Egyptian Nationalization of the Suez Canal
Company and Initial Western Reactions,
July 26—August 2, 1956

Speech by President Nasser, Alexandria, July 26*

{Extract}

[Speaking of a meeting with Mr. Eugene R. Black, President of the
International Bank for Reconstruction and Development, with which
Egypt had been negotiating for a loan to help finance the construction
of a high dam on the Nile at Aswan, Mr. Nasser said:]

T he Suez Canal

I began to look at Mr. Black sitting in his chair imagining that I was
sitting before Ferdinand de Lesseps.

I recalled the words which we used to read. In 1854, Ferdinand de
Lesseps arrived in Egypt. He went to Mohamed Said Pasha, the
Khedive. He sat beside him and told him “We want to dig the Suez
Canal. This project will greatly benefit you. It is a great project and
will bring excellent returns to Egypt.”

While Black was speaking to me, I felt the complexes which his
words revived. I was again carried back to Ferdinand de Lesseps.

I told him we have complexes from such matters, and we do not
want to see another Cromer governing us again. Loans and interests
on these loans have ended in the occupation of our country. I re-
quested him to take this into consideration. We have complexes from
De Lesseps and from Cromer, and from political occupation through
economic occupation.

That was the picture I had in mind, the plcture of De Lesseps who
arrived on November 7, 1854. He arrlved in Alexandria and began
to work cautiously and treacherously. On November 30, 1854, he had
already contacted the Khedive and obtained the Concession for the

! Translation transmitted by the American Embassy at Cairo, based on the
Arabic press text, which in turn was checked against a tape recording of the
speech itself.
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Canal from him. The Concession said: “Our friend De Lesseps has
drawn our attention to the benefits which will accrue to Egypt by
joining the Mediterranean and the Red Sea by a waterway for the
passage of ships. He informed us of the possibility of forming a com-
pany for this purpose to comprise the investors of capital. We have
approved the idea and have authorised him to form and to operate a
company for the digging of the Suez Canal and to exploit it between
the two seas.”

This was in 1854. In 1856, a hundred years ago, a Firman was is-
sued whereby the company was formed. Egypt got 44% of the shares
and bound herself with certain obligations to De Lesseps. The De
Lesseps company is a private company! It has nothing to do with
governments, domination, occupation or imperialism! De Lesseps
told the Khedive “I am your friend, I have come to benefit you, and to
dig a canal between the two seas for your advantage.”

The Suez Canal Company was formed, and Egypt got 44% of the
shares. Egypt undertook to supply labour to dig the Canal by corvee,
of whom 120,000 died without getting paid. We also paid De Lesseps
in order that he might give up some concession. We gave up the 15%
of the profits which we were supposed to get over and above the prof-
its of our 44% of the shares. Thus, contrary to the statements made
by De Lesseps to the Khedive in which he said that the Canal was dug
for Egypt, Egypt has become the property of the Canal.

Article 16 of the agreement concluded on February 22, 1866, stipu-
lated that in view of the fact that the Suez Canal Company is an
Egyptian company, it is subject to the country’s laws subject neither
to the country’s laws nor its regulations.? It considers itself a state
within a state. The disputes which arise between Egypt and the
Company or between individuals of any nationality are to come
before Egyptian courts in accordance with the regulations set forth
by the laws of the country. Egyptian courts are competent in giving
their verdict with regard to disputes which may come up between the
Egyptian government and the company according to Egyptian laws.

The result of the words of De Lesseps in 1856, the result of friend-
ship and loans, was the occupation of Egypt in 1882.

Egypt then borrowed money. What happened? Egypt was
obliged, during the reign of Ismail, to sell its 44% of the shares in the
company. Immediately, England sent out to purchase the shares.
It bought them for 4 million pounds. Then, Ismail gave up his 5%
of the company’s profits against the ceding of some concessions by
the Company which were granted to it.

2 Apparently garbled. For the text of the agreement, see ante, pp. 9-16.
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The[n ] Ismail was obliged to pay to Britain the 5% profit which he
had relinquished. This amounted to over 4 million pounds. In other
words, Britain got Egypt’s 44% of the Company’s shares free. This
was the history which took place a century ago.

Is history to repeat itself again with treachery and deceit? Will
economic independence [ words omitted ¢] or economic domination and
control be the cause of the destruction of our political independence
and freedom ?

Brothers, it is impossible that history should repeat itself.

Today, we do not repeat what happened in the past. We are eradi-
cating the traces of the past. We are building our country on strong
and sound bases. '

Whenever we turn backwards, we aim at the eradication of past
evils which brought about our domination, and the vestiges of the
past which took place despite ourselves and which were caused by
imperialism through treachery and deceit.

Today, the Suez Canal where 120,000 of our sons had lost their lives
in digging it by corvee, and for the foundation of which we paid 8
million pounds, has become a state within the state.” It has humiliated
ministers and cabinets.

This Canal is an Egyptian canal. It is an Egyptian Joint Stock
Company. Britain has forcibly grabbed our rights, our 44% of its
shares. Britain still collects the profits of these shares from the time
of its inauguration until now. All countries and shareholders get
their profits. A state within the state; an Egyptian Joint Stock
Company.

The income of the Suez Canal Company in 1955 reached £E. 85
million, or 100 million dollars. Of this sum, we, who have lost 120,000
persons, who have died in digging the Canal, take only £E. 1 million
or 3 million dollars! This is the Suez Canal Company, which, accord-
ing to the Firman, was dug for the sake of Egypt and its benefit!

Do you know how much assistance America and Britain were go-
ing to offer us over 5 years? 70 million dollars. Do you know who
takes the 100 million dollars, the Company’s income, every year?
They take them of course.

It is no shame that I may be poor and borrow money to build my
country. It isno shame that I should attempt to get aid for the sake
of my country. But, it is shameful that I suck peoples’ blood and
rights. .

We shall not repeat the past. We shall eradicate it by restoring our
rights in the Suez Canal. This money is ours. This Canal is the
property of Egypt because it is an Egyptian Joint Stock Company.

27



The Canal was dug by Egypt’s sons and 120,000 of them died while
working. The Suez Canal Company in Paris is an imposter company.
It usurped our concessions.

When De Lesseps came over to Egypt, his arrival was the same as
Black who came to Egypt to talk with me. The same action.

But history will never repeat itself. On the contrary, we shall
build the High Dam. We shall restore our usurped rights. We shall
build the High Dam as we want it. We are determined to do it. £E.
35 million the company gets every year; let Egypt take it. 100 million
dollars are collected every year by the company which collects them
for the benefit of Egypt. Let it be so, and Egypt will collect the 100
million dollars for the benefit of Egypt.

Thus, today, citizens, when we build the High Dam, we are actually
building the dam to defend our dignity, freedom and pride, and to
eradicate humiliation and submission.

We Shall Fight to the Last

Egypt—the whole of Egypt—one national front—one unified and
solid front—announces that it will fight to the last drop of its blood.
Everyone of its sons will be like Salah Mustafa and Mustafa Hafez.
We shall all fight to the last drop of our blood for building our coun-
try, for the sake of Egypt. We shall not let war mongers, imperialists
or those who trade in human beings dominate us. We shall depend
on our hands and on our blood. We are rich, but we were careless.
We shall restore these rights. The battle continues. We shall restore
these rights step by step. We shall realise everything. We shall build
a strong and dignified Egypt, the Arab Egypt.

Nationalisation of the Company

Therefore, I have signed today the following law which has been
approved by the Cabinet: [reads text of decree *]

Citizens,

We shall not let imperialists or exploiters dominate us. We
shall not let history repeat itself once more. We have gone forward
to build a strong Egypt. We go forward towards political and
economic independence. We go forward towards national economy
for the sake of the whole people. We go forward to work. But,
whenever we look behind, we do so to destroy the traces of the past,
the traces of slavery, exploitation and domination.

Today, citizens, rights have been restored to their owners. Our
rights in the Suez Canal have been restoreld to us after 100 years.

* For text of decree, see post, pp. 30-32.
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Today, we actually achieve true sovereignty, true dignity and true
pride. The Suez Canal Company was a state within a state. It
was an Egyptian Joint Stock Company, relying on imperialism
and its stooges.

The Suez Canal was built for the sake of Egypt and for its benefit.
But it was a source of exploitation and the draining of wealth.

As I said a short while ago, it is no shame to be poor and to work
for the building of my country. But it is shameful to suck blood.
They used to suck our blood, our rights and take them.

Today, when we regain our rights, I say in the name of the people
of Egypt that we shall defend these rights and shall hold fast. We
shall sacrifice our lives and our blood in defending them. We shall
make up for the past.

Today, when we build the edifice of our dignity, freedom and
pride, we feel that it will not be completely sound until we eradicate
domination, humiliation and submission. The Suez Canal consti-
tuted an edifice of humiliation.

Today, citizens, the Suez Canal Company has been nationalised.
This order has been published in the Official Journal. It has become
a matter of fact.

Citizens, today we say our wealth has been restored to us. —

Citizens; Today, the Suez Canal income is estimated at £E. 35
million or 100 million dollars per annum or 500 million dollars in
five years. We shall not seek the 70 million dollar American aid.

Today, fellow-countrymen, by our sweat, our tears, the souls of
our martyrs and the skulls of those who died in 1856, a hundred
years ago during the corvee, we are able to develop this country. We
shall work, produce and step-up production despite all these in-
trigues and these talks. Whenever I hear talk from Washington,
I shall say “Die of your fury.”

We shall build up industry in Egypt and compete with them.
They do not want us to become an industrial country so that they
can promote the sale of their products and market them in Egypt.
I never saw any American aid directed towards industrialization
as this would cause us to compete with them. American aid is
everywhere directed towards exploitation.

On entering upon the fifth anniversary of the Revolution, as I said
at the beginning of my speech, we feel stronger, more resolute and
faithful than during the former years.

On embarking upon the fifth year of the Revolution, as Farouk was
expelled on July 26, 1952, the Suez Canal Co. will depart on the very
same day. We are conscious of accomplishing glories and achieving
true dignity. Sovereignty in Egypt will belong only to her sons. —
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We shall march forward united .. . one nation confident in itself, its
motherland and its power, one nation relying on itself in work and in
the sacred march towards construction, industrialization and crea-
tion . . . one nation . . . a solid bloc to hold out treason and aggression
and resist imperialism and agents of imperialism.

In this manner, we shall accomplish much and feel dignity and
pride and feel that we are building up our country to suit ourselves. . .
We build what we want and do what we want with nobody to account
to.

Turning Towards Force

‘When we obtain our usurped and stolen rights, we shall turn towards
strength. We shall become stronger each year, and, God willing,
next year we shall become more powerful with increased production,
work and factories.

Now, while I am speaking to you, fellow countrymen, brothers of
yours are taking over the administration and the management of the
Canal Company, the Egyptian Canal Company not the foreign Canal
Company. They are taking over the Canal Company and its facilities
for the direction of navigation in the Canal, the Canal which is situ-
ated in the territory of Egypt, cuts through the territory of Egypt,
is a part of Egypt and belongs to Egypt. We now perform this task
to compensate for the past and build up new edifices for pride and
dignity.

May God guide you and peace be with you.
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