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The Suez Crisis of 1956 stands as one of the most pivotal moments in Middle Eastern history and
Cold War geopolitics. It was a complex event that involved multiple actors, notably Israel, Britain, and
France, who collaborated in a military intervention against Egypt. While the event is often analyzed
through the lens of Cold War tensions and regional power struggles, understanding the underlying
motivations of Israel’s alliance with Britain and France reveals strategic, political, and security concerns
that drove this cooperation. This article explores the two primary reasons behind Israel’s decision to
align with Britain and France during the Suez War and examines how these factors influenced the

course of Middle Eastern history.

Contextual Background: The Suez Crisis and Its Significance

The Suez Crisis unfolded in late October 1956, when Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser
nationalized the Suez Canal, a vital waterway that linked the Mediterranean Sea to the Red Sea. The
canal was not only a crucial commercial route but also a strategic asset for Western powers,
particularly Britain and France, who relied on it for access to their colonies and economic interests in

Asia and Africa.

Egypt’s nationalization of the canal was perceived by Britain and France as a threat to their imperial
interests and regional dominance. Meanwhile, Israel, which had ongoing security concerns with its

Arab neighbors, especially Egypt, saw the crisis as an opportunity to address its own security issues



and achieve strategic objectives. The result was a tripartite alliance that culminated in a joint military

operation aimed at removing Nasser from power and restoring Western control over the Suez Canal.

Before delving into the specific reasons behind Israel’s alliance, it is essential to understand the
broader geopolitical dynamics at play, including Cold War tensions, Arab nationalism, and regional

security concerns.

Reason 1: Security Concerns and the Need for Regional

Stability

Israel’s Threat Perception and Security Imperatives

One of the most significant reasons Israel entered into an alliance with Britain and France was its
acute security concerns, especially regarding Egypt. Since its establishment in 1948, Israel faced
hostile neighboring states, with Egypt being a primary adversary. The Egyptian government, under

Nasser, was seen as a direct threat to Israel’s security for several reasons:

- Military Buildup of Egypt: Nasser’s regime supported Palestinian guerrilla groups and maintained a
formidable military force aimed at Israel’s destruction.

- Blockade of the Straits of Tiran: Egypt’s closure of the Straits of Tiran, a vital maritime route for
Israeli shipping, in 1956 threatened Israel’s access to international waters and economic security.

- Arab Nationalism and Anti-Israel Rhetoric: Nasser’s pan-Arabist policies aimed at uniting Arab

countries against Israel fueled hostility and posed a threat to Israel’s sovereignty.

Given these threats, Israel sought to neutralize Egypt’s military capabilities and secure its borders. The
alliance with Britain and France was motivated by the desire for a coordinated military approach to

weaken Egypt’s influence and prevent future attacks.



Strategic Military Objectives

Israel’s participation in the Suez operation was driven by clear military goals:

- Neutralize Egyptian Threats: By cooperating with Britain and France, Israel aimed to weaken Egypt’s
military infrastructure and reduce its capacity for future attacks.

- Secure Borders and Maritime Access: The closure of the Straits of Tiran was a critical issue for
Israel’s economy and security. The alliance sought to reopen these vital maritime routes.

- Prevent Arab Unity: Nasser’s leadership was seen as a rallying point for Arab nationalism. Israel

believed that removing him from power would diminish Arab unity against Israel.

The military cooperation allowed Israel to leverage the superior technology and resources of Britain

and France, increasing the chances of success in achieving these objectives.

Reason 2: Diplomatic and Political Strategic Interests

Gaining International Support and Legitimacy

While the military reasons were compelling, political considerations played a crucial role in Israel’s
decision to align with Britain and France. Israel sought to bolster its international standing and gain

support from Western powers, particularly in a Cold War context where superpower backing was vital.

- Leveraging Western Influence: By partnering with Britain and France, Israel aimed to appeal to
Western interests and gain diplomatic legitimacy for its actions.

- Countering Soviet Influence: The Cold War rivalry between the West and the Soviet Union meant that
Israel’s alliances were also driven by a desire to avoid Soviet-backed Arab states gaining regional
dominance.

- Creating a Buffer Against Arab Alliances: Israel’s alliance with Western powers was viewed as a way



to establish a protective buffer against the expansion of Soviet influence and Arab nationalist

movements.

The cooperation during the Suez Crisis was thus as much about diplomatic positioning as it was about

military objectives.

Securing Economic and Colonial Interests

Another dimension of Israel’s alliance with Britain and France related to economic and colonial

considerations:

- Protection of Trade Routes: The Suez Canal was a key artery for international trade, especially for
Britain and France, and ensuring its security aligned with their colonial interests.

- Supporting Colonial Strategies: Both Britain and France aimed to maintain influence over their former
colonies and strategic interests in the Middle East and Africa. Israel’s cooperation helped reinforce
Western control over vital regional routes and resources.

- Economic Benefits for Israel: Stability in the region, especially control over maritime routes, was

crucial for Israel’s economic development, including access to imports and exports.

By aligning with Western powers, Israel positioned itself as a strategic partner that could help stabilize

the region and secure economic interests.

Conclusion: The Interplay of Security and Political Strategies

The alliance between lIsrael, Britain, and France during the Suez Crisis was driven by a complex
interplay of security concerns and diplomatic interests. On one hand, Israel’s primary motivation was to
address immediate security threats posed by Egypt, aiming to neutralize military threats, reopen vital
maritime routes, and diminish Arab nationalist influence. On the other hand, Israel sought to bolster its

international standing, secure diplomatic support from Western powers, and safeguard economic



interests through cooperation with Britain and France.

This alliance exemplifies how regional security dynamics and global Cold War politics can intersect to
produce strategic partnerships in times of crisis. While the invasion ultimately faced international
condemnation and was halted under pressure from the United States and the Soviet Union, the event

demonstrated the lengths to which Israel was willing to go to ensure its security and strategic interests.

Understanding these two primary reasons provides valuable insight into the motivations behind Israel’s
actions during the Suez Crisis and helps explain the broader geopolitical shifts that have shaped the
Middle East’s modern history. The crisis underscored the importance of security alliances and

diplomatic maneuvering, setting the stage for future regional and international conflicts.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What strategic interests motivated Israel to ally with Britain and
France during the Suez War?

Israel sought to secure its northern borders and counteract Egyptian military threats, while also aiming

to weaken Egypt's influence in the region, making the alliance beneficial for mutual security interests.

How did the desire to break Egyptian control of the Suez Canal
influence lIsrael's decision to join the alliance?

Israel aimed to ensure free navigation through the Suez Canal and reduce Egyptian dominance,

prompting it to collaborate with Britain and France who had vested interests in controlling the canal.



In what way did the political and military objectives of Britain and
France align with Israel's goals during the Suez conflict?

Britain and France wanted to regain influence in the Middle East and protect their interests in the Suez

Canal, aligning with Israel's aim to weaken Egypt’s military power and secure regional stability.

How did the threat of Egyptian military actions influence Israel's
decision to form alliances during the Suez Crisis?

The threat of Egyptian military escalation, including attacks on Israel, prompted Israel to seek alliances

with Britain and France to bolster its security and counteract Egyptian military capabilities.

What role did the desire to prevent Egyptian expansion play in Israel's
decision to cooperate with Britain and France?

Israel aimed to prevent Egyptian territorial or military expansion that could threaten its security, leading

it to cooperate with Britain and France to curb Egypt’s influence.

Why was the Suez War a turning point that prompted Israel to seek
strategic alliances with Western powers?

The conflict highlighted Israel's vulnerability and the need for regional support, prompting it to forge

strategic alliances with Britain and France to enhance its security and regional influence.
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history. It was a complex episode that involved not only the military confrontation but also a web of
strategic, diplomatic, and geopolitical calculations. Among the most intriguing aspects of this episode is
Israel's decision to align with Britain and France against Egypt, culminating in a coordinated invasion
of the Suez Canal zone. Understanding the motivations behind Israel's alliance with these Western
powers provides insight into the regional tensions of the time and the broader Cold War context. This
article explores two primary reasons that drove Israel into this unusual partnership during the Suez

War: strategic security concerns and diplomatic/ideological considerations.

Strategic Security Concerns: Addressing Immediate Threats and Securing Borders

The Rise of Hostile Arab Nationalism and the Threat from Egypt

In the years preceding the Suez Crisis, Israel faced significant security challenges from neighboring
Arab states, particularly Egypt. Under President Gamal Abdel Nasser, Egypt emerged as a leading
force in Arab nationalism, actively opposing the existence of Israel and supporting Arab insurgencies
and guerrilla attacks against Israeli territory. Nasser’s policies included the reorganization of the
Egyptian military, the strengthening of Arab unity, and the promotion of anti-Israel rhetoric, all of which

heightened Israel’s sense of insecurity.

The nationalization of the Suez Canal in July 1956 by Nasser further intensified tensions. The canal
was a vital maritime route for Israel’s trade and military supplies, and its control by Egypt posed a
direct threat to Israel’s economic and security interests. Moreover, Nasser's support for Palestinian
fedayeen raids into Israel, along with the military buildup along Israel’s southern border, created an

immediate security dilemma for the young state.

The Need for Strategic Alliances to Counteract Regional Threats

Given these threats, Israel sought alliances that could bolster its security posture in a volatile region.

While Israel had formed clandestine relationships with Western powers, its diplomatic options were



limited. The 1950s was an era marked by Cold War tensions, with the United States and the Soviet
Union vying for influence in the Middle East. Israel’s strategic calculus was influenced by the desire to

secure support from Western powers to counterbalance Arab hostility and Egyptian military strength.

The alliance with Britain and France was motivated by their historical presence in the region, military
capabilities, and shared interests in maintaining stability of the Suez Canal—a critical strategic artery.
During the Suez Crisis, Israel’s primary objective was to weaken Egypt’s military capabilities and

reduce the threat posed by Egyptian forces and fedayeen attacks.

The Role of the Geographical and Military Factors

Israel's geographical position meant that it was directly threatened by Egyptian military buildup and the
potential closure of the Suez Canal, which would have severely impacted its access to vital imports
and exports. Additionally, the Egyptian blockade of the Straits of Tiran, which blocked Israeli shipping

from reaching the Red Sea, was perceived as an act of aggression and a casus belli.

By collaborating with Britain and France—both of which had naval and air forces capable of conducting

a military operation—Israel aimed to use the joint military action to achieve these strategic objectives:

- Diminish Egypt’s military threat by removing Nasser’s ability to project power in the region.
- Secure open access to the Red Sea through the Straits of Tiran, ensuring vital maritime trade routes
remained accessible.

- Create a buffer zone in the Sinai Peninsula to prevent future attacks and infiltration.

In summary, Israel’s participation in the Suez intervention was fundamentally driven by urgent security

concerns. The alliance with Britain and France provided the military backing and strategic leverage

needed to confront Egypt’s expanding influence and military capabilities.

Diplomatic and ldeological Considerations: Aligning with Western Powers to Achieve Broader Goals



The Quest for International Legitimacy and Diplomatic Support

Beyond immediate security threats, Israel’s decision to partner with Britain and France was also rooted
in a desire to gain international legitimacy and diplomatic support. Israel, since its founding in 1948,
often found itself diplomatically isolated in the Arab world and faced hostility from many Western

nations with strategic interests aligned with Arab states.

During the 1950s, Israel sought to establish itself as a legitimate and credible actor on the international
stage. The alliance with Britain and France was seen as a way to leverage Western influence,
especially given their colonial histories and diplomatic ties to the region. The hope was that a
coordinated action would demonstrate a unified front against Egyptian aggression and bolster Israel’s

standing globally.

Furthermore, Israel aimed to counteract the influence of the Soviet Union, which was expanding its
support for Arab nationalist movements and providing weapons to Egypt. Aligning with Britain and
France, two Western powers with significant military and diplomatic clout, was viewed as a means to

bolster Israel’s position in the Cold War contest for influence in the Middle East.

Shared Interests in Maintaining Colonial and Economic Stability

Another layer to this alliance stems from shared economic and colonial interests. Britain and France,
still maintaining significant colonial holdings and economic interests in the region, viewed stability of
the Suez Canal and the surrounding territories as vital to their global commerce and strategic military

deployments.

Israel’s partnership with these Western powers was, therefore, also a reflection of mutual interests in
maintaining regional stability favorable to Western economic and strategic goals. For Israel, aligning
with Britain and France was a calculated move to align itself with powerful Western allies that could

support its nascent statehood and regional security.

The Ideological Dimension: Anti-Communism and Western Alignment



In the broader ideological context, Israel’s alliance with Britain and France during the Suez Crisis was
influenced by the Cold War dynamics. During this period, Israel was increasingly seen as a Western-

leaning state that could serve as a bulwark against communist expansion in the Middle East.

The Soviet Union’s support for Arab nationalist regimes and their anti-Israel stance prompted Israel to
seek alliances with Western powers that shared its anti-communist orientation. The cooperation with
Britain and France was thus also driven by a desire to align with Western democratic and capitalist

values, contrasting with the Soviet-backed Arab states.

Conclusion: A Multifaceted Strategy in a Turbulent Region

The alliance between lIsrael, Britain, and France during the Suez War was driven by a combination of
immediate security imperatives and broader diplomatic and ideological considerations. Strategically,
Israel sought to neutralize Egypt’s military threats, secure vital maritime routes, and establish a buffer
zone in Sinai. Diplomatically, the partnership aimed to garner international legitimacy, counter Soviet

influence, and align with Western powers that shared mutual interests in regional stability.

While the military operation ultimately faced significant international backlash and was condemned by
the United States and the United Nations, the episode revealed the complex web of motives and
calculations that underpin regional alliances. For Israel, the Suez Crisis marked both a moment of bold
military intervention and a reflection of its ongoing quest for security, recognition, and strategic

partnership in a geopolitically volatile Middle East.

In the broader historical context, the Suez Crisis underscored the importance of alliances driven by
immediate national security needs but also shaped by ideological alignments and diplomatic

ambitions—elements that continue to influence regional and global politics to this day.
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