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the population. This relationship continued to exist even at the heyday of neoliberalism. If truth 

be told, it was the neoliberal movement that made the state more attentive and responsive to 

capital demands. During its first wave in the 1980s (with Thatcherism and Reaganism), the focus 

of the state was merely diverted towards remolding the public sector, increasing privatization, 

and inducing efficiency domestically. The deterritorialized character of capital served a purpose 

here in prompting overseas markets, through the Washington consensus3,to open up, restructure, 

and become more economically competitive (Ong 2006, 10). So in its essence, the neoliberal 

movement called for the state to create favorable conditions for investment and the free market 

while abandoning the welfare doctrines; but, it never pushed the state towards a complete 

withdrawal from the economy. As Foucault reads it:  ‘Neoliberalism should not therefore be 

identified with “laissez-faire” but rather with permanent vigilance, activity, and intervention’ on 

the part of state institutions (Foucault2008, 132). With the mobility and flexibility of capital, 

embarking on “the world as its effective scale” (Lazzarato 2015,4) and the adherence of the state 

to terms like economic development and economic growth, political sovereignty and legitimacy, 

both the state and capital live in an interdependent mode.  

Nonetheless, it is important to note that neoliberalism is not a coherent system. It is a 

concept that has many variations and articulations contingent upon the spatial and temporal 

context it is situated in (Atia 2012, 809). In other words, neoliberalism is neither “monolithic in 

form, nor universal in effect” (Ibid).Hence, there is always the need to focus on its techniques 

and the different contexts in which its tenets unravel and modify themselves. Though it is 

constantly being replicated with the aid of International Financial Organizations (IFIs), it is never 

really based on a static scripted manual. Hereby, the Following section will clarify the Egyptian 

 
3 Economic reform policies endorsed by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank to adjust the 

economies of developing countries in accordance to the neoliberal agenda. 
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permutation of neoliberalism while also shedding light on how the military rose and consolidated 

its power in El-Sisi’s administration.  

Military Neoliberalism: Egypt’s “Developmental Spearhead”4 

In May 2019, a new project in Ismailia was executed.  With a surface area of 7200 square 

meter overlooking Temsah Lake, the new “Civilized” fish market became one of the latest 

projects that the state has established in coordination with the Egyptian Armed Forces (EAF) 

Engineering Authority. According to the Egyptian government official website, the market was 

mainly built as a response to people’s complaints, since the 1980s, about the old fish market. 

Located in the midst of Ismailia, the old market was the main reason behind the spread of 

garbage, stray cats, and sewage system overflow. The new one, on the other hand, is made up of 

two floors which include 20 fish shops, 160 fish stands for vendors, and 16 cafeterias. With its 

establishment, the government’s main aim was to completely close down the old market and 

provide new project new job opportunities for young people in this area. Yet to this day, the 

vendors in the old market are still reluctant to leave their work place and work in a new one. It 

turns out that in order to work there; they have to pay around 1,000EGP as rent to the 

government. Though the amount was later reduced to 500 EGP, they will still be obliged to pay 

extra money for water and electricity. But in the old market, they only pay 16 EGP as taxes and 

depend on stolen electricity. Therefore, a few vendors have relocated to the new market while 

the old incompetent one is still working vigorously.5 

As seen in the above example, the state’s actions, in accordance with its neoliberal 

agenda, are depicted as direct responses to “non-political and non- ideological problems” that 

call for “technical solutions” (Ong 2006, 3). The new market, among many other projects, is 

 
4A term I grew fond of when I first saw it in Yezid Sayigh book Owners of the Republic: An Anatomy of Egypt’s 

Military Economy. 
5I got these pieces of information from interviewing the fish vendors in the old market. 
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portrayed as a solution to the problems that citizens face. But the mere intervention of the EAF  

to regulate the fish market in Ismailia is one of many striking manifestations its increased 

involvement in the economic domain.Officially, the costs of these projects are derived from the 

state treasury or funded partially by international organizations or non-governmental sources 

(Sayigh 2019, 116). In general, the percentage of the projects that the EAF is in the charge of has 

increased by 367 percent from 2014 to 2016. This noticeable increase was facilitated after the 

2014 amendments to Law 89 of 1998 on bids and tenders which gave more room for government 

agencies to award contracts without open bidding. Hence, both legal and bureaucratic challenges 

that existed before were no longer an issue (119). Indeed, this situation emphasizes the capacity 

of the state to bend its policies and institutions to fit the neoliberal market rules (Burtler 2018, 

312).   

In general, the military agencies, now, are vital omnipresent economic actors in Egypt. 

They became well-known for delivering huge infrastructural projects, manufacturing industrial 

chemicals, and producing consumer goods and basic commodities for civilian markets (Sayigh 

2019, 1). Their powers have reached other sectors as well, such as steel, pharmaceuticals, real 

estate, logistics, transportation, and communications. Even retired senior officers occupy senior 

positions throughout the state's civilian apparatus and public sector companies. Clearly, the 

military as an organization is neither opposed to the rules of the market nor to their ideological 

underpinnings. As a matter of fact, it is an active participant in the current neoliberal economic 

moment, maintaining and augmenting “a symbiotic relationship with the private sector”(Joya 

2018, 21).  More importantly, its institutions were able to position themselvesforcefully in El-

Sisi’s reign to supervise and administer most of the state’s public projects. After all, the 

government does depend on them more than any other state agency to achieve long needed 
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economic goals (118)6. Consider the shift that had occurred from the Mubarak era to Sisi’s with 

respect topublic works. The sheer volume of contracts given to the Ministry of Defense (MOD) 

after July 2013 indicates how the military’s institutionshave the needed capabilities to design and 

oversee service as well as mega projects (115). Mainly, the EAF became responsible for private 

subcontractors and their work, re-stating its image as the bearer of efficiency and on time 

delivery as opposed to other state agencies.  

But the EAF did not emerge all of a sudden as an entity equipped to do that role. The 

military’s development as a vital economic/political actor took place through four different 

phases in the modern Egyptian nation-state: The statist/socialist era under Gamal Abdelnasser 

that continued until 1967, the Infitah (open door policy) period under Anwar El-Sadat (1970-

1981), and the Hosni Mubarak era in which the military was mainly sidelined in the 1990s and 

early 2000s. During the 1950s and the 1960s, the military was involved in both industrialization 

and the state’s development plan. Note, for example, that in 1961, about 51% of government 

ministers had military backgrounds. But following the 1967 defeat, a major blow hit the 

military’s political and economic status within the country. When Sadat came to power in 1970, 

he sought to further diminish the military’s political influence by rotating its top officers and 

pressuring it to align with other fractions of the ruling class (Joya 2018). Yet, he urged the 

military to be part of the Infitah economy and forge alliances with the private sector.Hence, it 

was able to have closer ties with western powers in general and U.S. arms suppliers in particular. 

The military also acted as a mediator between the private and public sectors, enabling the former 

to gain contracts and licenses from the latter.  

 
6 During the time of Mubarak, these public projects took more time than expected because of bureaucratic delays 

and rampant corruption claims. 
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The military’s influence grew significantly both politically and economically during the 

1980s under the Mubarak’s administration. For instance, the Five Year Development Plan of 

1982-1986 was handed to the National Service Projects Organization (NSPO), a branch of the 

military, to carry it out. And it was under the Defense Minister Field Marshal Abdel Halim Abu 

Ghazala (1891-1989) that the economic role of the military grew significantly. Ranging from its 

unrestrained access to public lands under the premise of national security to its attempts to be 

self-sufficient, the military became a pivotal actor in agriculture, land development, and 

industrial production(10). By the end of the 1980s, a time when Egypt was actively pushed to 

pursue economic liberalization, the military was already forging connections with holders of 

foreign and local capital. With the signing of the Economic Reform and Structural Adjustment 

Program (ERSAP), the accumulation strategies have changed and the public sector was gradually 

relegated to the background as “the engine of growth” (13). The newly established neoliberal 

elites in the 1990s (the earliest stage of Egyptian neoliberalism) heavily intervened to ensure the 

implementation of neoliberal reforms. They strengthened, for instance, the grip of the security 

forces to maintain law and order, while the privatization of parts of the public sector enterprises 

was taking place (14). As its powers were slowly eroding, the military tried to hamper the 

implementation of these neoliberal adjustments. Nevertheless, some constraints were placed on 

the military, restraining its ability to carry on with the same pattern as in the 1980s.In the 1990s 

and 2000s, the military lost its hold on many fields as a result of the private sector 

encroachments on telecom, tourism, telecom, cement, glass, ceramics, etc. Despite its 

subordinate status to the neoliberal ruling fraction, the military was still able to maneuver its way 

to secure some of its own interests across the 1990s and the 2000s. It was the economic crisis 

that happened in the early 2000s that urged the neoliberal elites to collaborate with the military in 
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order to revive their accumulation tactics. The crisis also gave the military a chance to adapt to 

the global economy through negotiating with the International Financial Institutions (IFIs) and 

engaging with foreign investors. Granted, it was this symbiotic relationship that the military had 

with the private sector throughout all these eras that enabled the military to be the prime actor in 

the post 2011 political and economic scenes.  

In the post -revolutionary context, specifically under Mohamed Morsi’s rule (2012-2013), 

the military did its best to make sure that the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) did not have the 

necessary power to undermine its interests. No matter how many times the MB tried to reassure 

the military, it failed to do so and consequently, it was removed from power. Since the ouster of 

Morsi, the state has shifted its focus from endorsing an Islamic pious discourse to one that 

reinforces and evokes nationalist sentiments (Sobhy 2015, 806). The idea of protecting the 

Egyptian identity from ‘the Islamist danger’ was propagated and its power did intensify 

overtime. El-Sisi was portrayed as Egypt’s savior, protecting it from traitors and fighting 

religious fundamentalism and terrorism while preserving the secular/civil Egyptian identity. This 

situation speaks to one of Lazzarato’s arguments that describeswars as“the foundation of internal 

and external order, as organizing principle of society”(Lazzarato 2016, 16).And by wars, he is 

relating to all sorts of class, sex, race, civil conflicts that are in perpetual movement, constituting 

part of capital’s dynamism. It is through what he called “the enterprise of civil wars” (Ibid) that 

we see how the MB has been labeled as a terrorist organization, whose actions are only meant to 

instigate instability. We also see how that idea has been reiterated and cited so many times that it 

became a performative act, serving a political goal. 
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The Contemporary: Capital- State Relations 

David Harvey once posed in his article Neoliberalism as Creative Destruction  a very 

important question:“In whose particular interests is it that the state takes a neoliberal stance, and 

in what ways have those interests used neoliberalism to benefit themselves rather than, as is 

claimed, everyone, everywhere?”  As mentioned above,since 2013 the military took huge steps 

to augment both its economic and political powers. And rather than just being "part of the deal” 

the military had the opportunity to take the lion's share in controlling material assets and 

delivering public goods and services to reach national development goals.  As a result, it was 

able to influence the class structure in Egypt and reposition itself as the closest ally to Sisi’s 

regime while augmenting its capital accumulation strategies (Joya 2018, 20). Of course, the 

intensification of the neoliberal reforms went hand in hand with the extended role that the 

military acquired. Since the government signed the International Monetary Fund’s (IMF) 

agreement back in 2016, most of its decisions were, expectedly, related to global neoliberalism 

(indirect taxations, subsidy cuts, devaluating the national currency, and downsizing the public 

sector, introducing the Value Added Tax (VAT),liquidating public companies, etc.)7All of these 

actions and policy modifications have occurred at a time in which the military’s economic and 

political powers have reached unprecedented levels. 

On the other hand, there are some social and economic decisions related to the military 

institutions that have often mirrored a paternal aspect. This  is clear in its involvement in the 

Tahya Misr -Long Live Egypt- Fund (a fund  issued by the state in 2014 to alleviate poverty and 

encourage "private sector participation along with the government agencies concerned in the 

development process"), its placement of EP1 billion at the Ministry of Defense's National 

 
7 Also, in 2020, the IMF gave Egypt access to about US$ 5.2 billion to cover the needs emerging from COVID-19 as 

part of a 12-month Stand-by Arrangement (SBA). 
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Service Projects Organization (NSPO)'s funds (it was even noted that it started with EP4.7 

billion from the military),and its  provision of 600,000 food packages for eighteen "development 

communities that were still under construction by the Egyptian Air Force (EAF) engineering 

authority in January 2019. Furthermore, following the high increase in the fuel prices in July 

2014, the EAF provided reduced fares on its buses and flooded the market with about 8 million 

food boxes at cheap prices after the 48 percent devaluation of the Egyptian pound in November 

2016(Sayigh 2019, 252).  

Lazzarato (2015) asserts that the transformations that neoliberalism forces on to the 

welfare state negate the idea that "social rights proceed from political rights, for although we still 

have citizenship, every day we lose another slice of social services" (11). But in the Egyptian 

variant of neoliberalism, the social services are not lost gradually, they are reconfigured to fit a 

neoliberal criterion that aims first and foremost to absorb and circulate money. And here, we see 

again how the techniques of neoliberalism do not exist in direct opposition to the approaches of 

the state.To make this point clearer, the state is still providing people with services, new roads, 

highways, bridges, cities, mega projects etc., while aiming to maintain a balance between its 

conception of developmentalism, its paternal guise, and its commitment to neoliberalism.As you 

walk through this thesis, the existence and balance of these different elements becomemore 

visible with respect to the public servants; a category that lost its significance and main features, 

yet its presence and significance still resonate forcefully.  

Public Servants: From Harbingers of Modernity to Anchors for Stability 

Consider the first thought that comes to mind the moment you think about the public 

servant figure. It might be the outdated image of a male white collar worker, who works of the 

public sector, clinging to one of the buses of public transportation, usually holding a newspaper 
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in his hands and a watermelon for the kids on his way home. In fact, in 1972, the famous director 

Mohamed Khan, made a 10 minute film called El-Batikha – The Watermelon- that describes that 

same exact image. Of course, this simplification is not only obsolete, but also unrepresentative of 

the plethora of segments that exist in this all inclusive yet obscure category. In order to 

understand the state of suspension the people of Radio Canal suffer from and the tension they 

have with the public servant category, this section is written to highlight important milestones 

that constituted that category in Egypt. 

Max Weber (1921) considered the bureaucratic state apparatus to be the “purest type of 

exercise of legal authority” (220) that manages and responds to capital’s demands (Allen 2004, 

144). This was exactly the case in the era of Muhammad Ali the viceroy of Egypt (1805-1848). 

In his time, the development of a resilient bureaucratic structure in Egypt was in its zygotic 

phase. The establishment of this centralized structure grew quickly and it later became an aspect 

of the modern Egyptian state (Hunter 1999, 4). In contrast to the minimal government approach 

that Egypt had in the eighteenth century,8this period was characterized by forced modernization, 

focusing mainly on industrial and military development. The government’s main purpose was to 

build up a modern Egypt in the midst of an agrarian society. For this process to succeed, a state 

bureaucracy was established to produce and sustain Egypt’s new modern relationship with the 

economy. This step entailed introducing agrarian reforms that put farm lands under the control of 

the state to generate necessary revenue and create a centralized bureaucracy (Hunter 2000,3). A 

lot of historians critique that strategy and label it “forced development” because of the 

government’s overarching control over all sorts of fields like industry, foreign trade, and 

agriculture (Sherbiny and Hatem 2015).   

 
8The functions of the government at the time were mostly limited to defense and taxation. 
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Relying mainly on his relatives and slaves, Muhammad Ali had a loyal cadre as his high 

officials, but by the 1850s the situation has changed. Rather than mainly depending on their own 

networks and kin, the rulers relied more on those who rose in the ranks of the bureaucratic 

apparatus because of their training and skills(Hunter 1999).  It was also during that time that the 

civil administration was becoming less and less Turkish and more Egyptian, signifying a major 

step towards the creation of a nation state. Following Muhammad Ali’s trails, the rulers who 

succeeded him endeavored to further develop the country by reaching andcontrolling the 

countryside even more. Therefore, the relationship between the new civil administration and the 

society grew significantly between the accession of Abbas I 1848 and the overthrow of Khedive 

Ismail in 1879 (Hunter 2000, 145). Egypt’s bureaucracy at the time became the most important 

state body, growing both in structure and personnel. In this epoch, the government owned 

factories, a printing press, steamships, railways, schools, etc., and the bureaucracy played a 

crucial role in organizing and managing these areas. As a result, more and more Egyptians were 

recruited to work in bureaucratic/public works to keep up with the government’s demands. It was 

around this time that the bureaucracy, as a state apparatus, became a building block in which 

subsequent regimes depended on. And later, it became the foundation upon which Egypt’s 

bureaucracy in the twentieth century was created and maintained (Hunter 2000, 157).   

Leaping all the way to the twentieth century to speak about another significant epoch in 

which the category of the public servant and its bureaucratic structure were synonymous with 

modernity and developmentalism. The 1950s and 1960s witnessed an amalgamation of Import 

Substitution Industrialization (ISI) and pro-labor policies as well as a significant expansion in the 

public sector(Kawamura 2021, 4).The main purpose was to make the public sector assume a pre-

eminent role in the process of economic development while adhering to Keynesian economics. 
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This was a time when the public servants and workers had a lot of social and economic rights as 

per the state’s social welfare program. Indeed, the number of public servants increased from 

350,000 in 1951/1952 to 1.2 million in 1969/1970. Moreover, university graduates were 

guaranteed public sector employment right after the nationalization and Egyptianization waves in 

1961/1962 (6).  

Though the Sadat era had different economic and political orientations , with the 

liberalization of the economy, the open door policy (Infitah), and its proclivity towards the west, 

etc., his administration continued recruiting graduates to the public sector. Hence, more than 

60% of university graduates pursued jobs in the public sector towards the end of the 1970s. As a 

matter of fact, between 1971 and 1984 university enrolments have increased significantly and 

new universities were constructed such as Helwan university (1975), Tanta University (1972),  

the Suez Canal University (1976), etc. But, expectedly, this strategy came to a halt. The Ministry 

of Manpower and Vocational Training, the one responsible for hiring graduates, faced a huge 

conundrum. The number of applicants was way higher than the requests coming from public 

institutions. And as a consequence, the number of unemployed graduates increased from 5,500 in 

1960 to 57,000 in 1976 (Ibid). Indeed, the change that occurred in the status of the public servant 

from a harbinger of modernity and development to an anchor upon which the twentieth century 

regimes depended on, took place in that period. Though the government tried to manage the 

situation and introduce the 1978 legal reforms which no longer guaranteed employment in public 

institutions, the damage was already done. Despite all of these problems, the government 

remained under pressure to hire even more graduates and was still reluctant to impose drastic 

liberal changes onto the public sector (7). 
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By the 1990s and the advent of neoliberalism in Egypt, managers were mostly recruited 

based on their seniority and loyalty to the regime regardless of their professional skills. 

Moreover, nepotism and personal networks played a huge role in granting positions to those who 

lack the necessary qualifications. It was mainly the overstaffing of the public sector that stood in 

of reforms and privatization schemes. In spiteall of this, young graduates were still hoping to 

work in the public sector because of the job security it provides as opposed to the private sector. 

As a result, the Mubarak administration was pushed to hire more bureaucrats despite the sector’s 

lack of capacity and resources. Beginning in the 2000s, the conditions have deteriorated 

significantly in the public sector and a lot of strikes took place between 2006 and 2007, 

whilelabor unions played a huge role in preventing the government from restructuring entirely 

the public sector(11,14).  

Though the political and economic circumstances have changed drastically, the legacy of 

the public sector employment and the job security it used to provides remains enacted to this 

day.As will be discussed in chapter five, the laws of the 1950s and 1960s as well as the paternal 

character of the state still act in the minds of public servants as a preemptive shield against the 

currents of neoliberalism. But with the commitment that El- Sisi’s regime has towards 

neoliberalism, the dilemma still persists, lying in this huge overstaffed sector that has the 

capacity to stir social turmoil. This is one of the main reasons, if not the main reason, that 

stopped El-Sisi’s predecessors from implementing the reforms that the IFIs have long been 

calling for; and this is the main reason why the government now is slowly and cautiously pulling 

back from the unprofitable institutions of the public sector. 

In telling the story of the public servants of Radio Canal, this studyalso sheds light on 

Radio Canal as an institution that has lost its glamour as a service state-owned media venue  As 
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discussed in chapter three, Radio Canalremains loyal to delivering its developmental message 

and continues on voicing people's problems/concerns to the state officials in the three canal cities 

(Port Said, Ismailia, and Suez).To fathom the state’s retreat from the public infrastructure, Radio 

Canal is a case on point and its location in Ismailia is paramount for this research. Crafted 

simultaneously with the establishment of the Suez Canal, Ismailia has a well-acclaimed 

reputation of being bald el mawzfeen -a public servants city. Even with the seeping of neoliberal 

projects across its borders, most people in it either work in the Suez Canal Authority (SCA) or 

other governmental entities. The following section is about the Suez Canal, its significance and 

geostrategic importance, and the distinct identity of the three canal cities. It is meant to draw the 

spatial and historical parameters in which Radio Canal is situated in its fight against 

obsolescence. 

The Reincarnation of a Long Forgotten Past: The Suez Canal and its Cities 

By virtue of being in the middle between Suez in the south and Port Said in the north, the 

new town of Ismailia was the location in which the canal inauguration was set. Full of 

extravagant furniture, the British-built steamer El-Mahroussa hosted Khedive Ismail as he was 

celebrating this huge event on the 17th of November 1869. Hundred and forty six years later, 

exactly on the 6th of August 2015, there was another inauguration ceremony for digging a new 

corridor in the Suez Canal. This time, President El-Sisi in his military uniform was on board of 

the same Khedivial but renovated, steamer, El-Mahroussa, making it the only vessel to have 

witnessed both inaugurations (Searight 2016, 96) To commemorate this achievement, the “new 

Suez Canal” or “hadiyat misr ila-l-‘alam”- Egypt’s gift to the world – , El-Sisi declared the 6th 

of August as a national holiday. The main aim behind this project was to construct a 37 kilometer 

bypass that is parallel to the already existing Canal to allow two-way shipping. Though the 
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benefits that this project would have with regard to the national economy were dubious, given 

that there has been “a downward trend in global trade” (Sayigh 2019, 241,242), there was hope 

that this project would resuscitate Egypt’s revenues that were affected post 2011.  But with the 

ongoing economic woes that have been exacerbated with the COVID-19 pandemic and its new 

variant, Omicron, global trade might not return to its normal rates anytime soon. Nevertheless, 

there was another reason behind the establishment of this corridor. Its construction was an 

attempt to revive the glories of the past, embedded in the 19th century with the creation of Canal 

as a vital global artery. In the midst of this neoliberal reality, this temporal juncture was recalled 

to life in order to consolidateEl-Sisi’s legitimacy both nationally and globally. With the need to 

align the glories of the old with the political needs of the new, important questions arise: what is 

the strategic importance of the Canal? And what legacies was El-Sisi’s administration trying to 

revive? 

The Suez Canal is the shortest maritime conjunction between the east and the west. It was 

created at a time in which the concept of ‘time space compression’ was gaining resonance in the 

second half of the 19th century (Huber 2013, 3). In an era that was characterized by mobility and 

acceleration, the canal was able to connect the Mediterranean Sea at Port Said and with the Red 

Sea at Suez. And because of its geostrategic position it replaced the Cape of Good Hope route 

and was considered a byproduct of progress, modernity, and novelty. There are two main 

perspectives in which the history of the Suez Canal is portrayed. The first of which identifies it 

as a global communication/transport hub located in eastern part of Egypt, the second one is based 

on the canal’s role in augmenting colonial aspirations and extending the arms of imperialism to 

more parts of the world, including Egypt. Turekulova and Baitureyeva (2020) divided the history 

of the canal into five stages. The first of which is from 1869 till 1882, i.e. the inauguration of the 



   Ibrahim 26 

 

canal till the British occupation of Egypt. During that time with the introduction of this new 

water lane, a different geo-strategic reality was formed and new colonial economic interests were 

configured. Competing to establish and maintain economic and political supremacy in the region, 

Britain and France were fighting to augment their spheres of influence while exploiting the 

canal. In fact, the canal was one of the main reasons that facilitated the entry of the British troops 

to Egypt. Following the financial debt that Khedive Ismail left behind, the British, became one of 

the largest shareholders in the Suez Canal Company after buying 44% of the company’s shares 

for £4 million from the Khedive.  And when the voices of the opposition were deafening in 

Egypt, calling for the eradication of foreign interference, the British occupation occurred and 

took more than 70 years to surmount (Searight 2016, 96).  

 The second phase is from 1882 till 1922 in which the First World War took place. At the 

time, the neutrality of the canal- based on the Constantinople Convention of 1888- was no longer 

effective when a German ship was banned from crossing the canal in 1914 and, a month after, 

Britain declared Egypt a protectorate. This incident, among many, has shattered the view of   the 

canal as a “universalist project” (155) that is meant to bring about peace and unity9, yet the mere 

encounter or passage of soldiers still constituted another form of interconnectedness/globality 

related to that area.  

The third phase is related to the interwar period, covering the years 1922 till 1939. 

Though the British still had their troops alongside the west bank of the Canal, close to Ismailia, 

that was a time of resistance that led to the partial independence of Egypt after the 1936 Anglo-

 
9The idea that the creation of the canal would bring about peace, started in the1830s at the time of Muhammad Ali 

(1805-1848). When the followers of the thinker Herni de Saint-Simon, studied the project, with the urge of unifying 

these two opposing worlds (the west and the east), they thought that this canal would preempt the possibility of 

conflicts and wars. Their goal was to truly live in harmony with reverence to technology and they believed that the 

canal had the capacity to do so. For more on that story, see Valeska Huber (2013). 
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Egyptian treaty (Searight 2016). The Fourth phase, from 1939 till the July Revolution in Egypt in 

1952, signifies the time of the Second World War that brought the British troops more forcefully 

to Egyptian lands and once the war was over, they remained positioned in the CanalZone, 

specifically in Ismailia. Last but not least, the fifth phase starts with the accession of Gamal 

Abdel Nasser to power and the nationalization of the Suez Canal that led to the 1956 Tripartite 

Aggression and ends with the 1967 Arab-Israeli war. The canal was closed twice:  in 1956 

following the invasion till April 1957 and in 1967 till 1975 after the Six Day War with Israel.  It 

was reopened by El-Sadat and its navigation was not interrupted ever since (Searight 2016, 98; 

Turekulova and Baitureyeva 2020, 104).  

This overview of the history of the canal gives us an insight of the significance of this 

nodal point over the centuries and explains a bit the urgency to reverberate its importance onto 

the world once again in 2015. Transitioning from being a colonial enterprise to one that has been 

nationalized to serve the local economy, the “new Suez Canal” demonstrates the government’s 

aim to integrate Egypt with the global economy while invoking , among its people, the national 

sentiments of loyalty and patriotism. In chapter five, we’ll delve more into the impact of major 

events that happen in the canal regionon the public servants of Radio Canal. 

The Cities 

Ranging from colonial aspirations to a corridor used to incite patriotic feelings, the region 

in which the old and the ‘new’ canals are situated has a very distinct identity.10 Because of the 

amount of events that this region has gone through (the tripartite aggression, the war of attrition, 

being the primary military base for the British, etc.), this area and its history are surrounded with 

the phantoms of the eastern front and the war of attrition. Stories about “flight, adaptation, and 
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return” (Shakur et al 2005, 1) are not only incorporated into the programs of Radio Canal as part 

of the heritage of the region but they also constitute how the people of the region see themselves 

with regard to the whole of Egypt. 

Ismailia 

 In the scarce literature that has been written about it, Ismailia has been deemed as the 

“spectacle of the desert” “a veritable oasis” that stood up in a place where “only solitude and 

silence reigned” (Carminati 2020, 631).Though it is the capital of the SCA, Ismailia is a calm 

and relatively mellow town that is located in the northeastern part of Egypt. Since its opening, 

the city was practically owned by the Suez Canal Company  because of the privileges it gained in 

the first and second  concessions11(Huber 2013, 26).  Given that its location is right in the midst 

of the canal, between Port Said and Suez, Ismailia was mainly established to act as a facility that 

serves and administers the canal. As a result, the company provided it with proper infrastructure 

and institutions while having almost full control of the affairs of the city.  As we can see, the 

nature of the city since its opening has always been linked one way or another to working in the 

Suez Canal related institutions. And by extension, its legacy as Bald El-Mawzfeen in the larger 

national imaginary is mainly derived from its strong affiliation with Suez Canal Company in the 

past and the SCA in the present. 

Port Said 

Port Said is located in the northeastern part of Egypt and it is the northern entrance of the 

Suez Canal. Mainly built as a port and is itself a semi island, surrounded by the Manzalah Lake 

(west), Mediterranean (north), and the Suez Canal (east), Port Said was created in 1859 and was 

named after Khedive Muhammad Said (1854-1863). Since its early days, it has always had a 

 
11unequal exploitative concessions in 1854 and 1856 that were given by the Egyptian government to the French to 

build the canal 
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cosmopolitan character. By the late 19th century, it was considered a coal bunkering station 

serving the Suez Canal traffic. It then became the main port after Alexandria, handling rice and 

cotton exports. During the tripartite aggression (1956) Port Said suffered tremendously from 

unprecedented damages caused by air attacks. The main battles of this invasion took place in 

Port Said and the withdrawal of troops on the 23rd of December 1956 became known as Port 

Said's national day. Following the war of attrition, specifically in 1976, the city was restored and 

a tax free trade zone in the mid-1970s was opened in accordance with the Infitah policy. The free 

trade zone (FTZ) shifted the nature of trading in Port Said, from sea trade to land trade as it 

became more profitable (Lotfy 2018, 67). Working in the Suez Canal Company before 

nationalization was not easily accessible and the Egyptians were often relegated to menial jobs 

with respect to the foreigners. However, to work for the company was a source of social prestige 

that was attained especially to those who did not come from merchant families. But the city’s 

main focus has always been on trade and merchandise.  

Suez 

Unlike Ismailia and Port Said, the establishment of Suez did not occur with the 

construction of the Suez Canal in the 1860s (Stewart 1981, 1).  It was the former location of the 

Greek town of Clysma that was later to be known as Qulzum in the 7th century . Located on the 

north coast of the Gulf of Suez, Suez has three main ports: Port Tawfiq, Port El-Adabya, and 

Port El-Sokhana. Adding to fishing and many port activities, the people of Suez mainly work in 

petrochemical factories. But it suffered from major blows to its economy after the closure of the 

canal during the war of attrition and the flight of its people. It was only in 1975 that it became a 

full-fledged tax free industrial zone with petroleum refineries. The people of Suez have been 

mainly working in factories or private companies, and so, their affiliation with the public sector 

has been kept to a minimum. 
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What to Expect? 

The following chapters are dedicated to dust off the obscurity that got through the figure 

of the public servant in a state that was once paraded for its welfare benefits but is now tilting 

more and more towards the neoliberal doctrines. The second chapter recounts the important 

milestones that constitute Ismailia as we know it today. Through the narratives of my 

interlocutors and other people who witnessed significant events related to the city, we will see 

how important Ismailia is as a site to examine the state of a segment of the public servants. In 

other words, this chapter tells us more about the location and history of Ismailia, the place that 

hosts our story of a decaying infrastructure in the crib of the public sector, its safe haven. It also 

allows us to reflect on the larger questions related to the Egyptian national subject. Throughout 

this chapter, I also emphasize themes, such as resilience, resistance, attachment to the land, 

superiority, a collective memory of bloodshed, etc. that constitute the content of some programs 

in Radio Canal to this day. The third chapter is about Radio Canal and how it acts as a medium, a 

lens that allows us to understand feelings of obsolescence, the symptoms of state centrism, and 

military neoliberalism. By offering glimpses of the history of the place and my interlocutors’ 

perceptions of it, this chapter paints the contemporary picture for us, organizes the setting upon 

our journey takes place. It also highlights the developmental message of the service radio, how it 

acts as an interface between the people and the officials. After recounting parts of its history and 

its relationship to the state, the next chapter analyzes it as a landscape. It is a chapter that aims to 

depict the image of Radio Canal as a site in which eras were constituted and events were shaped 

while relating to its affective technological dimension. It also offers a glimpse of the hybridity of 

programs that are currently being aired and how their content carries both the developmental and 

the neoliberal. As this chapter focuses on Radio Canal and its technologies, chapter five is 
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mainly about the people of Radio Canaland how do they identify themselves with regard to that 

place and with regard to the state and its policies. Focusing on the liminal state they are 

traversing in, this chapter is mainly about the survival mode the people of Radio Canal are 

endorsing and the forms of resistance they are projecting in a moment plagued with confusion 

and suspension.  
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II- Setting the Stage: Ismailia and the Canal Region 

I live in Ismailia, the city that came to life when the Suez Canal did.12 My place is a few 

meters away from the Suez Canal Authority’s  Hospital, in a gated residential area, called 

Omarat El-Atabaa’ -the buildings of the doctors-. This area was built about 40 years ago by the 

SCA and is surrounded by relatively new black fences, added in the early 2000s. Though the 

security rarely asks people or cars entering the place anything, the façade of living in a gated 

community is still enacted. From where I live, there are two roads that I can take to reach my 

destination, manifesting two of the multiple faces of Ismailia. I immediately encounter the 

SCA’s grip of the city and its lingering colonial aura, once I take a right outside of the fences to a 

street called Nemra 6 –number 6-. It is a 2.5 km road, well known for its trees, natural sceneries, 

and a plethora of the Suez Canal institutions. This homogeneity all of a sudden ruptured by the 

recently renovated armed forces beach and lounge and a resort called Tolip El-Forsan13. The 

second one, though less aesthetically appealing, is also distinctive for three reasons:  Masakan 

El-Dabsh which are houses made of huge rocks that Sheikh Zayed Bin Sultan El-Nahyan 

donated money for in 1970s14, the school of Othman Ahmed Othman that is built to 

commemorate the engineer and business man who established the Arab contractors company15,  

and  the first compound in Ismailia called Zahrat Othman -Othman’s flower16-, which is still 

under construction.  

 
12It is a city that has an undeniable strategic importance as it is the headquarters of the Suez Canal Authority and 

also the headquarters of the Second Field Army to protect Egypt’s eastern front. 
13It also belongs to the armed forces and has many branches across the country 
14 These buildings were for the people who migrated from Ismailia during the time of the war of attrition (1967-

1970) 
15 Othman Ahmed Othman is from Ismailia and his company built a huge part of Ismailia after the war of attrition, 

including the Sheikh Zayed’s rubble buildings mentioned above and Mercure hotel in Nemra 6 street called Etab at 

first, and the Suez Canal University. 
16 The compound is also being built by the Arab Contractors company 
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My destination is Radio Canal in Ismailia. The moment you enter the place, you will 

encounter an old metal obelisk facing the entrance of the building. If you go in the morning, you 

will see clearly the remnants of an old Egyptian flag waving at the top of the cafeteria attached to 

the main building. And if you go at night, you will notice a fluorescent light coming out of a 

lamp right next to the flag and keeps flashing on and off. The main hall is full of painted portraits 

of influential people from the canal region, yet most of these paintings depict people mainly from 

Port Said, the hometown of the artist. Once you walk through the hallways of the building, you 

will notice the dark brown walls and the smell of timeworn wood, cigarettes, and cat piss. The 

whole place is poorly ventilated, even though the windows in the break room are rarely closed. 

To say that the building is worn out is an understatement. The only thing that cuts through the 

aloofness of the place is the sound of what is being aired on the radio, echoing through a speaker 

in the break room.  

This chapter is about the historical and spatial context in which Radio Canal is situated 

in. It serves as a foundational standpoint in our journey between eras. Largely known for as Bald 

El-Mawzfeen – public servants’ city- , Ismailia is a quintessential site to examine an outdated 

form of inhabitant public sector as it now manifests symptoms of neoliberalism. The history of 

Ismailia is tied up with the practices that I saw best reflected in Radio Canal as a medium. Its 

history of resistance, migration, and wars shaped both the content presented in Radio Canal and 

their understanding of what is it like to be Ismailwya.This chapter is an elucidation on why I 

chose Ismailia to tell us the story of public servants in a state of suspension, stranded between a 

developmental agenda that brought Radio Canal to life and a neoliberal one that is slaughtering 

its essence. Here, I also shed light on how the people of Radio Canal imagine their city, how they 

see themselves in it, and are, in response, molded by it. So as not to recite events monotonously, 
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I tried to make this chapterrepresent the visual and written flows of Ismailia by drawing 

evocative sensory snippets to your attention. Of course, this does not encompass the full history 

of the city, rather it pinpoints important milestones through the eyes of my interlocutors and the 

people who lived through them. 

Ismailia: A Stroll in Multilayered History 

It was dawn on the 22nd of December 2020. We took the longer more aesthetic road as we 

were on our way to the station.  Ahmed Farouk (54), a senior broadcaster in the Arabic 

department and the executive director of Radio Canal, was driving to open it himself. His shift 

starts on Tuesdays at 5:00 am and I went along with him.  I told him that I think that Ismailia is 

beautiful at night, but he thought otherwise: 

“Only part of it is beautiful! The part that the French built, so many years ago, I think that 

Egypt as a country got many benefits from the French and British colonization. They 

built schools and in the Napoleonic war, they deciphered The Rashid stone! They taught 

us, and this is my opinion! Of course, Mohamed Ali did a lot of things, but we can’t deny 

that they added a lot of things to that. Do you know that we have the second railway 

station in the world after the one in England? The English are the ones who built it not 

us! When we were colonized the Egyptian pound was worth three dollars! Of course, 

they drained most of our resources but still! Even those who died while digging the old 

canal, they were about 120,000 men, but they were going to die anyway! Yet they built 

the canal, no dredgers.  They did it manually. And for us to pave a street it takes us a 

hundred years, and it turns out crooked at the end. The problem is in the conscience of 

people and the culture of work itself. But when they [colonizers] did something, it lived 

for at least 100 years and withstood the test of time.” 

 

 On a different note, Lamiaa Ebrahim (53), senior broadcaster in the English department 

in Radio Canal, posted on Facebook on the 27th of Feburary, 2021 the following: 

“Listening to Charles Aznavour and my head is busy thinking about that 100 EGP that the CIB 

machine swallowed, and my kids’ exams, and then I prayed for my late mother and the people I 

love who lived in the authority’s villas and filled it with worship, care, attention, and life. Then I 

kept thinking about the maintenance of those villas and the historical responsibility they bestow 

on us.Then,I saw two kids walking with a baby and a puppy. Till I reached my place while Je 

vous aime beaucoup was playing in the background” 
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To contextualize the above mentioned incidents and quotes and to fully grasp how the 

people working in Radio Canal understand and imagine their city, we must first examine the 

history of Ismailia and, by default, that of the Suez Canal. Granted, hadn’t it been for the 

construction of the Suez Canal, Ismailia wouldn’t exist on the map. Located on the west bank of 

the Canal, right in the middle between Port Said and Suez , with historical geostrategic 

importance, and a widely acclaimed reputation for being Bald El Mawzfeen, Ismailia, the 

headquarters of the Suez Canal Authority (SCA), came to life in 1862. 

Though this was the century of colonial expansion, the projects and transfer of 

information was not directly financed via the colonial state apparatuses, but rather through 

private companies. Ferdinand De Lesseps started studying in the year 1854 in order to try and 

execute the project of piercing the Isthmus of Suez. De Lesseps was able to obtain the canal’s 

concession contracts in 1854 and 1856 which allowed the creation of the Compagnie Universelle 

du Canal Maritime de Suez. It was an international shareholders’ company that operated under 

the Egyptian law and was controlled by foreigners. The company also had the exclusive right to 

manage the canal for 99 years and was given land and workers. Even the construction process 

depended mainly on forced Egyptian laborers, a practice known as corvée. Eventually, the canal 

created a new mode of mobility in the region, creating new waves of migrations to work in such 

a harsh environment and forming the population of Ismailia later on(Huber 2013). 

In no time, the desert strip of the isthmus, after the opening of the canal, had become a 

focal point between Asia, Europe, and Africa. This is an epoch that historians call ‘new 

imperialism’, many of the characteristics of that period were realized during the construction of 

the Suez Canal such as the competition between great powers, specifically England and 

France,the focus on progress and technology and global interconnection, and the obvious 
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“imperial permeation of space” (Ibid).The influx of people into this region changed it drastically 

and transferred it into an inhabited territory.  By the mid of 1860s, the three towns in the Canal 

region – Suez, Ismailia, and Port Said- were booming with a foreign population related to 

building the canal (Headrick, 1981; Huber, 2013. And after ten years of construction, the 

opening of the canal became one of the most important events in the nineteenth century (see fig 

1).  

The Suez Canal company celebrated by putting the basic rock for the Temsah city 

Ismailia in a huge concert that was made in April 1862 during the era of Mohamed Saeed Pasha, 

but since Ismail pasha accession the following year, the company took the chance and put his 

name on this new city, a gesture that was supposed tocreate a friendly atmosphere between them 

both. In all cases, both the government and the company gave it so much care since its 

establishment, making it the capital of the isthmus and the center to administer the canal. 
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Fig (1): The opening of the Suez Canal painting in Downtown Ismailia, 

specifically in Muhammad Ali Street. 
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Fig (2): Overlooking the Temsah Lake is Mabna al Ershad- the building 

of Based Guidance and Direction of Ships of the Suez Canal Authority. 

This building was built in 1963. Now, it is the main building for guidance 

in the canal since in 1966. 
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Given the inflow of European employees, the cities of this region were characterized with 

a cosmopolitan personality from the very beginning (Huber 2013).  Since its creation, Ismailia 

had a lot of the foreigners in it, working in minute technical jobs and supervising the digging 

process. The existence of foreigners in Ismailia had a huge noticeable impact on its geographical 

layout and features. Through the words of the head of the archival center in the Canal newspaper, 

Gamal Haragy, we will have an overview of the districts and their nature in Ismailia in its very 

early days: 

“In 1862, the French divided Ismailia into squares, exactly four districts. The French called these 

squarescarré. Most of our ancestors would say that they are going to this or that carré meaning 

square in French. Now, the first square was called Hay el-Afrang- the Europeans’ 

neighborhood/district- where the major French personnel lived, the second neighborhood is Hay 

el-Arab- the Arab’s neighborhood/district- where the Arabs and the Egyptians used to live. It was 

also called Areshyat el-Abeed- The slaves’neighborhood- and is now known as El-Mahta el-

Gdeeda –The new station- street. The Third neighborhood is called Mostafa Kamel and it is right 

Fig (3): The practice of corvée or forced labor while digging the Canal. 
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in the middle of the city. Some Greek and English communities used to live there, and the fourth 

neighborhood was called Hay el-Bostan –the Garden’s neighborhood- where different Egyptian 

workers used to live, the ones who were working in the canal.”  

 

Haragy walked me through the archival center, showing me pictures while telling me 

their stories and recounting the history of city as he knows it.17 There were huge differences in 

the aforementioned residential areas of the city. While Hay El-Afrang and Mostafa Kamel had 

plenty of luxurious villas lined with trees and parks, Hay El-Arab was made of tinplate or hay 

nests. 

.  

 

 

 

 

 
17This center was established in 2017, following the president’s wish in the third National youth Conference back in 

March 2016. He said that each governorate should do a center or an office, something that would document the 

history of the place. 

 

Fig (4): The old map of Ismailia and the squares designed by the French. 
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Fig (5): Top view of one of the squares. 

Fig (6): One of the public gardens in Ismailia. 


