
history of conflict in the middle east

history of conflict in the middle east is a complex and multifaceted subject
that spans thousands of years, involving diverse cultures, religions, and
geopolitical interests. This region, lying at the crossroads of Africa, Asia,
and Europe, has been a cradle of civilization as well as a hotspot of
enduring conflicts. From ancient tribal skirmishes and imperial conquests to
modern ideological and territorial disputes, the Middle East has experienced
continuous upheaval. Understanding the historical background of these
conflicts is essential for comprehending current geopolitical dynamics and
ongoing tensions. This article provides a comprehensive overview of the
history of conflict in the Middle East, exploring key periods such as ancient
empires, colonial interventions, the rise of nationalism, and modern
conflicts. It also examines the underlying causes and the major players
involved throughout history.
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Colonialism and the Mandate Period

Creation of Israel and Arab-Israeli Wars

Cold War Influence and Regional Rivalries

Recent Conflicts and Ongoing Issues

Ancient and Classical Era Conflicts
The history of conflict in the Middle East dates back to antiquity, where
early civilizations clashed over territory, resources, and religious
dominance. The Fertile Crescent, home to some of the world’s earliest
civilizations such as Sumer, Babylon, and Assyria, witnessed frequent wars
and power struggles.

Mesopotamian and Egyptian Rivalries
Between 3000 BCE and 1000 BCE, Mesopotamian city-states and the Egyptian
empire often engaged in conflicts to expand their influence. These wars were
driven by the desire to control fertile lands, trade routes, and water
resources like the Nile and the Tigris-Euphrates rivers.



Persian Empire and Greek Conquests
The rise of the Persian Empire in the 6th century BCE introduced a new
dominant power in the region. The Persians expanded their territory
significantly but faced resistance from Greek city-states, leading to famous
conflicts such as the Greco-Persian Wars. Alexander the Great’s conquest in
the 4th century BCE further reshaped the region, spreading Hellenistic
culture but also igniting local resistance.

Roman and Byzantine Influence
Following the Hellenistic period, the Roman Empire absorbed much of the
Middle East. The region became a battleground for control between Romans and
Parthians, and later the Byzantines and Sassanian Persians. These conflicts
set the stage for the later emergence of Islamic powers.

Colonialism and the Mandate Period
The modern history of conflict in the Middle East was profoundly affected by
European colonial ambitions, especially during and after World War I. The
collapse of the Ottoman Empire created a power vacuum that foreign powers
sought to fill.

Sykes-Picot Agreement and Division of Territories
In 1916, the secret Sykes-Picot Agreement between Britain and France divided
Ottoman lands into spheres of influence, disregarding ethnic and religious
realities. This sowed seeds of future conflict by creating artificial borders
and fueling nationalist movements.

British and French Mandates
After World War I, the League of Nations granted Britain and France mandates
over Palestine, Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon. These mandates often faced
resistance from local populations who desired independence, leading to
uprisings and prolonged unrest.

Rise of Nationalism and Sectarian Tensions
The mandate period saw the emergence of Arab nationalism and Zionism, two
ideologies that would clash violently. The influx of Jewish immigrants into
Palestine and British support for a Jewish homeland intensified tensions with
the Arab majority.



Creation of Israel and Arab-Israeli Wars
One of the most significant episodes in the history of conflict in the Middle
East is the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948 and the resulting
wars between Israel and neighboring Arab countries.

1948 Arab-Israeli War
Following the United Nations’ partition plan, Israel declared independence,
prompting military intervention by Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq.
The war resulted in significant territorial changes and the displacement of
hundreds of thousands of Palestinians, known as the Nakba.

Subsequent Arab-Israeli Conflicts
Several wars followed, including the Suez Crisis (1956), Six-Day War (1967),
and Yom Kippur War (1973). These conflicts altered borders and heightened
animosities, with Israel occupying territories such as the West Bank, Gaza
Strip, and Golan Heights.

Peace Efforts and Continuing Struggles
Despite peace treaties such as the Camp David Accords (1978) and Oslo Accords
(1993), the region remains volatile due to unresolved issues like Palestinian
statehood, Israeli settlements, and the status of Jerusalem.

Cold War Influence and Regional Rivalries
The global Cold War rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union
deeply influenced the history of conflict in the Middle East by supporting
different regional powers and ideologies.

Proxy Wars and Military Support
The Middle East became a theater for proxy conflicts, with the US backing
Israel and certain Arab monarchies, while the USSR supported countries like
Syria, Egypt (initially), and Iraq. This external involvement often escalated
local disputes into broader confrontations.

Iranian Revolution and Iraq-Iran War
The 1979 Iranian Revolution transformed Iran into an Islamic Republic,
opposing Western influence and altering regional alliances. Soon after, the



Iraq-Iran war (1980-1988) erupted, causing massive casualties and devastation
without significant territorial changes.

Gulf War and US Military Presence
In 1990, Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait triggered the Gulf War, leading to a US-
led coalition expelling Iraqi forces. This war established a long-term
American military presence in the region, affecting subsequent conflicts and
power balances.

Recent Conflicts and Ongoing Issues
The 21st century has seen the continuation and emergence of new conflicts
that are rooted in historical grievances and exacerbated by political,
religious, and economic factors.

Arab Spring and Civil Wars
The Arab Spring uprisings starting in 2010 led to regime changes, civil wars,
and instability in countries like Syria, Libya, and Yemen. These conflicts
involve multiple factions and foreign interventions, complicating peace
prospects.

Rise of Extremist Groups
Groups such as ISIS exploited regional instability to seize territory,
perpetrate violence, and challenge state authority, further destabilizing the
Middle East and prompting international military responses.

Ongoing Israeli-Palestinian Conflict
Despite numerous attempts at peace, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict remains
unresolved, with periodic flare-ups of violence and deep divisions over land,
rights, and sovereignty.

Regional Rivalries and Diplomatic Shifts
Long-standing rivalries, particularly between Saudi Arabia and Iran, continue
to influence proxy conflicts and diplomatic relations. Recent normalization
agreements between Israel and some Arab states signify shifts but do not
fully resolve underlying issues.



Control over land and resources1.

Religious and ethnic diversity2.

Historical grievances and nationalism3.

Foreign intervention and colonial legacies4.

Geopolitical competition during the Cold War and beyond5.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main historical causes of conflict in
the Middle East?
The main historical causes of conflict in the Middle East include colonial
legacies, religious and ethnic divisions, territorial disputes, competition
for natural resources like oil, and the establishment of the state of Israel
in 1948 which led to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

How did the collapse of the Ottoman Empire influence
conflicts in the Middle East?
The collapse of the Ottoman Empire after World War I led to the division of
its territories by European powers through mandates, which disregarded ethnic
and sectarian boundaries. This sowed seeds of resentment and conflict as new
states were formed with diverse populations and contested borders.

What role has the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
played in Middle Eastern history?
The Israeli-Palestinian conflict has been a central and enduring source of
tension in the Middle East since the mid-20th century. It involves disputes
over land, national identity, and refugees, and has led to multiple wars and
ongoing violence affecting regional stability.

How have foreign interventions impacted conflicts in
the Middle East?
Foreign interventions by powers such as the British, French, the United
States, and Russia have often exacerbated conflicts in the Middle East by
supporting different factions, pursuing strategic interests, and sometimes
creating power vacuums that led to further instability and violence.



What is the significance of sectarian divisions in
Middle Eastern conflicts?
Sectarian divisions, particularly between Sunni and Shia Muslims, have played
a significant role in Middle Eastern conflicts by fueling rivalries,
influencing alliances, and intensifying political struggles within and
between countries, such as in Iraq, Syria, and Yemen.

Additional Resources
1. A Peace to End All Peace: The Fall of the Ottoman Empire and the Creation
of the Modern Middle East
This book by David Fromkin explores the complex political maneuvers and
consequences following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire after World War I.
It delves into how Western powers redrew borders, sowing seeds of conflict
that persist in the Middle East today. The narrative provides insight into
the origins of many modern disputes and state boundaries.

2. The Middle East: A History
By Bernard Lewis, this comprehensive volume traces the history of the Middle
East from ancient times to the late 20th century. It covers the rise and fall
of empires, the impact of colonialism, and the region's numerous conflicts.
Lewis offers a nuanced perspective on how religion, culture, and politics
have shaped the turbulent history of the area.

3. The Arab-Israeli Conflict: A History
Ian J. Bickerton and Carla L. Klausner provide a balanced overview of the
long-standing conflict between Arabs and Israelis. The book examines key
events such as the establishment of Israel, multiple wars, and peace
attempts. It also discusses the broader regional implications and the
challenges to achieving lasting peace.

4. Jerusalem: The Biography
Simon Sebag Montefiore presents a detailed history of Jerusalem, a city
central to many Middle Eastern conflicts. The book chronicles its
significance to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, and how control over the
city has been fiercely contested. Montefiore’s narrative brings to life the
human stories intertwined with the city’s political struggles.

5. The Great War for Civilisation: The Conquest of the Middle East
Robert Fisk, a renowned war correspondent, offers an eyewitness account of
decades of conflict in the Middle East, including wars, revolutions, and
foreign interventions. The book combines personal stories with historical
analysis, painting a vivid picture of the region’s ongoing turmoil. Fisk
critiques Western policies and their impact on Middle Eastern societies.

6. Six Days of War: June 1967 and the Making of the Modern Middle East
Michael B. Oren provides an in-depth account of the Six-Day War and its
transformative effects on the Middle East. The book details the military



strategies, political decisions, and aftermath that reshaped regional
dynamics. Oren also discusses the war’s lasting influence on Israeli-Arab
relations.

7. The Iran-Iraq War: A Military and Strategic History
By Williamson Murray and Kevin M. Woods, this work explores the eight-year
conflict between Iran and Iraq from 1980 to 1988. The authors analyze the
military campaigns, political motivations, and international involvement in
the war. Their study reveals the devastating human and economic costs of this
prolonged struggle.

8. Black Wave: Saudi Arabia, Iran, and the Forty-Year Rivalry That Unraveled
Culture, Religion, and Collective Memory in the Middle East
Kim Ghattas examines the intense rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran and
its profound impact on Middle Eastern politics and conflicts. The book
explores how ideological, religious, and political differences have fueled
proxy wars and regional instability. Ghattas also discusses the cultural and
social repercussions of this ongoing struggle.

9. From Beirut to Jerusalem
Thomas L. Friedman recounts his experiences as a journalist covering the
Lebanese Civil War and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The book provides a
firsthand perspective on the complexities and human dimensions of Middle
Eastern conflicts. Friedman offers insights into the challenges of diplomacy
and peacebuilding in the region.
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