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Abstract 
The Middle East has been a crises-ridden region since the time before 1947. Thus, 

the purported crises began to unfold between the Israelis and the Palestinian 

Arabs, essentially borne out of the tendencies of one race/tribe to dominate the 

other. Hence, the United Nations (UN) began its mediatory mission in the Middle 

East in about 1947. This paper examined the mediatory efforts of United Nations 

(UN) in the Middle East (1947 to C.2000) via a historical analysis. Documentary 

research method was employed. This entailed the use of archival materials, 

textbooks, journals, and newspapers. The subject is treated by first giving the 

introduction, followed by explaining the mediatory roles of the United Nations in 

stages, and concluded in a way of further facilitating the understanding of the 

subject matter. Recommendations are offered, one of which is the United Nations 

(UN) must demonstrate sincerity, fairness, and neutrality in carrying out its 

operations in the Middle East. 
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Introduction 
The United Nations Organization came 

into being consequent upon a secret 

meeting of Board of Warship “Prince of 

Wales” which was moored to the coast of 

the Newfoundland in August 1941. The 

United Nations was founded via a 

meeting between Roose Velt of Great 

Britain and Winston Churchill of United 

States, evolved as a result of the League 

of Nations’ inability to maintain 

international peace and security. This 

organization’s involvement in the Middle 
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East crises can be seen as its duty as stated in Article One of the UN charter which 

stated that it is the purpose of the United Nations to maintain international security and 

peace. Secondly, it should seek to develop friendly relations amongst nations. Thirdly, 

to achieve international co-operation in solving international problems of economic, 

social, and cultural characters and encouraging respect for human rights without 

distinction. And the last of Article One is that the United Nations should be a centre 

for harmonizing the actions of nations in the attainment of these common ends. 

The international body and its members, in pursuit of the purposes stated in Article 

one, shall act in accordance with principles stated in Article Two of the UN’s Charter. 

The United Nations has been involved in various problems in the Middle East since 

1947. Whereas the Korean war and Congolese war were settled in the sense that there 

was no further outbreak of hostilities. The United Nations has not managed to do the 

same in the Middle East. Wars broke out in 1948, 1956, 1967, and 1973, and serious 

crises still exist till today. The involvement of international organizations in the 

Middle East crisis began when the League of Nations, by admitting the Balfour 

Declaration in terms of the British mandate, lent its support to the Zionist cause, 

though to do so was at odds with the assumption of Article 22 of the covenant that a 

mandate was an interim arrangement pending independence of its indigenous 

populations (Edward, 1979). 

After World War I, Britain governed Palestine as a League of Nations Mandate. 

Britain got more and more embroiled in the area and in 1947 asked the United Nations 

to take over the duty of running the area. The struggle between Arabs and Jews over 

living space is an elemental struggle, a little subject to the mitigation of international 

law. However, politics is seldom divorced from legal presumptions. In bequeathing 

the puzzle of Palestine to the United Nations, Britain refrained from questioning the 

organization’s authority to dispose of the matter, even though this meant casting the 

General Assembly, as an exception to the otherwise recommendatory character of its 

resolution, was a question that the world court’s advisory opinion in 1971 with 

reference to South West Africa (Namibia) answered in the affirmative. 

 

Role of the United Nations in 1948 Crisis  

The United Nations took over the areas and set up an eleven-men Commission to 

examine the problem. Their solution was to divide Palestine into halves with one part 

for the Jews and the other for the Palestinians. The Arab nations that surrounded 

Palestine made clear that this plan would not be acceptable. Regardless of this and 

aware of world’s sympathy for the Jews in the aftermath of World War II - the United 

Nations went ahead with its plan. The General Assembly of United Nations approved 

the partition in November 1947 by a majority of 33 votes to 13.  
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This plan came to nothing. As Britain left Palestine in 1948, the Jews set up Israel 

almost immediately using the territory given to them in the United Nations’ plan. The 

Arab league protested vigorously both in and outside the United Nations, and 

throughout the Arab World, the Muslim Brotherhoods inveighed against the decision 

to establish an infidel sectarian state in Palestine (Albert, 1968). 

The United Nations then with a war to deal with, arranged plan for a four- week truce. 

However, the end of the truce saw the start of hostilities again. The insertion of 

international organization into the Palestine equation had weighed heavily if not 

decisively in support of the Zionist cause, first through the incorporation of the Balfour 

Declaration in terms of the British mandate and second through the partition 

resolution, which envisioned an independent Jewish state. This legacy was duly 

emphasized in Israel’s declaration of independence and has since been cited in 

justification for Israeli sovereignty. However, with the appointment of Count Folke 

Bernadotte as UN mediator, international organization was henceforth to come down 

mainly on the side of Palestinians (Albert, 1968). 

A major problem for the United Nations was the murder of their chief negotiator in 

the area- Count Bernadotte. His successor was Ralph Bunche and he managed to 

arrange for another cease fire in 1949. This was signed by Israel and all but one of the 

Arab nations that had attacked Israel in. 1948. However, for many it was a truce and a 

renewal of war was only a matter of time. The Middle East was to present to the United 

Nations its most difficult question.  

 

Role of UN Refugees Agency in Alleviating the Sufferings of Palestinians 

During the 1948 conflict, 800,000 Palestinians fled from what was now Israel and 

lived in refugee camps along the borders of Israel and Arab nations that surrounded 

Israel. Their lifestyle was poor and the humanitarian gesture side of the United Nations 

was needed to improve the lots of people who felt they had been dispossessed of their 

homeland. The United Nations responded to this problem by setting up the United 

Nations Relief and Welfare Agency (UNRWA). It was the task of UNRWA to deal 

with the refugee problems in camps - provide clean water, decent tents etc, until a 

political solution could be found for the refugees which would entail them to return to 

Israel or being accommodated by a near-by Arab nation. The United Nations also set 

up the Conciliation Commission for Palestine (CCP). This body held talks in neutral 

Switzerland. The main issue that had to be addressed was the border Israel held 

between itself and its Arab neighbours. In 1948, Israel had taken much of the land 

from the Palestinians more than what had been scheduled under the United Nations 

plan to be given to them. (www.historylearningsite.co.uk /United Nations, 2008).  

 

 

http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/
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Role of the United Nations in the 1956 Crisis  

In 1956, a full scale war broke out when Israel attacked the Sinai, Egypt’s east of the 

Suez Canal. Egypt, led by Nasser had nationalized the Suez Canal. Up to 1956, this 

had been co-owned by Britain and France with both countries benefiting from the 

profits that should go to Egypt.  

As a result of this, Britain and France had helped Israel plan out its October attack on 

Egypt. Their plan was simple, Israel would attack the Sinai (Egypt East of the Suez 

Canal) while Britain and France would attack and occupy the Suez Canal zone. When 

the Security Council voted on a resolution for Israel to withdraw from the Sinai, 

Britain and France vetoed it.  

The Security Council transferred its power to the General Assembly using the ‘Uniting 

For Peace’ principle and the General Assembly of the United Nations called for a 

cease-fire and on November 1956, it created a United Nations Emergency Force  

(UNEF). The role of the UNEF was to act as a buffer between the Israelis and the 

Egyptians, thus ensuring that a ceasefire was maintained (Johansson, 2003). 

Just one day later the British and French launched their attack on the Suez. The United 

Nations was powerless to atop this attack. However, America, lead by Eisenhower, 

expressed its severe reservations regarding this attack and threatened to stop oil 

supplies to both Britain and France. The Suez Canal could not be used to gain oil as it 

had been shut. Therefore, unless Britain and France did what America wanted, they 

would be starved out of Oil. They had to pull out of the Suez.  

On November 16th 1956, 6000 United Nations troops arrived in the Sinai to keep both 

Israel and Egypt apart. The United Nations troops came from Finland, Canada, 

Yugoslavia, Denmark, Norway, Brazil, India and Columbia. They carried only light 

weapons and were ordered only to use them in self-defense. The UNEF remained in 

the Sinai as a buffer until told to leave by Nasser in 1967. During the time they were 

there, 89 UNEF troops were killed. The mission also cost the United Nations over 

$200 million (Johansson, 2008) 

 

United Nations’ Intervention in the 1967 Crisis   

President Nasser’s brinkmanship in 1967, while it had disastrous consequences on the 

Palestinians, afforded the United Nations new entree into the situation. 

The UNEF left the Sinai in 1967 because it had agreed that if told to leave it would do 

so. To many observers, the order by Nasser for the UNEF to withdraw meant that 
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trouble was brewing. Israel feared that she would be attacked and before waiting to be 

attack, Israel launched attacks on Egypt, Syria, Jordan and Iraq. This war lasted only 

six days and the fighting only stopped when the Security Council ordered a cease-fire. 

It also drew up Resolution 242 which they believed would restore peace to the Middle 

East (Johansson, 2003) 

Resolution 242 called for:  

•  The withdrawal of Israeli forces from all Arab land they had occupied  

•  A solution to the Palestinian refuge problem  

•  The right of every state concerned in the Middle East to live in peace  

•  Free navigation on international waterways  

•  Secure boundaries between each nation in the Middle East. 

 

All the involved nations signed 242 except Syria. However, it was not long before it 

became clear that each side Arab and Jews - interpreted each point differently. Each 

side also put a different emphasis on each point. What was important to the Arabs had 

much less importance to Israel. As an example, Israel declared its intention of staying 

in Arab land that they considered to be of strategic importance to the survival of Israel. 

The Arab nations viewed the withdrawal of Israeli forces from occupied Arab land as 

not open to interpretation. With such distrust, it was clear that some form of warfare 

would occur again. This happened in 1973 and once again the United Nations could 

do nothing to prevent it (Johansson, 2008). 

 

United Nations’ Intervention in the 1973 Crisis  

In 1973, Egypt had a new leader-Anwar Sadat. He announced that any future peace 

for the Middle East could be effected once and for all by the use of military force. On 

Israel’s most holy of days, Yom Kippur, Egypt attacked catching the usually vigilant 

Israeli forces off guard.  

The United Nations called for a ceasefire and passed Resolution 338. A United Nations 

conference in Geneva was called but produced no result. This was an obvious rebuff 

for the United Nations and all future peace negotiations were taken on by the USA — 

not the United Nations. As a result of America’s Secretary of State Henry Kissenger, 

and his use of ‘Shuttle Diplomacy’ a Disengagement Agreement was signed in January 

1974. This allowed for a new UNEF to be sent to the Middle East. This new force was 
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made up to 7000 men and was again stationed between Egypt and Israel. A United 

Nations Observer Force was sent to monitor the border between Israel and Syria. 

Between 1973 and the 1978 Camp David agreement, most of the work done at a 

diplomatic level regarding the Middle East was centered on an American input. 

However, in 1975, the United Nations did criticize Israel regarding its treatment of 

those Palestinians who continued to live outside of Israel’s borders in refuge camps 

and who wished to return to live in what they would refer to as Palestine, In 1977, the 

United Nations also criticized Israel’s policy building settlements on land they 

occupied as a result of military victories.  

 

 

1978 and 1982 Crises 

After the invasion of Lebanon by Israel in 1978 and 1982 respectively, efforts were 

made by UN peace keeping force to keep away the Israel forces. And by 1985, Israel 

retreated from all but a narrow stretch of Lebanese territory designated by Israel as the 

Israeli security zone, UN Security Council Resolution 425 which called Israel to 

completely withdraw from Lebanon was not completely fulfilled until June 16, 2000. 

Despite UN Security Council Resolution 559 and 1583, Hezbollah (Local Muslim 

Militia) continues active involvement in the conflict (U.N. General Assembly, 1982). 

 

Intifada of 1987 to 1993 

The first Intifada began as an uprising of Palestinians, particularly the young, against 

the Israel ‘military occupation of the West Bank and Gaza strip after the failure of the 

Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO) t achieve any kind of meaningful 

diplomatic solution to the Palestinian issue. The Intifada ended with Madrid 

Conference of 1991 and the sighing of the Oslo Accords by Israel and the PLO in 1993 

(UNIDIR, 2005).  

 

Gulf War of 1990-1991  

The Gulf War began with the Iraqi invasion and annexation of Kuwait and did not 

initially involve direct military engagement with Israel. To draw Israel into the 

confrontation and fracture the multinational coalition, Iraq launched 39 smooth 

missiles on Israel cities and on Israeli’s nuclear facilities near Dimona. However, 
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under strong pressure from the US which took oer as the mediator from UN Israel did 

not retaliate. 

Later in September 1993, the Israeli; Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin and PLO 

Chairman Yasser Arafat signed the Declaration of Principles (DOP) which shaped the 

principles for a prospective process of the establishment of a five-year interim self 

governing authority in the Palestinian territories. 

Furthermore, Saudi Arabia offered a peace plan in the New York Times and at a 

summit/meeting of the Arab League in Beiru. The plan was based on, but went beyond 

UN Security  Council Resolution 242 and Resolution 338, and received the unanimous 

backing of the Arab League for the first time (Johansson, 2003). 

 

Conclusion and recommendations  

Conclusively, the write-up has discussed efforts made by the United Nations from its 

inception to early 2000 and efforts of the US and the other Quartet (other four members 

of the security council) after the declining hold of the UN on the Middle East affairs. 

The Role of United Nations is going to be an on-going process as long as the Middle 

East problems still exist in the Middle East, with the help of international Non-

Governmental Organizations (NGO’s) and contributions of the world powers.  

The efforts of the United Nations Organizations (UNO) towards getting and sustaining 

peace in the Middle East, have been examined, especially its efforts from its inception 

to C. 2000. Since then, the roles and interventionist efforts of the United Nations (UN) 

in the Middle East have been continual. This is because inter-country challenges keep 

unfolding in the Middle East. The international Non-Governmental Organizations and 

the world powers have also been contributing to peace processes in the Middle East. 

However, due to the biases of the United States (US) and other powerful members of 

the United Nations (UN), the organization has not been able to achieve its peace-

making mission in the Middle East, as well as due to other factors/ considerations such 

as racial, religious, ideological and political sentiments. The following 

recommendations are offered:  

- To bring peace to the Middle East, the different parties involved in conflicts or 

crises must embrace spirit of compromise. 

- In settling the Middle East crises, both the Israelis and Arabs (Palestinians) 

must opt for dialogues, and not confrontation. 
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- Both the Israelis and Palestinians must forget their socio-religious and political 

differences, and see each other as necessary neighbours they must co-exist 

peacefully with. 

- The United Nations (UN) must demonstrate sincerity, fairness, and neutrality  

in carrying out its operations in the Middle East. 

- United Nations (UN) resolutions must be made effective in the Middle East, 

and should be enforced on all the parties involved. 
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