staff, persuaded the 
Israeli prime minister, Moshe Sharett, of the need for further retaliation against Egypt. 

On 28 February, Ariel Sharon, commander of the Paratroopers Brigade, issued the go-
ahead to initiate Operation Black Arrow. That night, a force of 150 paratroopers, led by 
Aharon Davidi and Danny Matt, attacked an Egyptian army base near the city of Gaza. An 
Egyptian military relief convoy was ambushed en route. In total, 38 Egyptian soldiers were 
killed and many more injured for the loss of eight Israelis.

Importance
For the Egyptians this was a humiliating defeat. The Israeli attack was unanimously 
condemned by the United Nations Security Council. Nasser retaliated by closing the Gulf 
of Aqaba to Israeli shipping and air traffic, and gave even more support to the raids of 
Palestinian fedayeen. Furthermore, he agreed an arms deal with Czechoslovakia, an ally 
of the Soviet Union. The attack increased the rivalry between Egypt and Israel, ultimately 
encouraging Israel to ally with Britain and France, and to take part in the invasion of the 
Sinai Peninsula and the Suez Canal. 

 Source D Israeli forces 
led by Moshe Dayan ready 
to attack the Sinai in 1956 

LOW
 R

ES

PLACEHO
LDER

28

861888_01_GCSE_History_Edexcel_Middle_East_TOPIC01.indd   28 06/06/2016   13:20

Sa
mple proofs:

 co
pyri

gh
t m

ate
ria

l



3 Increased tension, 1955–63

The Israeli attack on Sinai, 1956
Israel felt increasingly threatened by Egypt. On 25 October 1956, Egypt signed a tripartite 
agreement with Jordan and Syria which put Nasser in command of all three armies. Egypt 
had also acquired Soviet equipment after signing the arms deal with Czechoslovakia. 
In addition, Egypt blocked the Straits of Tiran and the Israeli port of Eilat, which badly 
affected Israeli trade with Africa and the Far East. Finally, there were further attacks on the 
Israeli border from the fedayeen. With the support of Britain and France, Israel attacked 
Egypt on 29 October 1956. 

The Sinai Campaign of 1956 was a fast-moving operation of 100 hours, under the 
leadership of then Chief of General Staff, Moshe Dayan (see Source D). Between 29 October 
and 1 November 1956, Israel, using fast armoured divisions, outflanked, surrounded and 
defeated the Egyptian forces in Sinai. Israel’s air force destroyed more than 90 Egyptian 
armoured vehicles. Using paratroopers, Israel took Egypt’s airfields in the Sinai, and Israeli 
forces quickly advanced unopposed towards the Suez Canal. Israel surrounded Gaza and 
wiped out the Egyptian fortifications there. The IDF’s armoured corps swept across the 
desert and successfully captured most of the Sinai area. The Egyptian garrison at Sharm 
el-Sheikh was overwhelmed on 5 November, ending the Sinai Campaign.

Importance of the Sinai Campaign
The campaign was a great success and, within eight days, Israel had captured all of the 
Sinai Desert and controlled the Gaza Strip for the loss of only 231 soldiers. Egypt’s losses 
were much greater, with nearly 7,000 killed or wounded and a further 6,000 captured. The 
campaign had highlighted the strength of the Israeli forces and the weakness of those of 
Egypt. Although Israeli troops withdrew from the Sinai in March 1957 following pressure 
from the USA to do so, raids from Gaza stopped and a UN peacekeeping force separated 
Egypt and Israel.

ACTIVITIES
 1 Working in pairs, prepare two different captions for Source D:

a) one for an Israeli newspaper
b) one for an Egyptian newspaper.

 2 What were the consequences of the Israeli attack on Sinai?

 3 Make a copy of the following table, comparing the raids of 1955 and 1956. Complete the 
table, comparing and contrasting the two raids. 

Causes Events Importance

Israeli raid on Gaza, 1955

Israeli raid on Sinai, 1956

Practice question 
Explain the importance of the Israeli raids on Gaza (1955) and the Sinai (1956) for relations 
between Egypt and Israel. (For guidance, see page 65.)
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Key topic 1 The birth of the state of Israel, 1945–63

3.3 The events of the Suez Crisis
The Suez Crisis arose as a result of Nasser’s determination to remove British influence 
from Egypt and achieve full control of the Suez Canal. The further build-up to the crisis is 
outlined in Figure 3.1.

 Figure 3.1 Causes of the 
Suez Crisis, 1956

In October 1954,  Egypt signed a treaty with Britain in which British troops were to be 
withdrawn from Egypt by June 1956. In return, Egypt agreed to respect the freedom of 
navigation through the Suez Canal and, if the Canal was ever threatened, then British 
troops would be allowed to return.

In October 1956, Eden met with Mollet, the French prime minister, and David Ben-Gurion, 
the Israeli prime minister, at Sèvres near Paris and concluded a secret agreement. This 
agreement was for the Israelis to seize the Sinai and advance to the Suez Canal. At the 
same time, British and French troops would invade Egypt and seize the Canal. Israeli troops 
advanced to the Sinai Peninsula on 29 October and, two days later, a joint force from Britain 
and France entered the Canal Zone.

In retaliation, Nasser nationalised the Suez Canal. ‘Our rights in the Suez Canal have 
been restored to us after 100 years. Today, we actually achieve true sovereignty, true 
dignity and true pride. The Suez Canal Company was a state within a state. It was an 
Egyptian Joint Stock Company, relying on imperialism and its stooges. The Suez Canal 
was built for the sake of Egypt and for its benefit. But it was a source of exploitation 
and the draining of wealth … ’He announced this in a speech he gave in Alexandria on 
26 July 1956: Vasser insisted he would use any revenue from the Canal to finance the 
Aswan Dam project. Anthony Eden, the British prime minister, saw this as a breach of 
the Anglo-Egyptian agreement of 1956. He remembered the failure of appeasement 
to stop aggression by Hitler in the 1930s and therefore decided on military intervention 
in Egypt (see Source E). However, the USA made it very clear that it would not support 
any military intervention in Egypt.

In January 1956, Britain and the USA promised to help finance the building of a new 
dam at Aswan. However, the USA and Britain became increasingly concerned about 
the actions of Nasser, especially after he agreed to purchase Soviet arms from 
Czechoslovakia. In July 1956, the USA and Britain withdrew their offer of financial 
support for the Aswan Dam. Moreover, the World Bank then refused to advance Egypt 
a promised $200 million.

However, in February 1955, Anglo-Egyptian affairs worsened due to the decision by the 
British prime minister, Anthony Eden, to deprive Nasser of promised British arms. Nasser 
also completed the purchase of Soviet-made aircraft and tanks from Czechoslovakia, 
just as the last British troops left Egypt. Nasser wanted to use these to destroy Israel. 
Relations between Egypt and Israel deteriorated further when the Israeli port of Eilat 
was blockaded by Egypt at the Gulf of Aqaba.

Source E From a letter 
sent by British Prime 
Minister Eden to US 
President Eisenhower 
on 5 August 1956

Nasser has embarked 
on a course which is 
unpleasantly familiar. His 
seizure of the Canal was 
undoubtedly designed to 
impress opinion not only 
in Egypt but in the Arab 
world and in all Africa too 
... I have never thought 
Nasser a Hitler, he has 
no warlike people behind 
him. But the parallel with 
Mussolini is close … The 
removal of Nasser and 
the installation in Egypt 
of a regime less hostile to 
the West, must therefore 
also rank high among our 
objectives. 
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3 Increased tension, 1955–63

Source F From a statement issued by President 
Dwight Eisenhower, 31 October 1956

As soon as the President received his first 
knowledge, obtained through press reports, 
of the ultimatum, he sent an urgent personal 
message to the Prime Minister of Great Britain 
and the Prime Minister of the Republic of France. 
The President has expressed his earnest hope 
that the United Nations Organization will be given 
full opportunity to settle the issue by peaceful 
means instead of by forceful ones. 

ACTIVITIES
 1 What were the immediate effects of Nasser’s 

nationalisation of the Suez Canal?

 2 Study Source E. What are Eden’s motives for 
taking action against Nasser?

 3 Study Source F. Does Eisenhower agree with 
Eden’s motives and actions? 

 Figure 3.2 Key events of the Suez Crisis
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 Figure 3.3 Map showing the events of the Suez Crisis

Date Event

1956

31 October British bombs dropped on Cairo. The USA appeals for a peaceful solution (see Source H)

5 November British and French paratroopers land west of Port Said

6 November The UN condemns the actions of Britain and France. Of even greater signi� cance is 
the reaction of the USA, keen on improving relations with the Arab world and totally 
opposed to Anglo-French aggression. 
The US government even threatens to cut off � nancial aid to Britain unless it withdraws 
from Egypt. Moreover, the Soviet Union threatens military intervention. On 6 November 
the UN declares a cease� re and orders British and French troops to withdraw

7 November British and French troops occupy most of the Suez Canal zone

21 November A UN emergency force is sent to the Canal

23 November to 
22 December

British and French troops begin withdrawal from the Canal, which is completed by 
22 December

Key events of the Suez Crisis
The key events of the Suez Crisis are outlined in Figure 3.2, with the movements of the 
British, French and Israeli forces shown in Figure 3.3.
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Key topic 1 The birth of the state of Israel, 1945–63

3.4 The significance of the Suez Crisis
Importance for Egypt and the 
Arab world
Even though it had been American and UN intervention 
that had forced the Anglo-French withdrawal (see Source G), 
the Egyptian media, especially the radio, gave the credit 
to Nasser and the resistance of Egypt. Nasser was seen as 
the great hero of the Arab world because he had stood to 
Britain and France. The Canal was cleared and eventually 
reopened in April 1957. 

The Suez Crisis also increased opposition to the West 
in the Arab world and brought greater Arab unity and 
nationalism. There were anti-West demonstrations and 
riots in Arab cities and towns, with Saudi Arabia and Syria 
breaking off diplomatic relations with Britain and France. 
Moreover, Jordan signed a military pact with Syria and 
Egypt. This reached its height in 1958, when Syria and 
Egypt merged to form the United Arab Republic. 

Significance for Israel
Israel was greatly strengthened by the events of 1956. The 
raid on the Sinai had been a huge success and the UN-
controlled buffer zone on the Israeli–Egyptian border gave 
the Israelis increased security and significantly curtailed 
the activities of the fedayeen in the area. Furthermore, 
Nasser had to reopen the Gulf of Aqaba which, in turn, 
meant that shipping could once again operate from the 
port of Eilat. However, Egypt did close the Suez Canal to 
Israeli shipping.

THE UNITED ARAB REPUBLIC (UAR), 
1958–61

In 1958 the United Arab Republic was set up at the request 
of the leaders of Syria. This was a union of the states of 
Egypt and Syria and was seen as the beginning of the 
formation of a pan-Arab state. However, Syria became 
increasingly disillusioned with the overbearing attitude 
of Egyptian officials as well as the activities of the ever-
growing Egyptian secret police. Moreover, Syria was 
disappointed at the lack of economic benefits as a result of 
the union. Consequently, the UAR was not a success and 
the union ended in 1961. 

 Source G British soldiers wish good luck to Danish UN 
soldiers as they abandon their positions and return home 
following the 1956 Suez Crisis 
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3 Increased tension, 1955–63

Consequences for Britain
For Britain, the Suez Crisis marked the end of British influence in Egypt. It was a 
disastrous failure which destroyed Eden’s reputation and his political career, and he 
resigned in January 1957. Britain and France had underestimated the Egyptians and 
Nasser. They had believed that there would be a popular rising against Nasser once the 
fighting started. In fact, Nasser’s popularity soared. 

Source H From The Path of Power by Margaret Thatcher, published in 1996

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 ensure that our actions were 
in accord with international law. And finally, he who hesitates is lost. 

ACTIVITIES
 1 According to Source H, why did Britain fail in Suez?

 2 Study Source I. What is the message of the cartoon?

 3 Put together a flow chart summarising the main developments in the Middle East in the 
years 1954–63.

Practice question
Explain two consequences of the Suez Crisis of 1956. (For guidance, see page 18.)

 Source I A British cartoon about the Suez Crisis, 23 November 1956 
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Key topic 1 The birth of the state of Israel, 1945–63

Example
Britain and France decided to take action against Nasser’s 
nationalisation of the Suez Canal.

Example
The Israeli raid on Gaza led to further action against Egypt during the 
Suez Crisis of 1956.

Example
On 28 February, Ariel Sharon, commander of the Paratroopers Brigade, was 
issued the go-ahead to initiate Operation Black Arrow. That night, a force 
of 150 paratroopers attacked an Egyptian army base near the city of 
Gaza. An Egyptian military relief convoy was ambushed en route. In 
total, 38 Egyptian soldiers were killed and many more injured for the loss 
of eight Israelis.

You will need to give more 
details of these actions.

Example
As a result of Nasser’s hatred for Israel, he supported the raids by the 
fedayeen. These raids led to the Israeli attack on Gaza in 1955.

Step 2
Now make a link to the second event.

Step 3
Explain the second event, ensuring you 
give precise details. Give more details of 
the consequences for both the 
Egyptians and the Israelis.

Step 4
Now make a link to the third event.

Step 5
Explain the third event, ensuring you 
give precise details. Give more details of 
the motives for Anglo-French action.

Example
The first main event in the Middle East in the years 1954–63 was when 
Nasser became leader of Egypt in 1954. Nasser was determined to remove 
British influence from Egypt and secure Egyptian control of the Suez 
Canal. He wanted to become leader of the Arab world as well as gain 
revenge over Israel for the defeat of 1948–49. He reached agreement with 
Britain in October 1954 for the removal of British troops from Egypt.

Step 1
Explain the � rst event, ensuring you give 
precise details. You will need to add 
more details about Nasser’s opposition 
to British in� uence.

3.5 Examination practice
This section provides guidance on how to answer the narrative 
analysis question. Look at the following question:

Write a narrative account analysing the key events in the 
Middle East in the years 1954–63.

You may use the following in your answer:
n Nasser becomes leader of Egypt
n The Suez Crisis

You must also use information of your own. 

How to answer

Start by underlining key points in the question. This will 
ensure that you focus sharply on what the question wants you 
to write about. Try to write about at least three events, and 
support each with detail. You can choose the two events given 
in the question and an event of your own, or decide to choose 
your own events to write about. If you write about the events 
given n the question, including three events in your answer is 
important because you must bring in an event of your own. 

n Ensure that you give detail about each of the events you 
choose.

n Ensure that your events are in the correct chronological 
sequence.

n Use linking words between each event and the next.
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