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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

I visited Port Said twice before conducting my fieldwork between 
August and December 2017. The first visit was in February 2013. As 
a journalist, I was covering the protests after the massacre in Port Said 
prison.1 I stayed for only three days, covering this intense moment, 
before returning to Cairo with ambivalent feelings toward the city and 
its people. On one hand, the city was in a rebellious mood against the 
police brutality; on the other, it was full of chauvinistic rhetoric about 
Port Said and skepticism toward the intentions of anyone from Cairo.

My second visit was illuminating for me. I returned to Port Said in 
January 2016 to participate in the workshop “Ihky ya tarikh,” which was 
organized by the history scholar Alia Mossallam. I stayed for a whole 
week learning and discussing the different narratives about Port Said, 
the different approaches to reading and reconstructing history. By the 
end of that week, I decided that Port Said would be the topic of my 
research.

1 The massacre in Port Said prison refers to the killing of 46 of the residents of the 
city by police forces, during the protests that pervaded the city, objecting to the death 
penalties handed down against 21 defendants in the trial of the Port Said stadium 
massacre. The latter refers to the killing of 72 fans of the Al-Ahly football team in the 
riot that broke out after one of the Egyptian league matches in Port Said stadium, 
on 1 February 2012. The defendants in this riot were mostly Port Saidians. However,  
other theories about the stadium massacre suggested that it was organized by the 
authorities to target the Al-Ahly Ultras group because of its participation in the post-
revolution protests calling for democracy and protesting police brutality. This topic 
will be discussed further in chapter five. 
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I became interested in Port Said for the following reasons. It was 
built as part of the project of the Suez Canal in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Unlike most Egyptian cities, towns, and villages, which have a 
very long history that goes back thousands of years, Port Said is only 
158 years old. This state of novelty affords researchers a wide range 
of documents, photos, maps, memoirs, and family collections, which 
constitutes a treasure of records of the constructions of the social since 
the founding of the city. The building of the city in the nineteenth 
century made it a field for the modernist techniques of ordering the 
social and the spatial, which will be explained later in this chapter. 
Because of the Suez Canal, the international trade, and the foreign 
presence in the city, mainly between 1869 and the mid 1950s, Port 
Said was a junction point on the global, national, and local scales, 
where different networks of forces define what it is as a city. With al-
‘udwan al-thulathi (the so-called Tripartite Aggression against Egypt 
in 1956 by the British, French, and Israeli armies), the city became a 
“symbol of resistance” in the nationalistic narrative. The declaration 
of Port Said as a free trade zone in 1975 rendered the city a symbol 
of the infitah, the economic open-door policy that started during the 
Sadat era. Thus the city has always represented the shifts of the Egyp-
tian modern state, from the colonial to the national-liberation to the 
neoliberal eras.

It is true that Port Said is not the only city that reflects the shifts 
of the Egyptian modern state. Actually, every city does, because every 
city was affected by these shifts. However, apart from Cairo and 
Alexandria, the two biggest cities in Egypt, many Egyptian cities are 
integrated in the national narratives about the more recent history 
of the country. Yet the Tripartite Aggression in 1956 and the decla-
ration of the Free Trade Zone (FTZ) in 1975 integrated Port Said 
into the national narratives. While the first turned Port Said into a 
“symbol of resistance,” the second reproduced the city as an example 
of the infitah and its transformative capacity. Because of these two 
moments, Port Said, which is quite a small city in comparison to oth-
ers in Egypt, became part of the national narratives about national 
liberation and the neoliberal phases of the post-colonial state. It rep-
resented these two eras and reflected the essence of these times and 
their major shifts. 
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In my research, I examined how the social of the city of Port Said 
has been assembled, and how the spaces of the city have been pro-
duced through the practices of its residents and the state. I focused 
on the processes of the making and the transformation of the people 
and the city in specific moments. I focused on al-tahgir (the forced 
migration of the population of the Suez Canal Zone following the 
outbreak of the 1967 war [al-naksa] between Egypt and Israel), the 
declaration of the Free Trade Zone in the mid 1970s and its impact 
on the city, which altered the trading modalities from sea trading to 
land trading, and the Port Said stadium massacre in 2012 and its role 
in the reproduction of the city.

Focusing on these moments does not mean disregarding or under-
estimating the importance of the other moments and phases of the city, 
such as the Tripartite Aggression in 1956 and the arguably “cosmopoli-
tan” phase of Port Said, which had lasted from its founding until the 
1940s. Both are major components of the narratives of the city. Both 
have an important role in shaping the social of the city. Although they 
are not discussed in this study separately in stand-alone chapters, they 
always exist in the background of almost every chapter, just as they 
always existed in the background of each interview and conversation 
with my interlocutors. They are not in the foreground because most of 
my interlocutors were born after the events took place or were too young 
to have strong and clear accounts about these two elements. However, 
the battle of Port Said in 1956 and the claimed affinity of the city with 
the larger world are always there, as threads, intertwined with the other 
elements that shape the city and the collective memory of its people.

To engage with these moments and processes of transformation, 
I was guided by Latour (the Actor Network Theory) and Lefebvre 
(the Production of Space) as the two main academic interlocutors 
in my research. Through the Latourian framework, I was able to 
see the importance of following the actors, their actions, and group 
formation/deformation, paying attention to the non-human actors 
and their contribution to the process of reassembling the social. For 
Latour (2005), a group cannot be studied outside the processes of 
its formation and deformation. There is no such group that exists by 
inertia; it exists only through the continuous process of excluding and 
including, defining its borders, and acting upon other groups. When a 
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group is not forming itself, it ceases to exist. To study a group means 
to study the traces of its association, assembling, and formation. In 
another aspect, following actors means to “catch up with their often 
wild innovations in order to learn from them what the collective exis-
tence has become in their hands” (Latour 2005:8). It is an attempt to 
find the order in which the social is assembled by these actors, instead 
of imposing a certain social order. Maximizing this “actor-following 
plan” leads to including even non-human and immaterial actors (or 
actants), as long as they are able “to modify a state of affairs by mak-
ing a difference” (Latour 2005:71). Further, he suggests reconsidering 
the sources of actions that seem non-positivist enough or do not seem 
scientific as sources of action that contribute to the social formation. 
It is not an attempt to take whatever is said by the actors as an expla-
nation in itself, but it is an attempt to avoid imposing the researcher’s 
metalanguage instead of listening to the metalanguage of the actors 
themselves. In other words, the Actor Network Theory is all about 
questioning the readily made classifications, categories, and explana-
tions of the social in favor of learning more from the actors in the 
field, letting them guide the researcher. 

Reading Lefebvre side by side with Latour emphasized the fact that 
space is the precondition for the social to emerge, and simultaneously 
it is the product of this social emergence. We cannot talk about group 
formations, actor movements, and objects’ affects without analyzing 
the relationship between these and the space within which they exist 
and interact. For Lefebvre (1991), space cannot be theorized as a mere 
container of these processes and interactions. Rather, it is the precondi-
tion for the social to emerge, and simultaneously the product of this 
social emergence. This dialectical relationship between space and the 
social creates the possibility of having what Lefebvre called the social 
space, which “permits fresh actions to occur, while suggesting others 
and prohibiting yet others” (Lefebvre 1991:73). Studying spaces can-
not be done merely by looking into the “things” within these spaces, or 
studying space as a space in itself, a mere fetishized space. Rather, it can 
only be understood through unpacking the social relationships that are 
embedded in it, and the social relationships that produced it (Lefebvre 
1991:89). Lefebvre here builds on the Marxist argument against the 
fetishism of commodities, “where the trap lay in exchange, and the error 
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was to consider ‘things’ in isolation, as things in themselves” (Lefebvre 
1991:90). Further, in view of the diversity of interactions and interrela-
tions among actors and things in any space, we are not faced here by 
a singular social space, but by multiple ones which do not exist juxta-
posed with one another, but in relations of interlocation, combination, 
or superimposition (Lefebvre 1991:86).

Both theorists helped me to see the dialectical relationship between 
the social and space and how they reproduce each other. Just as the social 
is never constant—actors are merely actors because of their movements, 
groups are always under the condition of formation and deformation—
space, in the same sense, is never constant. It is always in the making. It 
is always multiple, open to different meanings. That is what makes cities 
open-ended spaces, and always in the making. Reading Simone’s (2004) 
work, People as Infrastructure, helped me to see human networks as part 
of the infrastructure of the cities. Through these networks, the city is 
transformed, and without them the city is paralyzed. De Certeau wid-
ened my understanding of the spatial practices that contribute to the 
production of space. With de Certeau, I started to see the acts of memo-
rizing the past, telling stories, and singing songs as spatial practices, 
through which spaces are produced. Through Walter Benjamin’s work, I 
started to understand history not as something that belongs to the past, 
but as something that can exist only in the present, the now-time. 

Through the conversation between fieldwork and theory, I started 
to see the different moments that I chose to study, as moments that 
had destructive, yet also creative effects on the city and its people. On 
one hand, al-tahgir was an act of dismantling the social fabric of Port 
Said and an act of liquidating the people’s networks, but on the other 
hand, it triggered the process of reimagining the city by Port Saidians. 
I chose to start this study with al-tahgir to highlight the heaviness and 
the impact of that moment on what followed, as the landmark that dis-
tinguished between what was before and what came after. Al-tahgir, in 
this narrative, is neither a moment of defeat nor a moment of resistance. 
Rather, it is the ultimate moment of transformation in the history of 
this city. The inhabitants of Port Said were evicted from the city, just 
as the populations of Ismailiya and Suez were evicted from the canal 
zone, and diffused into other Egyptian cities and villages. The action 
of al-tahgir dismantled the social fabric, and constituted a real threat 
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Figure 1: A row of buildings overlooks the canal in Port Said. The picture was 
taken by G. Massaoud between 1870 and 1895.

to everything the Port Saidians relied on to define their existence, such 
as residence, working, and lifestyle. They then engaged in a process of 
reproducing themselves as a group, through producing the members of 
the host communities as the other. I argue that al-tahgir was one of the 
moments that contributed to the production of the notion of “Port-
Saidness” among the residents of the city, and its opposite, al-aghrab 
(the strangers). The two notions still exist today.

The declaration of the Free Trade Zone in 1975 ushered in massive 
social and spatial transformations in the city, altering the modality of 
trading from sea trading to land trading. While the former was related 
to the maritime traffic of the canal and the foreign visitors to the city, 
the second was related to the local consumers who headed to Port Said 
to buy the imported goods that were not available in other markets in 
Egypt at that time. I studied the two trading modalities and how each 
of them produced the city and the social in different ways.

The Port Said stadium massacre had a catastrophic effect on the 
city, in terms of stigmatization of the Port Saidians and the economic 
recession after the massacre. However, it posed the question of what is 
Port Said, what defines it apart from the massacre, motivating various 
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initiatives such as Port Sa‘id ‘ala Qadimo2 and new al-simsimiya3 bands, 
which contributed to the continuous processes of the making of the 
city. Both initiatives relied on objects that absorbed the past in them-
selves, such as the musical instrument simsimiya and the old buildings 
from the colonial era. Both kinds of objects have come to be nodes of 
interactions and relations that have contributed to the social and spatial 
reproduction of the city. 

Port Said and the Suez Canal
This introduction presents a historical background of the construction 
of Port Said in the nineteenth century, explaining the way in which 
spaces and population were ordered. 

On 25 April 1859, a group of almost 100 men, mostly Egyptian 
workers, and a few foreign engineers stood on a strip of land 40 to 50 
meters wide between Lake al-Manzala and the Mediterranean Sea. The 
French diplomat and administrator of the Suez Canal project, Ferdi-
nand de Lesseps, gave a speech and hit the land with his mattock to 
announce the beginning of the digging of the Suez Canal. The workers 
started to erect the first row of tents on the land that would be known 
later as Port Said (Mubarak 1886–88:26–30). The city was expanded 
by filling the lake with the rubble that came from the digging of the 
canal (Negm 1987). The inhabitants of the city were foreign and local 
immigrants from various countries around the world as well as vari-
ous cities and villages around Egypt. They either participated directly in 
the digging of the Canal or came to the new city seeking new oppor-
tunities. In 1868, the population of the city was 2,700 Egyptian men 
and 6,000 foreigners; women, children, and older people who were not 
able to work were excluded from the statistics (Negm 1987:53–54). In 
1882, the population reached 10,693 Egyptians and 5,867 foreigners. 
Greeks constituted the biggest foreign community at that time with 
2,371 inhabitants. The second biggest community was the Italians, with 

2 Port Sa‘id ‘ala Qadimo (Port Said as It Was) is a local initiative that works to preserve 
the architectural heritage of Port Said. More will be said about the initiative and its 
relationship with the massacre of Port Said stadium in chapter five. 

3 Simsimiya is a popular local collective singing genre in the Canal area, which started in 
Port Said in the 1930s. Simsimiya is the name of the musical stringed instrument which 
is used in this genre. This topic will be explored further in chapters four and five. 




