
WITH EFFECT FROM THE SUMMER EXAMINATION IN 2004, 
question (a) in Edexcel’s unit 5 will be a question that

asks candidates to focus on the significance of a particular
turning point within the study of 100 plus years of an histori-
cal theme. In option 4a, ‘Britain and Decolonisation’, a typical
question might therefore be: How far do you agree that the
‘Suez crisis’ was the key turning point in British imperial his-
tory? This element of the examination should have about 25
minutes spent on its planning and writing, so candidates need
to be very clear about what they understand by a turning
point before they are able to engage in this question. Tom’s
answer illustrates a number of important issues that candi-
dates need to consider in order to achieve an effective
response to this type of question.

Tom’s answer

After the Suez crisis of 1956, it became apparent that never
again would Britain hold the same prestige around the world
that she had enjoyed during the preceding century. It is
debateable, however, the extent to which the Suez crisis
could be described as a turning point.

The Suez crisis was immediately followed by the
publication of a defence review, which would suggest a
marked change in British military policy. However, the
defence review had actually begun in 1954 in recognition of
the weakness of her conventional forces.

The year 1957 also saw the beginning of retreat from
empire in Africa with Ghana gaining its independence. This
could be seen as the British losing the ability and will to hold
on to its colonies. It must be noted, however, that Ghanaian
independence began as early as 1951 when the British had
allowed free elections for a prime minister. This was,
naturally, five years before the Suez crisis.

Economically, the Suez crisis could be seen as having
had adverse effects on Britain as the pound immediately
slumped as a result of the withdrawal of American support.
This is not, however, a new factor as the result of the Suez
crisis itself. The British economy had been reliant on
American aid since the Second World War, and arguably
long before that. The Suez crisis merely demonstrated this
dependence as the United States withdrew its support and
the pound fell dramatically.

Another change often attributed to the Suez crisis is
Britain’s status in the Middle East. It is often inferred that
Britain lost all influence in the area after 1956. This would,
however, be an oversimplification as ever since 1945 the
influence of the United States and the United Nations had
increasingly become stronger than that of Britain.
Conversely, British intervention in Jordan and Kuwait in the
late 1950s also shows that her influence did not simply
collapse after 1956.

The Suez crisis was also seen to be a turning point in
British domestic politics with a move away from the focus
on empire towards Europe, particularly with regard to the
policies of the Conservative party. Again, this is too simple
an explanation, as real attempts to participate in European
affairs - the European Economic Community - did not begin
until the 1960s.

So, in the true sense of a turning point - a dramatic and

immediate change in all areas - the Suez crisis cannot be so
described. The factors that surfaced after 1956 - economic,
political and military - had already existed long before 1956.
The crisis just made them more apparent. Thus, in this
sense, the Suez crisis was not a turning point: it simply
revealed, perhaps with startling clarity, the pressures facing
the remains of British imperialism.

Examiner’s comments

Tom’s answer would earn a low Level 3 and be awarded 16
marks out of 20 - a grade A. He has clearly understood what
a turning point entails, despite some weaknesses within the
response, and he constantly returns to his theme of the
impact of the Suez crisis. 

Tom’s introductory paragraph is brief, but to the point,
so that he does not waste valuable time exploring
unnecessary background detail. He has obviously planned
his answer, dealing in successive paragraphs with the impact
that the Suez crisis had on military affairs, African colonies,
the British economy, the Middle East and domestic politics.
Furthermore, Tom clearly addresses the issue of how to
tackle a turning point question. He understands the
necessity of comparing the situation before the Suez crisis
with what came after. By identifying how the situation
changed and how it remained the same, it should be
possible to establish the extent to which the Suez crisis can
be deemed to be a turning point. Too many candidates tend
to merely consider the consequences of the event under
discussion rather than drawing out this sense of the
similarities and differences of what existed before and after
the event. Tom has handled this aspect of the question
quite effectively, if briefly, within the time constraints that
operate and it is this skill that pushes the response into
Level 3. The examples that he draws on to support his
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Anthony Eden in 1974 by Derek Hill (detail). Eden was the 
British Prime Minister, 1955-7, during the Suez crisis



analysis also indicate that Tom has a secure knowledge base
that he is able to refer to in order to illustrate his
arguments. He has not made the mistake of describing
events at length which would make it difficult to address the
analytical aspects of this question in the available time. The
conclusion is clearly linked back to the question and draws
out a valid analysis of the situation.

Tom has certainly responded correctly in ensuring that
he focuses his attention on the possible impact of the Suez
crisis. Even where a question asks ‘how far’, the main focus
still needs to be the specific event that is referred to in the
question. However, Tom could have improved upon this
response had he considered, even briefly and perhaps in a
penultimate paragraph, the existence of an alternative
turning point as being the ‘key’ one referred to in the title.
His writing is succinct, almost to the point of being too brief.
In places there is a tendency towards assertion because the
development of the argument is so terse. Tom might have
improved on this answer and made it more securely Level 3

by removing one of the five paragraphs dealing with aspects
of the impact of the Suez crisis and devoting just a little
more time to exploring and developing the remaining four
paragraphs.

Tom has clearly understood the material and the
concepts that he has been studying in this unit and he has
tackled the question sensibly. His problems appear to arise in
part from the restricted time that is available. He has not
quite fully thought out the most effective strategy to deal
with this constraint; in spite of this, he has written a sound
answer that appears in all probability to have been completed
within about 25 minutes so that he has left himself with
sufficient time to plan, read the sources and write the higher
scoring second part of the examination paper. Candidates
should beware the temptation to spend too long on part (a)
as it is only worth one-third of the final mark on this paper.

Hilary Stark, an AS/A-Level senior examiner, currently teaches at
Queen Mary’s Sixth Form College, Basingstoke.
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Opened in 1869, the time
ships took to travel from
Europe to the East was
greatly reduced by the 106
mile canal. Britain gained the
major share of the Suez
Canal Company in 1875.

Information on the Suez crisis, 1956

Tension in the Middle East continued after 1949
and the partition of Palestine and the
creation of the state of Israel.

Gamal Abdul Nasser became President of Egypt
in 1954. He gained the agreement of the
British to withdraw from the canal zone by
1956. Having decided to build the Aswan
dam, to better use the Nile water, after he
failed to gain finance for the project from
the USA or USSR, Nasser nationalised the
Suez Canal Company, 1956. 

Britain unsuccessfully tried to gain Egypt’s agree-
ment to international control of the canal.

Britain and France, their strategic and
commercial interests threatened, divised a
plan to regain control of the canal, in
combined action with Israel. The plan was
finalised at a secret meeting in Paris, 23
October 1956.

From 25 October, Israeli, British and French
forces were prepared.

On 29 October Israeli forces with French air
and sea support attacked Egypt. Britain and
France pretended that they were in no way
involved and professed their anxiety to

maintain peace in the Middle East.
On 30 October they issued a joint ultimatum to

both Egypt and Israel calling on them to
withdraw their forces to ten miles either
side of the Suez Canal and allow a
temporary Anglo-French occupation of
Suez to separate the combatants. Egypt
rejected the ultimatum.

For their plan to succeed, Britain and France
needed a swift and skilful military operation
but it was not until 5 November, after the
Egyptians and Israelis had stopped fighting,
that paratroops landed in Egypt.

World opinion, financial pressure from the USA,
threat of rocket attack from the USSR and
domestic political divisions led Britain to
decide, on 6 November, to withdraw.
France followed the British lead.

Consequences. British and French influence with
Arab states was deminished and, in effect,
the Middle East became a side show in the
Cold War. Nasser became a cult figure
among Arab nationalists while, for Anthony
Eden, who had been an MP for 30 years
and the British Prime Minister since 1955,
it hastened the end of his political career
and his resignation in 1957. Many see the
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