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Abstract:

The main aim of this paper is to present a postcolonial
review of the symbolic literary references of the Suez Canal
in selected Egyptian novels and to historically trace how the
symbolic significance of the Suez Canal changed many
times throughout a number of significant historical phases —
the Suez Company's concession, the Suez Crisis, the Arab-
Israeli wars and post-war era. To achieve its purpose, this
paper makes use of the concepts and ideas of
Postcolonialism to discuss the relationship between history
and literature and to examine how the Egyptian novel
attempted, since the 1960s, to act as a counter discourse to
the Western literary canon about the Suez Canal that served
to reinforce colonialist ideology since its construction in the
mid-nineteenth century. | conclude the paper by pointing
out that the symbolic significance of the Suez Canal in the
modern Egyptian novel has changed considerably
throughout a number of significant historical phases from
being a symbol of domination and exploitation of the East to
become a symbol of anti-colonial and anti-subjugation
resistance.
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Introduction

Since 1849 | have studied incessantly, under all its
aspects, a question which was already in my mind
since 1832. | confess that my scheme is still a
mere dream, and | do not shut my eyes to the fact
that so long as | alone believe it to be possible, it is

virtually impossible. . . . The scheme in question is
the cutting of a canal through the Isthmus of Suez.
(Lesseps 1)

In these words, from a letter that the French
diplomat and later supervisor of the construction of the
Suez Canal Ferdinand de Lesseps sent in 1852 to the Dutch
Council-General in Egypt M. S. W. Ruyssenaers, de Lesseps
not only expresses his desire for the project, but also
Western colonial motivations towards the East." Examining
De Lesseps' interest in excavating the canal and the
Orientalist ideology behind the project, Edward Said wrote:

In the Suez Canal idea we see the logical
conclusion of Orientalist thought and, more
interesting, of Orientalist effort. To the West, Asia
had once represented silent distance and
alienation; Islam was militant hostility to European
Christianity. To overcome such redoubtable
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constants the Orient needed first to be known,
then invaded and possessed, then re-created by
scholars, soldiers, and judges who disinterred
forgotten languages, histories, races, and cultures
in order to posit them — beyond the modern
Oriental's ken — as the true classical Orient that
could be used to judge and rule the modern
Orient. The obscurity faded to be replaced by
hothouse entities; the Orient was a scholar's
word, signifying what modern Europe had recently
made of the still peculiar East. De Lesseps and his
canal finally destroyed the Orient's distance, its
cloistered intimacy away from the West, its
perdurable exoticism. (91)

On November 17, 1869, the canal was opened
connecting the Mediterranean with the Red Sea, the
Occident with the Orient. The opening of the canal had its
impact on Egypt as well as the imperial powers of the world
at that time, namely France and Britain. Since then, the
canal has become pivotally important in forming
international power relations between the East and the
West.

However, as | contend in the present paper, the
impact of the Suez Canal was not only reflected in politics
and economy, but in literature as well, particularly in the
novel as a dominant modern literary form. Accordingly, the
main aim of this paper is to present a postcolonial review
of the symbolic literary references of the Suez Canal in
selected Egyptian novels’ throughout a number of
significant historical phases — the Suez Company's
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concession (in Abd Al-Rahman Fahmi's al-Zi’lab wa al-
Farisa, Siham Bayyumi's Ayyam al-Qabbuti, and Saad Al-
Qirsh's Washm Wahid), the Suez Crisis (in Latifa Al-Zayyat's
al-Bab al-Maftih), the Arab—Israeli wars (in Yusuf Al-Sibai's
al-‘Omr Lahza, lhsan Abd Al-Qudus's al-Rosasa Latazal Fi
Jaibi, Gamal Al-Ghitani's Hikayat al-Gharib), and the post-
war era (in Naguib Mahfouz's Yawma Qutila al-Za‘im,
Amina Zaydan's Nabidh Ahmar, Muhammad Al-Tohamy's
Heropolis, and Son'allah Ibrahim's Sharaf). By symbolic
literary references of the Suez Canal, | mean those literary
references wherein the canal is employed by the author as
an indispensable element that serves in the development
of the theme or the plot of the literary work. A symbol in
literature, as defined in A Glossary of Literary Terms, is “a
word or phrase that signifies an object or event which in its
turn signifies something, or has a range of reference,
beyond itself” (Abrams 311).

Very few critical attempts have been made in English
to examine the portrayal of the Suez Canal in literature and
most of them were solely focused on Western fiction.
Examples of such attempts include Emily A. Haddad's
“Digging to India: Modernity, Imperialism, and the Suez
Canal” in 2005, Dorian Bell's “Miracle in the Desert: Zola’s
L’Argent, the Suez Canal, and the Transformation of French
Imperialist Ideology” in 2006, Ailise Bulfin's “The Fiction of
Gothic Egypt and British Imperial Paranoia: The Curse of
the Suez Canal” in 2011, and Andrew Hammond's “British
Literary Responses to the Suez Crisis” in 2013. The problem
with these and similar Western critical attempts, however,
is that they are one-sided in their ideology and limited in
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their scope, either in time or in space. That is to say, in
most of them, the main aim of the researcher or the critic is
to examine Western literary works® (written in English and
French) that belong to a certain period in the history of the
Suez Canal (The Suez Company's Concession) and serve to
reinforce colonialist ideology without taking into
consideration the Eastern perspective, predominantly
Egyptian, in history and literature. The significance of the
paper lies in that it examines examples from Arabic
literature, a less explored zone in postcolonial criticism as
Wail S. Hassan argues:

One of the ironies of postcolonial studies is that
colonial discourse analysis began with several
theorists who studied colonialism in the Arab
world: Albert Memmi (in Tunisia), Frantz Fanon (in
Algeria), Edward Said (in the Levant). However,
the work of those critics led to the development,
in the 1980's and 1990's, of a sophisticated
theoretical apparatus that rarely takes Arabic
literary and cultural production into account. (45)

The discussion of references to the Suez Canal in the
Egyptian novel would give us a full picture of how the
symbolism of the Suez Canal developed and why. Also, the
discussion of literary references to the Suez Canal in its
earliest history might help the readers to understand how
literature can succeed where history fails. For whereas
history is written by the victors, literature offers an
opportunity for the colonised, the marginalised and the
oppressed to revisit, reread, re-contextualise and rewrite
crucial moments in their recent past. This attempt can be
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seen in light of Bill Ashcroft's proposition about the cultural
resistance of colonised peoples:

[Tlhe most fascinating feature of post-colonial
societies is a “resistence” that manifests itself as a
refusal to be absorbed, a resistance which
engages that which is resisted in a different way,
taking the array of influences exerted by the
dominating power, and altering them into tools
for expressing a deeply held sense of identity and
cultural being. (20)

In order to find answers to the aforementioned
enquiries about the literary significance of the Suez Canal in
selected Egyptian novels, this paper will make use of
concepts and ideas of postcolonialism to examine how the
Egyptian novel has attempted, since the 1960s, to act as a
counter discourse to the Western literary canon about the
Suez Canal that served to reinforce colonialism since the
digging of the Suez Canal in the mid-nineteenth century.
What is really significant about postcolonialism as a critical
approach is that it pushes literary study toward cultural
studies with its emphasis on factors that are not literary.

The theory and practice of postcolonial criticism
began in the late 1970s in the work of critics such as
Edward Said's Orientalism (1978) and developed later in
Gayatri Spivak's The Post-Colonial Critic (1990) and Homi
Bhabha's The Location of Culture (1994). Postcolonialism is
defined by Graham Huggan in his The Postcolonial Exotic
(2001) as “an anti-colonial intellectualism that reads and
valorises the signs of social struggle in the faultlines of
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literary and cultural texts” (6). The main focus of
postcolonial criticism is on “postcolonial literatures” that
“emerged in their present form out of the experience of
colonization” (Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin 2). As a reading
practice at the present time, postcolonial criticism appears
to be following two major paths:

On the one hand, via the reading of specific post-
colonial texts and the effects of their production
in and on specific social and historical contexts,
and on the other, via the ‘revisioning’ of received
tropes and modes such as allegory, irony, and
metaphor and the rereading of ‘canonical’ texts in
the light of post-colonial discursive practices.
(Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin 191)

Therefore, this paper employs postcolonialism to
analyse examples of literary references to the Suez Canal in
Egyptian novels representing postcolonial literature. The
analysis of postcolonial literary references of the Suez
Canal in the selected novels is done all throughout, in terms
of the narrated time rather than publication time, into a
number of significant historical phases including the Suez
Company's concession, the Suez Crisis, the Arab-Israeli
wars and the post-war era.

1. The Suez Company's Concession (1854-1956)

In the discussion of the different literary
representations of the Suez Canal in the Egyptian novel,
one is confronted with the critical views of major Egyptian
critics and scholars who condemn the fact that there are
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few literary works in Arabic about the Suez Canal, i.e. its
history and development, and that until today there are
almost no panoramic literary work in Arabic that gives a
genuine representation of the history of the Suez Canal and
the role of the Egyptians in its construction. In the
Conference of the Writers of the Suez Canal Region and
Sinai in 2010, the Egyptian writer and critic Yusuf Nofal
stated that:
S i Cian pgeal ol ) pale J1) L asall Y1 )
dalaiy Juia¥l jalhe 8 dalalls Lodedy 3o Gl
Gl g FlEYl Jis 3 G saallal) clidadll g ) siladll 5 o LY
S i A JgY) Jeadll cialia (5 padl)

Arabic literature has not yet been able to capture
the events of the digging of the Suez Canal, as
global writers, artists and speakers, at the opening
ceremony, ignored forced labor and torture and
exaggerated excessive manifestations of
celebration at the expense of the role of the
Egyptian people in digging the canal.*

Similarly, Egyptian novelist Yusuf Al-Qaid wrote in
February 2013:
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The Suez Canal is not just a navigation waterway
that works as a vital source of revenue for Egypt
because of the passage of ships from north to
south and south to north. Prior to seawater, it was
the blood of poor Egyptian peasants who dug the
canal that filled its course. The use of al-sukhrah’
(forced labor) in digging the Suez Canal is a full
story that has not been written yet. (28)

However, in his article, Al-Qaid mentioned one of the
significant attempts by Egyptian writers to present the
story of the Suez Canal — that of Abd Al-Rahman Fahmi's
1989 novel al-Zi’ab wa al-Farisa (The Wolves and the Prey).
In the introduction to the novel, Fahmi states that he wrote
the novel during a vacation in the early sixties and it was
meant to be the first of five novels that he intended to
write on the Suez Canal because the history of the Canal is
the history of modern Egypt. Although Fahmi planned for a
number of novels written on the Suez Canal, only al-Zi’ab
wa al-Farisa was published:
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| wrote this novel during a vacation in the early
sixties and it was meant to be the first of five
novels that | intended to write on the Suez Canal
because the history of the Suez Canal is the
history of modern Egypt. The reader of the history
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries will find
that the idea of “the shortest route to India” is
behind every significant event in this history.
Hence, | came up with this ambitious idea of
writing five novels about modern Egypt that
revolve around the Suez Canal. | wrote the first
novel, followed by chapters in the second which
was turned into a radio series presented by Sawt
al-‘Arab (Voice of the Arabs) as Dima’‘ala al-
Sahara’ (Blood on the Desert). (3-4)

Fahmi maintains that the author of historical fiction,
just like the historian, should spend a lot of time reading
and exploring history. Instead of presenting notable
historical figures in his novel (e.g. Mohamed Sa'id Pasha
and Ferdinand de Lesseps), Fahmi chooses to focus
attention on characters that are less explored in books of
history (e.g. Ibrahim llhami Pasha the son of Abbas | of
Egypt, Nazli Hanem daughter of Muhammad Ali, Abdul-
Medjid |, Bolivar and Lord Stratford). Thus, he was able to
use his imagination to explore how the concession for the
construction of the canal was granted through conspiracy
and scheme.

While reading al-Zi’ab wa al-Farisa, one realises that
the vision the author of the novel provides for the symbolic
significance of the Suez Canal goes beyond the context of
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the publication time in the sixties (a time of popular rage
against monarchy and Muhammad Ali's Dynasty) and the
context of the events in the mid-nineteenth century prior
to the digging of the Suez Canal to hint for the symbolic
significance of the Canal in the future. It is true that in al-
Zi’ab wa al-Farisa, the writer is concerned with the extent
of the cruelty of colonialism and its attempt to devour the
prey, symbolically represented in the novel in the Egyptian
Suez Canal:

S sosmall B omen OF Jslagy Slad seaiy il 3415
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Bolivar began to imagine it, trying to integrate into
the image drawn by Ali Bey another of a canal to
be dug in this country, a canal that runs for one
hundred and twenty kilometers in a desert where
the vision returns humbled while it is fatigued
because of its vastness, covered by layers of
collapsed quicksand and blocks of bare backs and
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inflamed by the sun as well as the whips of the
Governor to hit hard rocks by axes and move the
sand away so that the water can flow in its course.
In the water, hundreds of ships are sailing carrying
treasures of the East, while Bolivar stands at the
entrance of the canal to get a fee from every ship
at least ten percent, or even twenty percent, of
these treasures ... In the far corner of this image,
his Highness — llhami Pasha — is reeling drunk,
holding in his left hand a cup of wine given to him
by Lolita and in his right hand a whip flaming the
bare backs. (76)

But a closer look on Fahmi's novel reveals that this
symbolic representation of the Suez Canal is likely to
change with the change of history. Although Fahmi, who
died a few months after the fiftieth anniversary of the July
1952 Revolution, was not able to complete his epic work,
he ends al-Zi’ab wa al-Farisa with an optimistic tone
emphasising that the colonialist scheme imagined by
Bolivar early in the novel is doomed to failure because one
day the coloniser will leave and the canal will become then
the property of those who dug it:
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But if this canal is dug, Egypt will become a
European colony! O son, how many colonists
came to us? How many wolves came to us? Have
they managed to bring up the sun from the West
instead of the East? Have they managed to
prevent the light of the moon in the dark night?
So are we, my son. This green earth, this dark Nile
and we peasants will survive as long as the sun
and the moon. We are the only right thing in all of
this. Truth shall prevail. | told you so. (387)

Historically, it took almost a century for this final
vision in al-Zi’ab wa al-Farisa to become true. According to
Caroline Piquet, the effect of the Suez Canal Company’s
concession in Egypt was double-sided:

For more than a century, the Suez Canal
Company’s concession in Egypt was a French
preserve, reflecting the role of the concession
system there. Supported by favorable legislation,
concession was the most widespread European
business practice in Egypt. The system provided a
way for Egypt to acquire modern infrastructures;
the European contribution was a necessity,
especially for digging the canal. The effect of the
Suez Company is indisputable — the desert of the
Suez isthmus was turned into a true economic
area with ports, cities, and a labor force, and the
region was progressively linked to the rest of the
country via a road network. At the same time,
however, the concession system denied the
country any benefit from the infrastructure it
created. (1)
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Piquet's words about the contradictory role of the
concession system raises questions about what was known
in the late 19th and early 20th centuries as the mission
civilisatrice (the French for “civilizing mission”) as a
rationale for the colonisation of Africa and other parts of
the world by the French as well as the British empires.
Politically, the British and French colonial projects in Asia
and the Indian subcontinent were dramatically facilitated
by the Suez Canal. Those European colonial powers felt it
was their duty to bring Western civilization to what they
perceived as backward peoples. Yet, this colonial rationale
was criticised by many writers and thinkers in postcolonial
period such as Francophone and Martinican poet Aimé
Césaire who argued that “No one colonizes innocently, that
no one colonizes with impunity either; that a nation which
colonizes, that a civilization which justifies colonization—
and therefore force—is already a sick civilization, a
civilization which is morally diseased, which irresistibly,
progressing from one consequence to another, one denial
to another, calls for its Hitler, | mean its punishment” (39).

Published in 2004, Siham Bayyumi's Ayyam al-
Qabbaiti (Days of al-Qabbuti) deals with the excavation of
the Suez Canal. Ayyam al-Qabbuti is an attempt to present
the early history of the canal and the dilemma of the
Egyptians, who worked for ten years in forced labour to
finish the project. The history of the Egyptian workers, who
died during the digging, was neglected for so long by
Western and Eastern writers and historians alike.
Presenting history from below, the novel puts stories of
‘official’ history aside and foregrounds the stories of
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marginalised Egyptian people who dug the canal with their
hands in hard times in Al-Farma (later Port Said). The
protagonist of the novel, Al-Qabbuti, has been arrested for
resisting the excavation of the Suez Canal. After some time,
he is released from prison to find that the digging of the
canal has already begun:
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The workers began to arrive again to the digging
area in Al-Farma amid apprehension by everyone.
In a few days their numbers increased until they
filled areas of Al-Farma. The company lit the
digging site so that the workers continue working
day and night. It did not give the coming peasants
the opportunity to catch their breath or relieve
from the rigors of the long journey they made as
they came from villages in Upper and Lower Egypt
crammed into a boat ... Foremen were given
orders so as not to tolerate with careless workers.
Therefore, whips were used in the digging site
without mercy and without any consideration of
the conditions of the workers who suffered from
hunger, thirst and hot weather. (391)
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Just like Ayyam al-Qabbati, Saad Al-Qirsh's Washm
Wahid (Wahid's Tattoo), published in 2011, is a recent
Arabic attempt to capture the dilemma of the Egyptians
who dug the canal. The novel opens with the protagonist,
Wahid, holding the body of his dead father in the canal
digging site:
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Wahid carried the body of his dead father. He
raised it with his bare hands and felt the warmth
of life that has not completely gone from the
body. He could not believe what happened. He
thought that his father was suffering badly from
thirst after carrying the sand with innumerable
thousands of people digging the canal. “Back off
with the dead body”. He wished to kill the
foreman who said it indifferently. However, he
ignored the foreman's order. It was unbearable
for him to put the body of his dead father in a
basket made of palm fronds, so he endured the
whip that hit his back and gently put his father in
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the vehicle. He went slightly apart from the place
where the dead workers were usually buried.
Wahid realized that his father was dead and that
he has to run away with the dead body to a place
where the guards cannot find him to be able to
return to Ossir and bury his dead father to rest in
peace. Then he can return to a place he heard of
but does not quite well remember. (1)

The significance of Washm Wahid lies in that it is an
attempt to capture this neglected history of ten years of
excruciating and poorly compensated labor by Egyptian
workers. Thousands of workers died over the ten years of
construction due to malnutrition, fatigue and disease,
especially cholera. In 1875, the British government
purchased Egypt's shares in the canal. The canal remained
under the control of France and Britain until the Suez Crisis
in 1956.°

2. The Suez Crisis (1956)

As stated by Caryl Philips, the post-world-war-Il years
witnessed the progressive weakness of the British colonial
position in the Middle East, and as a result, Britain's
diplomacy sliding into deepening entanglement,
compounding confusion, and finally explosion in the Suez
crisis of 1956:

Postwar Britain was an austere and insecure place.
British people knew that their role in the world
was shrinking, and the years between the handing
over of India in 1947 and the Suez crisis of 1956
were vyears in which the reality of Britain’s
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increasingly limited role in world affairs was
becoming painfully evident. (qtd. in Shaffer 14)

According to the provisions of the Anglo-Egyptian
Treaty of 1936, Britain was allowed to install a pro-British
government in Cairo and convert the Suez Canal Zone into
“the largest military headquarters in the world” (Lucas
254). However, Egyptian nationalists in the 1950s
demanded repeatedly that Britain evacuate the Suez Canal
Zone, and in 1954 the two countries signed a seven-year
agreement that superseded the 1936 treaty and provided
for the gradual withdrawal of all British troops from the
zone by June 1956.” In the introduction to her translation
of Latifa Al-Zayyat's al-Bab al-Maftih (The Open Door),
Marilyn Booth records that within months of the British
withdrawal, Gamal Abdel Nasser, the new president,
denounced Western influence in the Arab world by
announcing the nationalisation of the Suez Canal. This
came as a response to the US pullout of the decision to,
together with Britain, finance the building of the Aswan
High Dam. Instead, Abdel Nasser explained that revenues
of the Canal would go to construction projects that
Western governments were unwilling to finance (xxii).
Written in 1960, al-Bab al-Maftih covers the historical
period from 1946 to 1956. Commenting on the significance
of the historical context of the novel, Hoda Elsadda wrote:

The novel [al-Bab al-Maftih] is a period piece par
excellence, as Al-Zayyat captures the idealism and
euphoria of the dominant nationalist discourse of
independence and freedom that was empowered
by the Free Officers' revolution in 1952 and
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confirmed in 1956 with the failure of the Tripartite
attack on Egypt following the nationalization of
the Suez Canal. (99)

In the novel, Layla and her brother Mahmud become
involved in the student activism of the 1940s and early
1950s and in the popular resistance to imperialist rule; the
story climaxes in the 1956 Suez Crisis, when Abdel Nasser’s
nationalisation of the Canal led to a British, French, and
Israeli invasion. Throughout the novel references are made
to the struggle at the Suez Canal Zone and its effect on the
life of characters and their attitudes:
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A tremor ran through Layla and right into her
head. Mahmud would go to the canal. To the
canal! The words rang through her brain as if they
were an anthem, and a swell of pride poured
through her body... (Al-Zayyat 85)

Layla feels disappointed because her cousin and
lover Isam does not join Mahmud in the struggle against
the British in the Canal Zone. According to Sandra Buijsse,
“As Layla’s emotions toward her cousin change and
weaken, her relationship with her brother gets stronger
and they exchange letters daily; Layla is the only one in
their circle of family and friends who truly understands and
supports Mahmud’s dangerous struggle for national
liberation” (5). The effect of the canal is expressed by
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Mahmud, after spending time there struggling against the
British forces, in one of his letters to Layla as follows:
ARG I R Y P A F JPU P A PRI T- Qg A PRIV
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| don't think | was even close to becoming an adult
until after | came to the Canal Zone. I'm really
living. | am so alive Layla — do you understand
what I'm saying, my dear? | feel more alive every
hour... (Al-Zayyat 110)

Soon, Layla comes to experience these feelings
herself as she arranges to be sent to Port Said where she
becomes part of the struggle against the British:
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Layla's reassignment was not the easy matter
Ramzi had imagined. Instead of two weeks, Layla
stayed in Port Said for months. And on October
29, 1956, the Israelis attacked Sinai. On October
31, Great Britain and France joined in the
aggression against Egypt, and military operations
against Egyptian positions began. (Al-Zayyat 325)

In a symbolic gesture, Layla witnesses the
destruction of the statue of Ferdinand de Lesseps, which, in
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Elsadda's words “symbolized colonial exploitation of the
Suez Canal” (104):
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Where the canal met the sea, and just slightly
apart from the statue of De Lesseps, a group of
people stood waiting silently. A young man in the
uniform of the popular resistance stood on the
highest step, plying a hand drill to carve a hole in
the body of the statue. (Al-Zayyat 361)

At this moment, destroying the statue was, for
people, a symbol of decolonisation and independence.
Commenting on the conclusion of the novel, Buijsse notes
that the optimism that can be felt at the end of the novel
will soon be replaced with feelings of pessimism resulting
from Naksah, or the Setback of 1967:

al-Bab al-Maftih remains a timely literary work
and is very much a product of its time. The
revolutionary optimism that followed the years of
struggle for national liberation imbues the novel.
The common sentiment among Egyptians at that
time allowed the ending of Latifa al-Zayyat’s novel
to offer a new beginning for Egypt and for Layla.
Unfortunately, the door that opened in 1956,
closed shortly afterwards. (26)

Graham MacPhee sheds light on a new strategic
significance of the canal after its nationalisation in 1956,
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“The Suez Canal, originally built to connect European
metropolitan centres with their colonies and potential
colonies in Asia and Eastern Africa, had by the mid-
twentieth century developed a new strategic significance as
a shipping route for oil supplies from the Arabian Gulf to
Europe” (20). Therefore, the closure of the Suez Canal
between November 1956 and May 1957 was a massive
shock to the British and the Europeans.

3. Arab-Israeli Wars (1967-1973)

Since the evacuation of the British forces from Egypt
in June 1956 and the failure of the Anglo-French war
against Egypt over the Suez Canal in October 1956, almost
all the literary references to the Suez Canal have been
mainly Egyptian. In the 1960s and 1970s, the Suez Canal
acquired a special significance due to the Arab-Israeli Wars
in 1967 and 1973. There had been conflicts between the
Arabs and Israel ever since the 1917 Balfour Declaration
and the British Mandate for Palestine. The relations
between the Arabs and Israel became tenser in the 1948
Arab—Israeli War as a result of the Israeli Declaration of
Independence in the same year. On June 5, 1967, Israel
launched an air strike on Egyptian military sites in Sinai. The
war of 1967 resulted in that Israel seized control of the
Gaza Strip and the Sinai Peninsula (from Egypt), the West
Bank and East Jerusalem (from Jordan) and the Golan
Heights (from Syria). Most of the literature written about
the Suez Canal Zone in the 1960s and 1970s is mainly in
Arabic along with some literary attempts made by Israeli
writers to capture their experience of the war of 1967 and

56




(Narratology) Issue No.29 (July—August—September)2018

the October War of 1973. Examples of the former include
Yusuf Al-Sibai's al-‘'Omr Lahza (Life is a Moment) in1973,
Ihsan Abd Al-Qudus's al-Rosasa Latazal Fi Jaibi (The Bullet
Is Still in My Pocket) in 1974, and Gamal Al-Ghitani's
Hikayat al-Gharib (Tales of the Stranger) in 1976, all
adapted into films with the same names.

For more than a century since its opening in 1869,
the Anglo-French controlled canal was not only a split in
the Egyptian landscape but also a split in the Egyptian self
aggravated by the Israeli occupation of Sinai and the East
Bank of the canal. This disintegration of the self is captured
in al-‘Omr Lahza when the heroine of the novel, Namat,
goes to Port Tawfig to meet the Egyptian soldiers in 1970
during Harb al-Istinzaf, or the War of Attrition:
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This is part of her country, of the body of this
country, of this land, that is hardly felt by the
other part. It is a bleeding wound that festered,
got rotten and has not yet inflicted pain on the
rest of the body. (46)
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- Let's go out to see the canal, the sea and the
canons of the Jews.
She agreed and followed him to the outside where
the two stood to watch the horizon, the water,
the beach and the sky. Salah pointed to the right
and said:

- This is Ataga Mountain.

Namat looked to the mountain going up and
stretching. He continued, pointing to a spot
stretching in front of the mountain:
- This is the Green Island.

Then he pointed to the opposite shore, sighing
and saying:

- This is our other shore. (76)

Al-Obour, or Egypt's crossing the Suez Canal in
October 1973, as portrayed in al-Rosasa Latazal Fi Jaibi can
be interpreted as an attempt to reverse humiliation and
regain the lost territory. Before the nationalisation of the
canal in 1956, the movement of the ships upward and
downward was nothing but a vertical movement in the
hierarchy of colonisation between the coloniser (Western
powers) at the top and the colonised (Eastern and Asian
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colonies) at the bottom. However, the movement is now
horizontal uniting the two banks of the canal, as well as the
two parts of the disintegrated self produced by the Setback
of 1967, together as these two extracts by the protagonist
of the novel reveal:
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My brother, | am glad | crossed the canal. | crossed
the canal. Haven't you read about the crossing? |
was among those who crossed. | have waited for
so long to cross the canal. | left Gaza and came to
Egypt only to cross the canal and fight. (33)
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You do not know how | feel while I'm standing
there on the bank of the canal and my eyes
malevolently fixed on the other side. | feel as if
there were a living being on the other side, crying
out for me to help. My chest is filled with his
screams. The land is crying out for me to help, the
future is crying out for me to help, my honour is
crying out for me to help and the lives of
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thousands of my brothers are crying out for me to
help. (46)

As given in Maghdd Harbi (War Effort), a short story
in Hikayat al-Gharib collection, the dream becomes a
reality and the two sides of the canal are fully united as one
land, as one self, when Khider Abu Attia, the tea seller,
crosses the canal in the morning of October 7, 1973:
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No one will stop him. Veterans know him, and
new soldiers will be told about him by veterans.
By crossing to the east bank of the canal, it has
become a natural extension of Suez, the city. He
will look for Fikri, Rajab, Lotfi, Kamal, Makram,
and Ismail. He will congratulate them for their first
morning on the east bank. The land goes up as he
moves onward. He sees the blue canal and smoke
columns that seemed frozen in the early, pure
morning. Successive explosions fall from the sky.
The bridge spans, linking up the two banks, uniting
them. (249)

The 1967-1975 closure of the Suez Canal represents
an important stage in the history of the canal and its
symbolic significance. The economic and military effects of

60




(Narratology) Issue No.29 (July—August—September)2018

the canal's closure for eight years did change the world in
general and the relationship between the East and the
West in particular. Here is what Horatio Clare writes about
his passage through Suez and describes the situation as
follows:

The lake we float on now was home to the ‘Yellow
Fleet’: a convoy of merchant ships trapped by the
closing of the canal in 1967 during the Six Day
War. They remained at anchor, blown over with
desert sand, until the canal reopened in 1975,
when only two of them were able to leave under
their own power. One of Yellow Fleet, African
Glen, was sunk during the battles of the Yom
Kippur War in 1973. The crews trapped on the
Great Bitter Lake had a terrifyingly good view of
this war: the canal was one of the front lines and
the counter-attack which eventually ended the
conflict began with Israeli tanks crossing into
Egypt at Deversoir, at the northern end of the
lake. (105)

The reopening of the Suez Canal in June 1975,
coming after an era of decolonisation and the 1973 oil
crisis, marks the beginning of a new phase in the
relationship between the East and the West in general and
the history of Egypt in particular.

4. The Post-war Era (1974-Present)

The Infitah (1974-1985), or ‘Open Door’ policy that
involved replacing the socialist principles of Nasserism with
capitalist economic policies, was the policy that Egypt
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adopted in the years following the 1973 October War.
According to Tarig Othman, the policy of Infitah was over-
ambitious and increasingly marginalised the public sector:

Al-Infitah's main fault was that it was over
ambitious. It failed to recognize the complexities
of Egypt's socio-economic conditions ... It ignored
the limitations of the country's administrative
system and the power of the military
establishment ... the mismatch between the skills
of the Egyptian middle class and the various
economic opportunities springing up as a result. ...
As such, it was an unrealistically rapid
developmental programmed that was doomed to
fail. (125)

Concerns about the negative consequences of Infitah
are raised by Naguib Mahfouz in his 1985 novel Yawma
Qutila al-Za‘im (The Day the Leader was Killed). The novel is
set during the early 1980s while Egyptian President Anwar
Sadat was introducing Infitah. In the following extract, told
from the perspective of a retired religious old man
(Muhtashimi Zayed) in a stream of consciousness format,
the writer criticises the new age of Infitah in which
materialism became more important than nationalism:
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Now it is beans or falafel for breakfast. Both of
these are more important than the Suez Canal.
Gone are the days of eggs, cheese, pastrami, and
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jam. Those were the days of the ancient régime or
B.l.—that is, Before Infitah, Sadat’s open-door
economic policy. Prices have long since rocketed;
everything has gone berserk. (Mahfouz 6)

It is possible here to attribute Infitah to the re-
opening of the Suez Canal which contributed to the
investment climate and increase of imported consumer
goods that were sold at high prices. Elwan, Muhtashimi's
grandson, is trapped in low-paid jobs during years of
inflation and uneven distribution of wealth. As a result of
Infitah, he finds no means to fulfill the financial obligations
for marriage:
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| was in love then, but now | am exhausted,
helpless, and burdened with responsibilities. ...
Neither she nor | have a solution. We have only
love and determination. Our engagement was
announced in the Nasser era and we were made
to face reality in the days of Infitah. We sank in
the whirlpool of a mad world. (Mahfouz 12)

Mahfouz's novel that opens with criticism of the
hardships faced by the people of Egypt from Infitah reaches
its climax with the assassination of Sadat in October 1981.

Set in Suez over the course of four decades, Nabidh
Ahmar (Red Wine) 2007 by Amina Zaydan explores the
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events which rocked the city through the heroine of the
novel, Suzy, born in the Egyptian city of Suez during the
War of Attrition in the late 1960s. The novel is divided into
four chapters; each represents a decade in Suzy's life. In
the first chapter, that covers the years from 1960 to 1970,
Suzy recalls past events in Suez at a time of popular
resistance:

dsfia A8 Al daall elaily Abaall gy op Uayd Gas )
Gall e b ) S Sl e Tsa ja (Alile aglS ddl5a
[14] _w\h)u\ﬂgo‘)jdk_ﬁﬁds

Assad, Andrea, and all our noble friends were
cheering our armed vehicles heading toward the
east bank of the canal. Everyone erupted from the
debris like fires that only death could quench.
Everyone played his or her part in this well-written
drama of the resistance. (Zaydan 8)

The image of Suez during the war is contrasted with
that image remembered by Khairiya, the poor girl who left
Suez because of the war:
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We would ponder what brought us here and
remember the paved streets of our hometown and
the smell of freshly baked bread and grilled fish in
Shusha's bakery which baked bread and grilled
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fish at the same time. We would also remember
jumping robe and skipping in the French garden
that overlooked the meeting point between the
bay and the canal. (Zaydan 50)

Beginning with a description of life in Suez tied to the
wars in 1967 and 1973, the novel goes on to present, in the
words of Sarah Carr, “the loss of direction, the fall of
combatants, the rise of fundamentalism, the disintegration
of society into vying factions, and the emergence of an
opportunistic and unethical class during the infitah (open
door) period. It is a time of madness and rampant
depression.” (Daily News Egypt).

In Heropolis (2009), Muhammad Al-Tohamy makes it
clear that the Suez Canal Zone was the main target of the
policy of Infitah because of the amount of devastation that
this region witnessed during the war. As given in the novel
by the narrator, Suez was about to become a free zone, but
Sadat changed up his mind and in 1976 Port Said, the entry
point of the Suez Canal by the Mediterranean Sea, was
declared a tax-free zone:
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After the glorious victories, President Sadat
decided to convert Heropolis into a free zone.
Sadat believed that the people of Suez must be
compensated for what they suffered from
migration and displacement, and because they set
a respectable example in the protection of and
sacrifice  for homeland. Suez must be
compensated for its losses in property, funds,
beauty and homes ... But after thinking, he
decided to transform the city of Port Said instead
into a free zone because he thought it would be
better geographically. (55)

The novel presents a series of events witnessed by
Egypt in general and Suez in particular, especially during
the last hundred years from the time of Isma'il Pasha to the
present time of electronics, blogs and networks. The real
hero in the novel is the city of Suez itself. Despite all the
destruction and devastation it witnessed in the 1960s and
the 1970s, Suez remained attractive, always a magnet for
the characters.

Son'allah Ibrahim's 1997 novel Sharaf, about a young
man called ‘Sharaf’ which means ‘honor’, draws attention
to the difference between the symbolic significance of the
Suez Canal Zone during and after Nasserism. The
nationalisation of the Suez Canal by Abdel Nasser in July
1956 was a symbol not only of Egypt's independence but
also of the independence of all peoples colonized and
dominated by Western powers, as one of the viewers of
the subversive puppet show that Dr. Ramzi writes and
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directs for the prisoners in celebration of the 6 October
Victory says:
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| hear him now announcing, on behalf of the
Egyptian people, the nationalisation of the Global
Company of the Suez Canal, and | can invoke the
excitement felt by every Egyptian, Arab, African,
distant peoples in Asia, Latin America, and all the
oppressed and enslaved, when they hear about
the return of the canal to its owners. (390)

Later references to the Suez Canal in the novel draw
attention to the intrusion of American politics in Egypt
during Infitah and after. The American aid to Egypt in the
late 1970s, closely associated with Sadat's infitah policy,
marks a shift away from some of the economic and political
principles of Nasserism and a break with the Soviet Union:
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He was extremely excited when he told me about
the  reconstruction (Israel required the
reconstruction of the cities of the canal to start
immediately to act as a barrier in case of fight
renewal) and the conversion of Port Said to a free
zone, where foreign factories flourish without
restrictions . .. The US aid was ready to fund these
projects, (Hail to the world's leading power that
sustained us in hard times!). Soon, the thirsty
markets of the country were filled with foreign
goods from which they were deprived for long:
7Up, Camay soap, Nestlé chocolates and French
cheese with the stench. (407)

Also, the Suez Canal is referred to by the viewers of
Ramzi's play to point out two main economic problems
during Mubarak's rule in Egypt: External Debt Crisis (1985—
1990) and Privatisation (1991-2011). The angry comments
given by the viewers during the prison play reveal how
external debt affected the living conditions of the Egyptian
people making the poor poorer and the rich even richer:
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We did not go to war. We did not suffer from its
horrors. Nobody of us died. Nobody of us lost an
eye, a leg or a hand. We were not even displaced
from our homes nor evacuated to places far from
the canal. But we paid for weapons, the price of
defeat and victory. We have not yet lived the
decent life you are talking about. Prices increase
every day. The rich get richer and the poor get
poorer. And now we are told that each and every
one of us owes a thousand dollar to foreign
countries that we do not know. There is a plan set
by the International Monetary Fund to collect this
debt. You say that this plan is precise and
accurate. (345)

Privatisation of state-owned industries was the
solution that Mubarak's governments proposed to repair
Egypt's failing economy. As given in the novel, the old
transactions of privatisation were riddled with low sale
value and corruption and if this economic policy is to
proceed, important national institutions, projects and
treasures will suffer a similar fate to the privatised ones:
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Reduction and sale of public sector (which they
plundered and ruined) at auction, i.e. khaskhasah
(privatization) and masmasah (to scrape or suck
the bone marrow). And then electricity, sewage,
public transport, metro and railway, aviation,
airports, roads, telephone and postal service,
universities and banks, the Suez Canal and oil, the
High Dam, military factories and the pyramids,
which are all the property of the Egyptian people.
It sounds like that all we fought and sacrificed for
in 1956, 1967 and 1973 was in vain. (423-27)

Conclusion

To cut a long story short, the symbolic significance of
the Suez Canal in modern Egyptian novel has changed
considerably throughout a number of major historical
phases, i.e. the Suez Company's concession, the Suez Crisis,
the Arab—Israeli wars and the post-war era, from being a
symbol of domination and exploitation of the East to
become a symbol of anti-colonial and anti-subjugation
resistance in postcolonial Egyptian novels. In their portrayal
of the Suez Canal, the Egyptian novelists tried to present
postcolonial texts that reverse the western colonial
discourse which, for so many years, has privileged the
colonising centre over the colonised margin.
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NOTES

! De Lesseps was able to get the concession with the help of
his friend M. S. W. Ruyssenaers who persuaded
Muhammad Said Pasha to sign it.

> The choice of the novels is, in no way, all inclusive. The
paper is limited to a few works by prominent Egyptian
authors.

* Examples of these works include Jules Verne's Le Tour du
Monde en Quatre-vingts Jours (1873), Emile Zola's L'argent
(1891), Guy Boothby's Pharos, the Egyptian (1899), and E.
M. Forster's A Passage to India (1924).

* All translations from Arabic into English are done by the
present writer, unless otherwise indicated.

> The transliteration system used in this article is the ALA-LC
(1997) Romanization for Arabic.

® Also named the “Tripartite Aggression,” the Suez Crisis
was an invasion of Egypt in late 1956 by Israel, followed by
Britain and France.

’See “Canal History” at: http://www.suezcanal.gov.eg.
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