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ABSTRACT

The following research focuses on trade union organisations, and in particular trade
union officialdom in Egypt. The study examines the extent to which trade union
officials at the various levels of the trade union hierarchy are reacting to reforms
instigated by structural adjustment policies. The adoption of structural adjustment and
economic reform measures as proposed by the World Bank and IMF have resulted in the
government’s withdrawal of some of the benefits and privileges it accorded to workers.
Public sector workers are particularly affected by these changes, thereby posing a
challenge to trade union officialdom, since the bulk of trade union membership 1s within
the public sector. Trade union officials are reacting to the reform measures by trying to
balance their role as representatives of workers’ interests and their role in administering
state policy. Whereas in the past these two roles were reconcilable, however, with
liberalisation of the economy and the adoption of structural adjustment measures that is
no longer tenable. Trade unionism has been weakened by the incorporation of union
officials within government corporate structures, making it more difficult for trade union
- officialdom to challenge the reform measures adopted by the government. Rather, trade
union officials are opting for ‘co-operation’ both with the government and with
management in enterprises, to the cost of workers. In enterprises, trade union officials
emphasise that the interests of work and workers are inseparable. At the level of the
confederation and general unions, union officials present themselves as working to keep
workers’ rights, but also as partners with the government in its drive for growth. By so
doing trade union officials are de-politicising trade unionism, and instead focus on
economic gains. Union officials are redefining their role away from workers. Trade
union action at the various levels is not based on what workers want or demand, but
rather on what trade union officials want, in the belief that workers do not truly know
their intcrests. As a result, trade union action has promoted the interests of union
officials rather than that of the workers. Trade unionism has become in a sense a shell
without a content. However, there is evidence that there are pressures to democratise
trade unionism and make it more responsive to worker demands. These pressures are
from within the worker base, from trade union officials particularly at the enterprise
level who are afﬁlﬁed to political parties, and from external forces like the Islamists.

However these forces have their limitations, particularly in the face of institutionalised

sectors that are capable of reproducing themselves and promoting their interests.
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NOTE ON USAGE OF TERMINOLOGY

In the research I use the terms ‘unionist’, and ‘unionists’ to mean trade union officials.
This usage of the term is based on its utilisation in Egypt, where the term for unionist
is nigabi. Unionised workers are ‘edw nigabi, trade union member. In the case of
unionised workers who are known as activists (but not trade union officials), they are
sometimes referred to as ‘unionist’, however, that is not the general usage of the term.
I have adhered to the general usage of the terminology as in Egypt: ‘unionist’ for trade

union officials; and ‘trade union members’ for unionised workers.
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Introduction: Trade Unions, Bufeaucracy, and State

Bourgeoisie

Introduction:

Structural adjustment policies of the World Bank are implemented in a number of
developing countries, more often than not they have the air of a prescription, with
governments having little choice about how to implement them. Many countries can
restore their credit worthiness, and hence finance development plans through World
Bank/IBRD loans, by implementation of World Bank policies. While economic
reform programs have been carried out in the past, the structural adjustment reforms
proposed by the World Bank/IMF differ in a significant respect from previous reforms
in developing countries, as it aims to ‘rationalise’ the intervention of government in
the economy. Good Governance has come to be redefined as efficient governance. In
practice this has meant cutting back on a number of social welfare/support programs
that benefited the poor and unprivileged. World Bank policies of structural
adjustment, however, have a negative impact on large sectors of the populations of the
countries concerned. In Egypt, the impact of structural adjustment has been
particularly harsh on workers. On the one hand, promotion of economic liberalisation
and pnvatisation is subjecting many workers in public sector enterprises to
redundancy. On the other hand, the government has gone back on a decades-old
commitment to guaranteed and secure employment, effectively meaning an increase in
unemployment, and job insecurity for the employed. Such a situation poses a

challenge to trade unions, but the response of trade unions is governed by how trade



unions have developed in Egypt in the past, particularly the impact of the Nasser era

on trade unions.

Following is an examination of World Bank policies, and the implications for workers

and trade unions of such policies in Egypt.

Trade Unions in the World Bank Report

The World Development Report (WDR) for 1995 centred on the issue of workers in
an “integrating world”. The report sums up world bank ideology concerning the
direction of economies, particularly developing or ‘emerging’ economies. There is a
focus on the need, indeed the necessity, of liberalisation of the economy and a
reduction 1n state intervention in the management of the economy. This, it is
indicated, 1s the best way forward for all concerned, for governments as it is perceived
that state-run economies are not efficient in the long-term, for industry as productivity
responds to real indicators from the market, and for workers as their wages would
increase. The World Bank report focuses on growth in the economy, and the best
stratégies to attain ‘sustainable growth’. Market based economies are capable of
growth that is sustainable, “whereas inward-looking and centrally planned strategies

have generally failed to bring sustainable gains to all workers” (WDR: 16).

According to WDR, some policies governments pursued in the past had a negative

impact on labour demand. Aiming to attain greater growth, governments encouraged
the development of industry at the expense of the agricultural sector. State
intervention led to the development of policies that have a “pro-industry, anti-
agriculture bias” that resulted in a number of ‘distortions’ in the labour market.

Policies have been put in place that are “biased against labour demand within

agriculture; and regulations designed to make formal sector employment more



attractive to workers” (WDR: 31). It is believed that a market-oriented economy can
reduce the negative consequences of labour regulations that resulted in the creation of
a dual labour market (WDR: 34). The issue though is not simply a choice between
state intervention and free markets, rather it 1s a choice of which public interventions
bring about most efficient growth and most benefit to workers. The core issue is,
according to the World Bank, increasing the productivity of capital and of labour, not
“Increasing the amount of capital and numbers of workers” (WDR: 17). Sound

Investments, in both capital and human resources, are essential for growth.

The recommendations of the World Bank extend beyond governments making internal
reforms, governments must pave the way for globalisation and international
integration of world economies. Two features of international integration are capital
. mobility and international migration. It is estimated that by the year 2000 only about
10% of world labour will not be integrated in the world global labour market (WDR:
50). According to the World. Bank report adequate policies make the difference
between the winners and the losers in world globalisation (WDR: 62-68). Protcctioniét
regulations and policies can no longer be maintained in an increasingly and inevitably
integrated world economy. On the contrary, the World Bank perceives as necessary an

increase in developing the competitiveness of economies (WDR: 51).

The dynamo of international integration is export-led growth, be it in manufactured

goods or services. Trade in services is increasing and integrating the world together
(WDR: 54). Export-led growth is essential to balance intemmational trade. Internal
trade of manufactured goods is “the first avenue by which most countries feel the
impact of economic integration” (WDR: 51). Governments that fail to adopt the

proposed policies expose their countries to being ‘losers’ in the new global system.



The countries that have fallen behind are those that did not expand export
manufacturing, and still rely on export of primary goods. The Middle East and Sub-
Saharan Africa are in this category (WDR: 52). In a World Bank regional report on
Arab countries, it is bélieved that .the impact of the Uruguay Round on Arab countries
will be negative, largely a consequence of lack of commitment on the part of Arab

regimes to reduce tariffs, a Protectionist policy (World Bank, 1995a: 10).

The World Development Report maintains that governments have an important role to
play in the new world system. While governments should not directly intervene in the
economy, they nonetheless have an important regulatory function to carry out. For
example, anti-Protectionist policies and securing the adequate investment

environment must be implemented by governments. Governments need to assure

investors “that the chances of success are high enough to offset the risks” (World
Bank, 1995a: 14). Governments should also keep a balance by “convince[ing] labour

that the future will be bright enough to compensate for short-term losses in
employment and wages” (World Bank, 1995a: 14). While the report points out that
governments must protect ‘social interests’, it is arguable that an examination of the
reality of implementation of World Bank structural adjustment programs has been

capable of addressing such ‘social interests’.

Place of ‘labour’ in World Bank formulation

It 1s recognised that the period of transition during the process of liberalisation of the
economy does bring about hardship, especially to workers. The hardship is deemed to
be a consequence of inefficient policies. The pro-industry, anti-agriculture bias in

many developing countries has allowed the existence of dualism in the labour market,

with a minority of workers in relatively privileged conditions in the formal sector, and



a majority of workers 1n the informal sector. Among the unprivileged majority are
small farmers, and workers 1n the urban informal sector, whose numbers are
increasing (World Bank, 1995a: 15). Among the policies decmed to have benefited a
minority of privileged workers are, ““a dominant public sector, protected industry, bias
against agriculture, distorted education system, [and] unenforced labour standards”
(World Bank, 1995a: 15). Also, dualism in the labour market *“has distorted incentives
and encouraged rent-seeking” (World Bank, 1995a: 1).

In the WDR, 1t 1s recognised that reform will result in losses in the short run for
workers, primarily in the form of loss in wages, and for some unemployment. As
reform proceeds, however, and inefficiencies are removed, the conditions of workers
improve (World Bank, 1995a: 3). From the point of productivity, workers “become
more productive as the goods they produce increase in value” (WDR: 54). At another
level, reforms benefit workers as consumers, as they can buy products cheaply, made
possible due to international trade (WDR: 54). While the WDR recognises that
inequalities will persist, workers would be worse off without reform.

The approach of the World Bank in dealing with labour is economistic, where labour
is dealt with primanly as a cost factor. The focus on productivity of capital and of
labour 1s the key to successftul, efficient and sustainable growth, rather than increase in
labour per se. Another focal point is flexibility of labour markets. Investments in

training and retraining of the workforce is one of the areas the World Bank highlights,
in order to respond to the constantly changing needs of the economy and labour
demand. The World Bank philosophy in this respect is that old, inefficient labour
regulations that ‘overprotected’ formal sector workers, are to give way to new

regulations that “guarantee some standards of fairness in labour relations yet preserve



the flexibility of labour markets” (World Bank, 1995a: 1). Government involvement in
labour regulations should focus on policies to regulate child labour, workihg women
and minorities, minimum wages, safety standards at work, and conditions of work.
Thus, the onus on d'eigermining labour requirements falls on enterprises or business
activity. It is for this reason, the WDR argues, that trade unions have an important role

to play, that ot countering the power of employers.

Trade unions in the World Bank report

The role of trade unions, as per the World Bank report, is very important in protecting
the attainment of the rights of workers, as well as acting as a counter balance to
employers. The role of trade unions is deemed pivotal for the protection of workers’
rights 1n a free-market system. Central to the World Bank understanding of the role of
trade unions 1s the changing relationship between trade unions and the state. Unions in
many countries are politicised, which results in “excessive intervention and regulation
as governments try to pacify workers and gain support for state-controlled unions”
(WDR: 79-80). Free, independent trade unions are capable of representing workers in
a market economy. Not only are such unions capable of ‘responsible’ collective
bargaining, they are “mostly democratic institutions” (WDR: 85). The regional report
for Arab countries indicates that unions are “becoming more active in the face of

deteriorating labour market” (World Bank, 1995a: 17). The success of such effort has,

however, been limited because unions are not truly independent, and collective
bargaining is “overly politicised” (World Bank, 1995a: 17).
Unlike government intervention in setting wage levels which, according to the World

Bank tends to create labour market distortions, the process of collective bargaining

between unions and employers is perceived to be effective. The reason for this is that



“the pressures created by competition push unions and employers to seek ways to
increase productivity rather than fight over rents” (World Bank, 1995a: 17). While the
report recognises the significance and success of national and industry-level

agreements, the World Bank gives preference to decentralised bargaining, at the local,

branch level (WDR: 83).

The report points out that in some countries, trade unions represent the relatively
privileged workers, more often than not a fraction of the workforce (WDR: 80). This
1s partly linked with dualism in the labour market. Trade unions have sometimes tried
to advance the condition of workers who are unionised at the expense of workers who
are non-unionised. While it is believed that in a market economy trade unions operate

independently of government dictates and interferences, so it is believed that workers

have the right of freedom of association, either to join a union or not to join a union at

all (WDR: 82).

An issue that comes under examination in the report is that of the role of trade unions
in improving productivity in firms. The report suggests that unions, by helping
train/re-train workers to encourage job rotation and flexibility, are thus a positive
influence (WDR: 80). The attainment of efficiency seems to be a critical factor. What
seems to be happening is that many unions are forced to ‘co-operate’ with
management, otherwise they may be marginalised. What the World Bank advocates is

that by 1mproving the productivity of enterprises both capitalists and workers benefit.
Increased productivity is translated as better wages and benefits to workers. Thus, the
interests of capitalists and workers are not contradictory. This, however, is not the

case. The greatest benefit of such productivity enhancing activities is to the enterprise,

not the workers. The report points out that labour and management in enterprises



sometimes get together or co-operate, which is-a desirable outcome. In discussing a
particular case of workers in Brazilian firms where quality circles were introduced, the
report points out that “labour, keen to ensure continued competitiveness, did not insist
on past privileges but instead co-operated with management in this process” (WDR:
83). This 1s not ‘co-operation’, but rather a coercion to co-operate and it reflects that

by focusing on ‘productivity’ workers are disadvantaged.

One of the 1ssues raised by the WDR is that trade union action can sometimes be
negative, or ‘monopolistic’, by which is meant that trade unions “[improve] wages and
working conditions for their members at the expense of capital holders, consumers,
and non-union labour” (WDR: 81). While the report rightly argues that as a result of
this so-called ‘union wage effect’ the difference in wages between unionised workers
and non-unionised workers is exacerbated, three major factors are overlooked. First,
and most significantly, trade unions are organisations that are supposed to look after
the interests of workers, not for the interest of capital holders or society at large.
Second, due to the situation that is existing of economic crisis world-wide, unions
often are undercutting the wages of workers for the sake of workers remaining in their
workplace. Indeed, trade unions are not in the position of making the kind of wage
Increases discussed above, increasingly they are making deals with management to
accept wage cuts in return for workers to remain in employment. Third, the principle
of unionism 1s solidarity. It is not the unions who are paying non-union workers, the

union wants all workers to join the union.

One may best summarise the attitude of the World Bank to trade unions is that the

latter are perceived as “agents for labour, organising large numbers of workers into a

single entity whose collective bargaining power matches that of the employer” (WDR:



79). The choice of the term ‘agent’ sets the context in which the World Bank
envisages the role of trade unions, because it reflects a fundamentally economistic
sense, whereas trade unions ‘represent’ workers, economically, socially, and
politically. Further indication of this is the statement that “a key principle 1n industrial
relations is to ensure that the parties engaged in bargaining absorb the costs of their
action rather than shift them to third parties” (WDR: 82). This carries tones of
business unionism, which emphasises that trade unions are partners in management,
and that ‘responsible’ unionism takes that into account. The key to understanding the
role of trade unions as per the World Bank, is that by focusing on the economic and

integrative objectives/goals, trade unions are rendered basically as detensive

organisations.

Structural Adjustment and Trade Unionism in Egypt

The present research examines the impact of the economic reform and structural
adjustment program on trade unions in Egypt. The reforms in the economy pose a
challenge to trade unionism as it has existed since the late 1950s, under a ‘socialist’
populist regime that nationalised production. Trade unions were deprived of much of
their power in return for security of employment and protective legislation for
workers. The structural adjustment program has resulted in a situation where many of
the benefits that had been accorded to workers by the state are being withdrawn. The
research examines trade union responses to these challenges. The discussion covers
both the impact of reform on the trade union structure and organisation, as well as the

question of how trade unions are re-defining their role in a market, private sector led

economy.
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The implementation of structural adjustment policies in Egypt is redefining the role of
the state in society. One of the issues examined is the development of the Nasserite
state, and the degree to which it was as ‘socialist’ as it claimed to be, and how trade
unions developed within that system. The move toward liberalisation of the economy
during the Nasserite and post-Nasserite eras, while sustaining a “populist” front, is
also discussed. Specifically, the research examines the way the state is structured
within these contradictions and how trade unions could deal with the contradictions.
The study examines the extent to which unions are able to reconcile their role as
workers' representatives, and their role in administering state policy. This becomes
very clear under the changes that are taking place in relation to conditions of
employment and other legislation related to public sector enterprises in Egypt, notably

with regard to law 203, the new unified labour law, and the new trade union law.

Another issue raised is how workers themselves perceive the changes that are taking
place in the enterprises, notably the idea of privatisation, and in what ways the public
sector 1s 1mportant to them. Most important is how workers perceive workers'
representatives' reactions to the changes. By contrast to the narrowness of the ‘formal’
trade union apparatus, there is an examination of other forms of workers’
representation and worker action outside of the framework of the official trade union
organisation. The research also establishes that liberalisation and structural adjustment
do not have the same impact on all workers, which contributes to the understanding of
how relevant trade unions are to different workers. Women workers receive particular
attention in the research because they were among the groups that gained much from
the state policies of the 50s and 60s. Increasingly, however, many of their "rights" are

being eroded. Trade unions have provided little support to them in the transition.
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In addition to the discussion of the impact of reform on the level of enterprises, it is
important to shed light on the impact of the transition to a market-economy at a wider,
morc¢ macro level. The implementation of SAP is marginalising large sectors of the
population and pushing larger numbers into poverty. The study also sheds light on
how, 1n the absence of real solutions to people’s problems and the failure to integréte
them in the ‘new order’, the alternative that emerges and which is gaining in strength
1s the Islamist ‘solution’, and the study reviews the extent to which it is viable or

successful.

Methods

The subject of the current research, the impact of structural adjustment on trade
unions in Egypt, is a complex issue. Structural adjustment per se is a multi-faceted
field that combines economic, political, and social considerations. A fundamental
consideration in undertaking this topic is that it is a study of a subject in flux. The
implementation of some structural adjustment measures had started in Egypt from the
late 1980s, while other measures are still in process. The pace of change 1is
unpredictable 1n some cases. This is clear in the process of privatisation of public
sector enterprises. From 1991, the year Law 203 was issued paving the way for
privatisation of enterprises, to the end of 1995, three enterprises had been ‘privatised’.
The pace of privatisation led many researchers, for example Posusney, to argue that

labour was acting as an obstacle to privatisation. From January 1996 to the end of

December 1996, a period of twelve months, twenty enterprises were ‘privatised’.

Another factor complicating the process is that the issue of trade unionism and public
sector reform is a politically sensitive topic in Egypt. The costs of reform are hi eh, and

thus officials, junior or senior, do not disclose all information they may posses or
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simply minimise them, or give the ‘official newspaper’ view of events. This 1is
particularly the case in a highly bureaucratised and authoritarian political culture, as in
Egypt. However, a wealth of information and resources can be obtained through
‘inside contacts’. On 'tl;e other hand, information from labour activists and others
opposed to reform are equally problematic. The other side of the existi.ng authoritarian
political culture in Egypt is mistrust. As in the earlier case, once one is able to break
through the mistrust, also a wealth of information and resources become available.
Another factor that affects research based on the political culture is that of the
centrality of “Government”. Some views in support of reform or SAP are not views on
the merits of SAP per se but rather they are a stand for the government. Likewise,

opposition to reform 1s sometimes simply opposition to the government.

At times, the issue is raised of the difficulty that women researchers face in Arab or
Islamic countries. In the course of this and other research in the ‘male-dominated’
world of industrial enterprises, the researcher has found this to be an over-
exaggeration. The issue was raised by an American woman researcher who carried out
work for her doctoral dissertation on state-labour relations in Egypt, Marsha Posusney.
It is more likely that 1t is difficult for a foreigner to carry out research in Egypt. One
may add that she has been back in Egypt to do more research since she finished her

doctoral research.

In researching the topic of the study, a number of resources were utilised. These
included an examination of the literature on the subject, material from newspapers
and periodicals, and interviews. Although the literature on the research topic is

limited, there is a number of very exhaustive studies in the subject area of the politics

of labour in Egypt. No study on the working class in Egypt can overlook two major
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studies; Amin Ezz El-Din’s Tarikh Al-Tabaka Al-Amela Al-Mesreyya (The History
of the Egyptian Working Class), and Joel Beinin’s and Zachary Lockman’s Workers
on the Nile. The former study is a detailed account of the working class from the
formation of a working class in Egypt during the_nincteenth century to 1970, the end
of Nasserism. The study is rich in details. The second study, Workers On The Nile,
1s an analytical examination of the working class from 1882 to 1954. The study
examines the interlocking relations between class and nationalism. The doctoral
dissertation of Marsha P. Posusney Workers Against The State: Actor, Issues And
Outcomes In Egyptian Labour/State Relations, 1952-1987 covers a period of the
history and politics of the Egyptian working class that is very important but which
had received little attention. Together with the study by Raouf Abbas Hamed, these
works are indispensable sources of historical reference to the study of the working

class in Egypt.

The works of Bianchi and Waterbury are equally essential to an understanding of the
labour movement in Egypt. The works of Robert Bianchi (1989) Unruly
Corporatism: Associational Life in Twentieth-Century Egypt, and his article “The
Corporatisation Of The Egyptian Labour Movement” (1986) examine the
corporatisation of the Egyptian labour movement. His works analyse the relationship
between the ‘State’ in Egypt and othér representational organisations, among which
are trade unions. John Waterbury (1993) carries out in Exposed To Innumerable
Delusions: Public Enterprises and State Power in Egypt, India, Mexico, and
Turkey a dctailed study of the political economy of the public sector in the four

countries. The author examines the rationale for the selection of SOEs as instruments

of the ISI strategy of state, the nature of the crisis that necessitated the reform of
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SOEs, and the various interest groups within that public property regime and how

they resisted the impending change and erosion of their ‘entitlements’.

In addition to the worl_<s cited above and others used throughout the research, one
source of infonnation. that was very useful was the newspapers. The subject matter of
research, as indicated earlier, is unfolding, and for this reason newspaper items and
articles provided up to date information. Opposition papers were particularly useful
since they provided good coverage of worker protests and activities of committees or
groups working against privatisation and problems resulting from SAP. Such
material is not available in the ‘government’ press. The most useful of the opposition
papers were Al-Ahali, Al-’ Arabi, Sawt Helwan, Al-Shaab, and Al-Wafd. In addition,
Al-Hayat newspaper was also used. It is an Arabic newspaper printed in London that
is known for its objective reporting of Arab affairs. Official papers used for reference

were Al-Ahram, and Al-Akhbar.

The bulk of the research was based on interviews, carried out between July and the
end of October 1994. A few interviews were also carried out in February and March
1997, for the purpose of updating. The bulk of the interviews were carried out in two
public sector enterprises, with management, trade unionists, and workers. The two
enterprises were Al-Sharkia Eastern tobacco company, and El-Nasr Company for
Glass Manufacturing. The two enterprises are affiliated to the Holding Company for
Thermal Industries. An interview was also conducted with the president of the
holding company. A research licence was required to carry out the research at the
enterprises. In each of two enterprises I visited two different locations. The

interviews with management were carried out in their offices. As for the unionists,

the meetings were usually carried out in any place that was relatively quiet, usually in
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the administrative building and in one case in the trade union office. Often, there was
more than one unionist in a meeting. Access to the workers was restricted, so that I

always had to meet them accompanied and often during the interview there was a

supcrvisor nearby.

In addition, interviews were also carried out with unionists in two political parties,
Tagamuu and the Nasserite Party. The interviews at Tagamuu were very fruitful
because members of the labour secretariat at the Tagamuu Party were always present,
often with workers, often to try to solve a problem. It thus served to highlight the
actual problems encountered in the process of reform and privatisation. In addition,
the head of the labour secretariat at Tagamuu is a very active unionist and has been

involved in the establishment of workers’ defence committees and other

organisations that aim at the protection of the trade union and workers’ rights. The
labour secretariat at the Nasserite Party is less active than the Tagamuu counterpart,

although the head of the labour secretariat is also a labour and union activist.

In addition to the above mentioned, interviews were also carried out with the
President of the General Union for Engineering Industries at the ETUF, the director
of the privatisation team at the PEO, as well as a former President of the BOM of a

public sector company and a current one, and the director of a research institute.

The method for referencing the interviews is by first writing the name of the person I
was interviewing, the location, and the date. Particularly in the case of the interviews
with the unionists, often in a single meeting several unionists would be attending and
several would be interviewed, but the interviews were referenced by the name of the

original person I was interviewing for ease of reference.
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The ‘Development Information Centre’ at the USAID mission in Cairo is an
extremely rich source of material relating to privatisation in Egypt. Perhaps it is

because USAID is involved with a privatisation project jointly with the PEO.

Trade Unions in Eqypt

An examination of trade unions in Egypt points out that they combine some of the
characteristics of trade unions in developing countries, and some of the Soviet-model
trade unions. At the crux of the matter is the question whom do trade unions represent,
and the extent to which the answer to this question explains the function and role of
trade unions. This consideration is relevant to trade unions in Egypt historically, but it
is a particularly pressing concern at the current era. At the early stages of the
development of the trade union organisations they were organised and perceived as
separate trade organisations to protect the interests of the members of the individual
trades. Later, with the rise of the nationalist movement and the Nasser era, the
interests of the working class were perceived to be inseparable from the interests of
society as a whole. Indeed, any discussion of class interests was deemed unnecessary
at best, unpatriotic at worst. There were brief periods when it was possible to organise
along lines of class interest. While there is absolutely no doubt that a working class
has been 1n existence in Egypt for a long time, it has not always been recognised as an

independent class with its own interests

The reality of trade unionism in Egypt reflects some of the observations of the World
Bank in the WDR, but differs significantly in others. Conditions such as the relative
under-representation of the workforce by trade union organisations, and the over-
representation of the formal sector are clearly depicted in the case of Egypt. It is the

views of the World Bank on the role of trade unionism under reform that differ
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substantially from the case of trade unionism in Egypt. In the World Bank report, it is
indicated that the relationship between trade unions and the state, even In those
countries where the trade union movement has been controlled by the government,
will change in the direction of greater independence of the trade unions. This, it is
explained, is because trade unions will act as thé force that protects workers’ rights
vis-a-vis employers thereby countering the power of the later. The reality in Egypt is
otherwise. On the one hand, with regard to the relationship between trade unions and
state, all evidence is that the relationship remains much the same. It is not possible to
say that trade unions have become more independent, nor that the regulatory role of
the government has decreased. Partly, this is a combination of two factors, the state is
still using trade unions to control workers, and the trade unions are primarily
interested in their survival as organisations. In addition, until liberalisation extends to

include political liberalisation as well, trade unions will remain corporatised.

Are trade unions truly representative of the working class ?

Trade Unions in Egypt are marginal organisations to workers in more than one way.
Numerically, the unionised sector of the workforce in Egypt is relatively Iimited,
estimated by some researchers at 30% of the workforce in Egypt (Adly in Abdalla:
173). This figure, however, 1s an overestimation. The unionised workforce 1n 1991
was calculated at 3.3 million workers (ETUF: 111). The total labour force in 1990 was
estimated at 14.5 mllion (Al-Qudsi: APPTABI11.XLS). By simple calculation,
unionised workers constitute about 23% of the labour force in Egypt, leaving more
than 11 million workers non-unionised, or ‘unorganised’, and hence practically
unprotected. The WDR argues that labour regulations in Egypt, among other

countries, have contributed to the growth of the informal sector, creating “a two-tier
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system that overprotects formal sector employees and under-protects informal sector
ones” (World Bank, 1995a: 15). The trade union organisation, as it exists, exacerbates
this condition. Rather than promoting the interests of workers at large, organised
labour “has promoted its own consumption at the expense of productivity and has
impedéd technological innovation in order to protect jobs” (Waterbury, 1993: 235). It
Is interesting to observe that often in discussing the size of the working class in Egypt,
the focus is on workers in the formal sector. For example, Ibrahim cites studies that
estimate the growth of the working class from about 300 thousand workers in 1952 to
about 800 thousand workers in 1968 (Ibrahim in Abdalla; 35-6). This indicates that
non-organised labour is under-examined, and thus its political and economic might

underestimated, though these may be ‘potential’ rather than felt.

Trade unions represent only a part of the working class, as indicated above. Although
there was a change in the composition of the organisation, it is still dominated by the
‘traditional’ unions. The composition of the trade union organisation has changed
since the 1970s to reflect a change in the structure of production in Egypt. The
services sector expanded, while industry and agriculture declined. Industry constituted
28% of GDP in 1970, compared with 22% in 1993, agriculture accounted for 29% in

1970 and 18% in 1993, while for services the change has been from 42% in 1970 to

60% in 1993 (WDR: 166). An examination of the size of union membership by

Industry reflects “the precipitous decline in the relative importance of manufacturing
workers and their replacement by government service and transport workers as the

largest component of the labour movement” (Bianchi, 1989: 131). For example, one
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of the traditional strongholds of Egyptian industry, Spinning and Weaving, decreased
in membership from 13% of the unionised workers in 1976 to 7.7% in 1991 (ETUF:
107-111). At the same time, the percentage of unionised workers in the Construction

industries among the unionised workers has increased from 7.8% in 1976 to 15% iIn

1991 (ETUF: 107-111).

The change in the composition of the trade union organisation by industry is not
reflected in the leadership of the ETUF, which still comes from the ‘traditional’ public
sector industries, such as textiles, chemicals, and petroleum. Since the establishment
of the ETUF in 1957, three of the seven presidents (:;f the ETUF have come from the
textile industry including the current president, one from petroleum, one from
chemicals, one from agriculture, and one from insurance (Emam in Abdalla: 214). It 1s
argued, however, that the unionisation of ‘civil servants’ and ‘public employees’ and
their inclusion in the trade union organisation was a strategic decision. It is argued that
“when unionization became a semi-official enterprise, unions of government
employees were regarded as key instruments for penetrating and deradicalizing

working class associations’ (Bianchi, 1989: 132).

The trade union organisation has a distinct public sector bias. In 1991, the private
sector constituted 25% of the membership of trade unions (ETUF: 113). The

industries that have the largest number of private sector workers are, tourism and

hotels (87%), land transport (78%), agriculture (61%), construction (35%) (ETUF:

1
The numbers of workers in the Industry registered some fluctuations, but has
remained basically stable. The decrease is in the percentage of unionised workers in

Spinning and Weaving per total of all unionised workers.
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113). A partial explanation for this is that the public sector has in the past hired most
skilled labour, but it can no longer do so. The increase in the private sector may also
be because “most new jobs are in low-productivity, low-wage services and
agriculture” (World Bank: 6). The improved wages of the private sector contributed to
its expansion. According to the World Bank, this pattern of investments reflects a

reluctance by the private sector to invest much, indicating “lack of progress with

reform” (World Bank, 1995a: 6).

Trade unions at the branch level represent all employees at the enterprise, production
workers as well as clerical workers. Thus branch unions do not represent ‘workers’,
they represent ‘employees’. I believe this distinction is significant because it implies
that the ‘enterprise’ is the object of trade union activity, and not the worker per se. The
worker as part of the enterprise is the responsibility of the trade union. The twist,
however, is that where this brand of ‘enterprise unionism’ exists, the enterprise is not
merely a unit of production, but also a ‘social’ unit. The ETUF perceives multiple
unionism within an enterprise to be a weakness of the trade union organisation, which
leads to the breaking up of the trade union movement (ETUF: 92). Consequently, the
public sector is very important for trade unions in Egypt, and one of the challenges

with reform is how to adjust to being a private sector dominated organisation.

On a number of counts, trade unions are increasingly marginal organisations to the
working class. While the WDR insists on the importance of unions in the future as
they will be needed by workers to secure workers’ rights, there is evidence that the
case in Egypt is not so. The reason for this is that trade unions in Egypt are

bureaucratic organisations, and as such their foremost objective is their survival as
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organisations. This, however, is an effect rather than a cause. It is not merely a
problem of structure, it is basically a problem of ideology.
The following section examines how the establishment of the ETUF in 1957 was

significant to the development of trade unions into their present situation.

Corporatisation of the trade union movement

Trade unionism in Egypt can best be understood by placing it in the framework of the
‘revolutionary’ changes in society of the Nasser era. Labour played a significant role
in the ideology of the ruling Junta. The ideology of the regime towards labour evolved
over the first few years of the revolution, though there were some early indications on
the nature of the relationship between labour and state. For example, within a month
of the coup in August 1952, Decree 22 was issued by the Ministry of Social Affairs
for the formation of a committee to examine the possibility of implementation of a
unified labour law”. Labour legislation was introduced that supposedly addressed
many of the concerns of the labour movement, the most important of which was the
establishment in 1957 of a confederation, the Egyptian Trade Union Federation
(ETUEF). Other ‘revolutionary’ changes were the provisions made for the participation
of workers in decision-making at the level of the enterprise through the scheme of
workers’ participation 1n management first introduced in 1961, and on a broader
societal and political level by the participation of workers in the People’s Assembly,
half the members of which were peasants and workers. It is important to note that all

these changes were carried out in the context of social harmony, the culture of

2 The Unified Labour Law came into existence much later, 1n 1959,
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productivity, and workers’ control. The institutionalisation of trade unions was cast in
‘revolutionary tones’, whereas it was not really so.
Trade unions in Egypt were transformed from pluralist to corporatist organisations,
the process being pafti.cularly significant between the years 1959 and 1964 (Bianchi,
1986: 431). In the discussion of the corporatisation of the trade union movement in |
Egypt, the following definition of corporatisation is used:
...a system of interest representation in which the constituent units are
organised into a limited number of singular, compulsory, non-
competitive, hierarchically ordered and functionally differentiated
categories, recognised or licensed (if not created) by the state and
granted a deliberate representational monopoly within their
representative categories in exchange for observing certain controls on
their selection of leaders and articulation of demands and supports’
(Bianchi, 1986: 429).
The combined effect of the Trade Union law of 1964, and the Unified Labour Law of
1959, strongly affected the corporatisation of the trade union movement (Bianchi,
1986: 431). The ETUF was structured as the highest level in the trade union hierarchy,
a single confederation. At all levels of the trade union organisation, the principle of .
single unions was adhered to. Thus, there is one union committee at the enterprise
level, one general union per industry, and one confederation, namely the ETUF.
Henceforth, one of the features of the Egyptian trade union organisation is its
pyramudal structure. At the base of the structure are the enterprise level trade union

committees, at the middle level the general unions which are industry based, and at the

top-most level the ETUF.
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The spectfic role of trade unions, and their responsibilities were explicitly set out by
legislation. A ‘social contract’” was made, whereupon the government guaranteed
workers secure employment, adopted full-employment policies, and promoted
workers’ participation in industrial enterprises. In return, the independence and
autonomy of trade unions was curtailed, so that there were “bans againsf inciting class
antagonisms, organising work stoppages, trying to overthrow the political system,
[and] using force to recruit union members” (Bianchi, 1986: 432). During the Nasser
era it was compulsory for unionists to be members of the Arab Socialist Union. Thus,
the trade union organisation in Egypt has almost become a semi-state organisation
(Adly in Abdalla: 179). Indeed, organisationally, the ETUF is linked to a number of
governmental bodies. The ETUF is not independent from the Ministry of Labour, and
it has representatives in a number of other ministries and governmental authorities.
Such a heavy presence of the ETUF in governmental and formal state agencies leads
to the loss of autonomy of the trade union organisation and “dependence on state
authority” (Emam in Abdalla: 216).

The corporatisation of trade unions, and the militarisation of society in the 1960s had
an impact on the trade union movement, particularly on intra-union relations. These
led to splinters within the organisation concerning the role the military played in
public life in Egypt, including the ‘domain’ of the unions. There was conflict between
“the trade union organisation and the federation on one side, and strife at the base
level on the other side as there was conflict between trade union committees, the ASU
committee of twenty, and the elected members in the BOD” (Emam in Abdalla: 206).
The conflict that became clear in the trade union organisation revealed that the

corporatisation of the movement was successful in co-optation of trade union
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leadership selectively, and in particular at the top-most level of the organisation. The
significance of this situation is that it highlights the ‘allegiance’ of trade union

leadership to the government.

During the Sadat era'the situation was exacerbated. Sadat moved in the direction of
liberalising the economy, with a focus on ‘productivist strategies’ rather than the
‘distributive policies’ under Nasser (Bayat: 76). By drawing back some of the reforms
of the Nasser era, the Sadat regime alienated itself from workers. It is argued that
precisely because of this, under Sadat corporatist tendencies in the trade union
structure increased, as evidenced by the issuing of the trade union laws of 1976 and
1981. As Sadat “lacked grassroots support within the working class [h]e therefore
needed the support of the leadership of the labour movement to carry out his new
policies” (Bayat: 77). Consequently union leadership were increasingly a “self-
recruiting elite with broad powers of consultation in economic policy-making”
(Bianchi, 1989: 129). This was especially so with the introduction of indirect election
of union officials at the middle and higher levels of the organisation. The increased
corporatisation of the trade union movement and the association of the top leadership
of the organisation with the ruling regime and interlinkages with it, resulted in further
1solation of the top leadership from the workers the organisation represents. The

ETUF leadership became “ more encapsulated by the state bureaucracy and more

insulated from rank and file pressures” (Bianchi, 1986: 439).

The corporatisation of the trade union movement has led on the one hand to a
distancing between the trade union organisation as a whole from workers, and on the

other hand to increased friction within the trade union organisation as some union

otficials came to be incorporated in the state. The bureaucratisation of the trade union
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organisation had a significant effect on this outcome. The bureaucratisation of the
movement was both a consequence of corporatisation of trade unions, and a cause of
further corporatisation. The following sections examine the relationship between state
bureaucracy and the'd*evelopment of a state bourgeoisie, with interests entrenched in
the interests of the state. Henceforth, the research discusses the ‘embourgeoisment’ of
the trade union leadership, and its impact on workers and the challenges to the trade

untons posed by structural adjustment reforms.

Bureaucracy and the state bourgeoisie

The aim of this section is not an examination of the social roots of the 1952
revolution, but rather how the group that came to power in 1952 established its
hegemony by utilisation of the bureaucratic apparatus and the impact of this on trade
untons. The ‘revolutionary’ coup d’etat of 1952 did not introduce radical changes to
the state bureaucratic apparatus. Rather, after the removal of some undesirable
persons, the regime utilised the existing structures to address the needs of government
(Emam: 83). One may argue that this is because when the Free Officers seized power
in 1952, they did not have a clear political or economic ideology. Instead, the regime
“adopted the method of administrative procedures that rely on the state as a social
institution and henceforth on bureaucracy in accomplishing the revolutionary agenda”
(Emam: 83). Thus, when the free officers came to power, they needed to strengthen
the state bureaucracy apparatus. The bureaucratic apparatus, however, retained its pre-
Revolution bourgeois character which came to represent “the basic foundation for the
new bureaucratic structure” (Emam: 87).

What the regime did was that it shifted the base of the bourgeoisie. Prior to the 1952

revolution the bourgeoisie was primarily a rural bourgeoisie. The land reforms enacted
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during the Nasser era diminished the importance of the rural bourgeoisie (Amin: 50).
This has been possible because of the weakness of the latter. The rural bourgeoisie
was politically acquiescent to the British presence in Egypt, was antagonistic to
independent popular action, and most important, it was riddled by internal divisions
(Amin: 36-8). It was not only the weakness of the ‘old’ bourgeoisie that led to the rise
of a state bourgeoisie. It is pointed out that, “a state bourgeoisie could come into
existence 1s generally seen as the result of a kind of class vacuum brought about by a
feeble private entrepreneurial class, a tiny proletariat, and a dispersed peasantry”
(Waterbury, 1993: 177). Thus, the regime that came to power consolidated its power
by relying on the bureaucratic apparatus, and of course, the military. The urban

bourgeoisie the regime strengthened and helped perpetuate became a state-dependent

bourgeoisie.

The state bourgeoisie, came to include all the technical and administrative state
apparatus. This ‘civil apparatus’ expanded from 195 thousand in 1952 to 2.1 million
in 1980 (Ibrahim in Abdalla: 16). Free state education initiated as part of the
achievements of the 1952 ‘revolution’ contributed significantly to this expansion. An
interesting observation made about the state bourgeoisie in Egypt is that it “is not a
class but merely bourgeois” (Waterbury, 1993: 177). Thus, the ‘new’ middle class, the
backbone of which is the state bourgeoisie, differs from the ‘old’, pre-Revolution,
middle class 1n that it includes “a considerable section of the craftsworkers, and the
upper income tranches of employees and workers of the public and private industrial
sector”’ (Ibrahim in Abdalla: 20). Thus while the state bourgeoisie is not a class, it

represents an espirit de classe, to use the tcrm by Waterbury.
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As the Nasserite state became increasingly involved in the management of the
economy, both in productive and distributive activities, the productive and distributive
bodies became part of the state bureaucracy, and consequently the state bourgeoisie.
State bourgeoisie extended to iriclugle not only the senior management of state
enterprises, but also some labour leadership. In a study on Mexico, the ‘bureaucratic
or governmental bourgeoisie’ includes “‘not a few labour leaders’” (Waterbury, 1993:
177). The same applies to the trade union organisation in Egypt. Insofar as it is
corporatised, it is part of the state bourgeoisie, specifically the topmost positions. The
trade union organisation, in specific the topmost echelons of the organisation, is a
state-dependent, state bourgeoisie. This throws into doubt whether one may speak of
the trade union organisation, especially the topmost level, as a working class
organisation. In addition, the power of the lower levels of the organisation to carry out
their role as representatives of the working class are severely curtailed as a
consequence of the corporatisation of trade unions. The presence of a dependent state
bourgeoisie that comprises trade union leadership, combined with a corporatised trade
union organisation that is in a number of ways marginal to the workers 1t represents,

has paved the way for the utilisation of trade unions by the state to control workers.

State bourgeoisie, state autonomy, and class conflict

One issue that needs to come under examination is that of the relative autonomy of
state from control by class forces. During the previous discussion, it became clear that
the elaborate bureaucratic state apparatus that the Nasserite regime came to rely on to
carry out the social and economic functions of state was bourgeois in character. This

was the case even after nationalisation and the creation of a public sector, which led to

an 1deological contradiction in a ‘public’ sector that is managed by a state bourgeoisie
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(Emam: 88). The result was that management of enterprises was not merely an
economic entity, it was an arm of state and thus, a political entity as well. Trade
unions were acted upon by both management, and the state. Trade unions thus were
‘transmission belts’ between management and state on the one hand, and workers on
the other hand. In this relationship, trade unions played a passive role of ‘distributor’.
In a discussion of trade unionists, Waterbury points out that “..leaders who are
political eunuchs are granted the sole right to distribute “the gains of the revolution.”
Dissidents, if not illegal and thus subject to arrest, get the police, vigilantes, arrests,

disappearances, and martyrs - but no goods” (Waterbury, 1993: 237).

It is the case, however, that over time bureaucracies develop their own interests. For
example, in the regional study of the WDR it is recognised “old policies have created
an oversized public sector with established vested interests that is hard to cut back”™
(World Bank, 1995a: 21). Similarly, John Waterbury examines senior management of
public sector enterprises, and points out that senior management has a vested interest
in public sector enterprises (Waterbury, 1993: 12). One of the methods through which
the state bourgeoisie, comprised of a number of bureaucratic bodies, manages to
reproduce itself is that it “exploits the control over state assets to convert public 1nto
private wealth” (Waterbury, 1993: 12). It is thus that vested interests are established.
The upper echelons of bureaucracies have been able to benefit mostly, thereby
creating a gap between the upper hierarchies of the bureaucracies and the lower ones
(Emam: 93). The reproduction that 1s taking place is carried out at the individual level
rather than at an institutional level, meaning that the concern is not with reproduction
as a class, rather “what really may be at stake is an assured way of life, a bourgeois

standard of living and consumption” (Waterbury, 1993: 188).
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This line of analysis is applicable to trade unions in Egypt. The bureaucratisation of
the trade union organisation in Egypt has allowed the “embourgeoisment” of the
senior levels of the movement, particularly the ETUF. That the senior levels of the
organisation have benefited in terms of wealth and political status is beyond a doubt.
It has become an established tradition that ETUF presidents take the post of Minster
of Workforce/Labour, and the president of the ETUF is usually given a post in the
ruling National Democratic Party. However, the reproduction of the state bourgeoisie

is dependent on retaining a position in the state bureaucratic apparatus.

A form of Michels’ Iron Law of Oligarchy operates in the case of trade unions in
Egypt. The organisation becomes an end in itself (Munck: 112). The basic argument
of this theory is that trade union leaderships become oriented to fulfilling the
‘institutional needs’ of the organisation rather than focusing on fulfilling the needs of
the workers. Related to the concern of the survival of unions as institutions, the trade
union leadership runs the organisation on an oligarchic basis. Eventually, trade union
leaderships ideologically drift apart from the workers whom they represent (Hyman:
15-16). This has been proven already to be the case of trade union leadership in Egypt.
Other studies on trade unions with oligarchic tendencies have also pointed out that
trade union leadership often “are essentially agents of capitalism within the working
class” (Munck: 113). Some theorists argue that the ‘Iron Law of Oligarchy’ can be
tempered by the ‘law of democracy’, based on “the process of accountability which

prevents trade union leaders becoming too distanced from their membership” (Munck:

112). This is not thé: case in Egypt.

The pyramidal structure of trade unions and the system of indirect election of the

middle and top level of the organisation has rendered trade unions in Egypt
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undemocratic, with very little accountability except the good will of the unionists.
Indeed, in dealing with some ‘dissatisfied’ unionists the government uses promotions
and conferring benefits to such unionists, leading to a separation between them and
the trade union organisation, and often leading such unionists to concentrate on
pursuing their personal interests (Emam 1n Abdajla: 217). The government deals
similarly with dissent among the rank and file. The government resorts to a number of
means in dealing with labour dissent: force or containment. Among the most striking
examples of the latter, is the policy that was adopted with one of the leaders of the
workers’ strike in the Iron and Steel company in August 1989, which was violently
crushed resulting in detention and deaths of workers. The Labour leader was
‘contained’ by offering him a position in the People’s Assembly, and membership in
the ruling National Democratic Party, both of which he accepted (Adly in Abdalla:

177). The ‘Iron Law of Oligarchy’ thrives in this environment.

The following section highlights the consequences of the integrationist tendency of
trade unions, including how this led to the rise of a number of challenges that could

threaten trade unionism as it exists today.

Egyptian trade unionism and the integrationist thesis

Due to the relationship discussed above between management, state, and trade unions,
and which makes trade unions act as transmission belts between state/management
and workers, unions as organisations are forced to maintain an unantagonistic, non-
confrontational relationship with management/employers. Michels’ theory of the Iron
Law of Oligarchy arguably defines the source of power of management/capitalist as
both an economic and a political power. The theory presents an instrumentalist view

of trade unions, wherein the workers whom the trade unions represent have a
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negligible, if any, role to play in the affairs of the union (Hyman: 29). This may not be
exactly the case. While the oligarchic tendency of trade unionism in Egypt are
overwhelming, one factor that may have increased significance in the future is that of
worker protest. Spontaneous worker strikes are well documented, mainly occurring in
public sector enterprises. Strikes havé been far from representing labour ‘militancy’,
instead they were very defensive. Such labour protests were not “of a regime-
threatening kind” (Waterbury, 1993: 240). Rank-and-file spontaneous action may be
of a limited success in public sector enterprises, primarily because the importance of
the latter is in its distributive role, not its productive role. In a market ccondmy where
enterprises are productive, strikes or work stoppages have a more immediate 1mpact
on management/employers. But, trade unions in Egypt by emphasising economic
gains and co-operation with management, undermine the impact of such worker

protest.

The crucial factor in the analysis of the integrationist tendencies of trade unionism is
the distinction between the economic and the political powers of trade unions. In the
Nasser era, trade unions in Egypt basically relinquished political power, 1n return for
job security for the membership and “a constant stream of material benefits™
(Waterbury, 1993: 236). In Marxian analysis, without political vision, trade unions
may find they are focusing on the ‘effects’ rather than the ‘causes’ of capitalist
oppression (Hyman: 10). By focusing on their economic role, unions become
economistic and are integrated within capitalism. Economism of trade unions leads to
the development of sectionalism, and the emergence of a trade union consciousness
rather than a working class consciousness. As Lenin pointed out ‘“‘trade-unionist

politics of the working class is precisely bourgeois politics of the working class,’”
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(Hyman: 13). By focusing on the economic and integrative objectives/goals, trade

unions are rendered as defensive organisations.

In Egypt, unions represent the workforce that is privileged, by virtue of protection by
labour legislation, and benefits such as comprehensive health care and insurance.
However, much of the ‘privileges’ the unionised workforce benefited from is under
threat because of the economic reform program, a major component of which 1is
privatisation of public sector enterprises. On the one hand, with privatisation some
public sector workers will be dismissed, and on the other hand, the workers who
remain will no longer enjoy security of employment (Posusney, 1995: 32-3). In
addition, workers in enterprises will have to contribute to any social security plans
they benefit from, such as health care. The result for unionism 1s that the state reneged
on part of the ‘bargain’ with trade unions, specifically, that the state no longer
guaranteed secure employment and material benefits. In the meantime, the state
conceded some sort of union independence by legalising strikes in the new Labour
law, which was more of a cosmetic measure than actual change. By an examination of
union responses to the reforms taking place, what emerges is that trade unions have

adopted many of the characteristics of business unionism.

According to business unionism, trade unions are economistic. The focus 1s on the
immediate concerns of workers, the economic rights of workers and conditions of
work. The economistic nature of business unionism makes 1t fit in the overall
framework of the World Bank on trade unionism and the place of labour in the World
Bank’s strategy for reform. A central theme of business unionism is that of partnership
between trade unions and management, the ‘growing together’ of union bureaucracies

and management. Both managers and unionists recognise the need for co-operation.
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Such behaviour is seen as ‘responsible’ unionism, since the interests of labour and of
business are complementary rather than contradictory (Hyman: 20-1). One thus finds
that unionists, particularly at the level of the ETUF, are increasingly calling for
‘responsible’ trade unio-nism. For example, on the 1ssue of government intervention to
block the nominations of ‘undesirable’ candidates in trade union elections, the ETUF
“tried to persuade the government to stop nullifying unacceptable candidates and
instead to invest greater resources in the socialisation of a younger generation of

“responsible” union officials in the Confederation’s newly established Workers’

University” (Bianchi, 1986: 442).

Underlying the philosophy of business unionism in Egypt, is the utilisation of trade
untons to control workers. The process of reform is thus confronting trade unions with
a very problematic situation. On the one hand, trade unions need to survive as
organisations, and the adoption of a business unionism approach which is a reformist
position, allows them to continue as organisations to play a role in enterprises and at
the wider national level through the confederation. On the other hand, the co-operation
between trade unions and state/management in the face of threats to the privileges of
the membership of unions, is creating tensions within the trade union organisation,
and between unions and labour, tensions trade unions cannot ignore. The policy of

trade unions has been to try to juggle these two often conflicting demands.

The role of the ETUF may seem a bit confusing, at one and the same time supporting
government action in principle or at least submitting to it, but the ETUF eventually
objects to how such action is applied. It is not infrequent that the ETUF agree in
principle with government action/proposals, but the stance of ETUF changes when

much pressure is exerted upon it from the lower levels of the organisation. For
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example, the ETUF seems to be adopting a one step forward, one step backward
approach regarding privatisation. Thus, while the ETUF supported the issue of Law
203, 1t objected to how the law was implemented. In December 1992, the president of
the ETUF, under pressure from some members, held a General Assembly meeting at
the ETUF and “passed a resolution condemning privatisation and called for legalising
strikes if any workers did lose their jobs as a result of public sector diminution”
(Posusney, 1995: 20). The ETUF recognised it was not possible to go back on the
trend toward privatisation and reform of the public sector enterprises, including the
dismissal of workers as part of the reform process, instead the ETUF “came to
redefine their raison d’é€tre as winning the best terms for workers who would be
displaced or reclassified” (Posusney, 1995: 20). There was more than just recognition
of the fact of dismissal of workers, the ETUF was part of a national committee to
design packages for ‘redundant’ labour, ranging from early retirement schemes,
training and retraining, as well as severance payments for setting up small enterprises.
The ETUF, however, condemned the dismissal of workers, but it “made no effort to
mobilise the membership behind these implicit threats” (Posusney, 1995: 20).

Business unionism is often set in the context of the ‘growing up’, and ‘matunty’ of
unions. Part of the ‘maturity’ of unions is that unrealistic idealism must be replaced by
co-operation with management. In effect this means unions develop closer ties with
the business community. In 1989, the ETUF issued a joint statement with the Egyptian
Businessmen’s Association outlining some guidelines on economic reform and the
public sector. This meeting was kept from the public until it was leaked by an
opposition party paper in April 1989. The ETUF and the Businessmen signed the

statement in May 1989 (Badawi in Abbas: 52-3). This was a reversal of an earlier
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ETUF position regarding the Businessmen Associations, when 1n 1986 the ETUF
condemned what it defined as “the developing close relationship with the EBA
[Egyptian Businessmen’s Association] and the government’s economic planners”
(Posusney, 1995: 195). .Thc ETUF feared that such a relationship would threaten
workers’ established rights. Yet, three years later the ETUF and the EBA signed a

joint statement for reform in the public sector.

Despite the adoption of ‘business unionism’ by trade unions in Egypt, the relationship
between unions and state remains to a great measure unchanged. The limitations on
trade union independence in the past in return for benefits to the unionised workers
and consultation of trade unions, specifically the ETUF, in any policies that pertain to
workers, have been replaced by limitations on trade union action in the name of
partnership with management. The policy of co-operation with state and management,
and the consequent self-imposed limitations on independent trade union action, has
led to the emergence of challenges to unions from within the trade union organisation,

and from labour.

Challenges to the trade union movement

One of the challenges that is confronting trade unionism currently, 1s the extent to
which the membership supports trade unions. The experience of unionised workers
with trade unions concerning reform has not been positive. Despite protests from
workers and some unionists concerning the sale of some public sector enterprises and
their transfer to the private sector, no action was taken to prevent such sales (Emam in
Abdalla: 208). In other instances, trade union officialdom has carried out actions that
were condemned not only by workers, but also by other unionists. When it became

known that the ETUF signed an agreement with the EBA, a ‘Committee For The
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Defence Of The Public Sector And National Industries’ was set up by workers in the
Helwan industrial suburb, as a response to the agreement. Needless to say, this action
resulted in some divisions within the ETUF. In another instance, a ‘National
Committee to Combat‘ Privatisation’ was formed in November 1993. It included
unionists, some of whom were from the ETUF, as well as unionists from all indusiries
nation-wide. The ‘National Committee to Combat Privatisation’, issued a “Solidarity”
letter on privatisation and the negative impact of economic reforms on workers. It is

suggested that this may have prompted the government to delay passing the new

labour law (Posusney, 1995: 25).

While the role of the ETUF in addressing the concerns of workers at the public sector
enterprises is negligible, and at times even antagonistic to worker demands, the ETUF
1S even more marginal to workers in the private sector. It 1s not an uncommon
occurrence for workers to relinquish union membership in order to remain in the
company (Emam in Abdalla: 213). While workers may not be too concerned with
their union membership, they are keen to maintain their position in the public sector
enterprises. Thus, when the Minister of the Workforce requested the names of workers
In private sector companies to bypass state employment, “thousands of workers
submitted collective resignations,” in order not to miss the opportunity of state
employment (Ibrahim in Abdalla: 41). This occurred in 1992 in Tenth of Ramadan
city, which 1s one of the new industrial zones in ]i%gypt. The workers concerned
requested that they be “rehired as temporary employees so they could remain on the
list” (Posusney, 1995: 26). The action of the workers came as a surprise to both the

government and the employers, and the former “accused the workers of laziness for
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seeking less demanding positions, and of selfishness for refusing to yield their spots

on the waiting list to others who lacked employment” (Posusney, 1995: 26).

The bureaucratic stronghold the trade union organisation has, particularly at the level
of the ETUF, cnabled'it to withstand the challenges it faces from ‘dissident’ unionists,
and from i1ts labour membership. The separation between union officialdom and
workers has rendered trade unions separate from the workers’ movement (Emam in
Abdalla: 217). The real challenge to trade unions in Egypt comes from the Islamist
movement. Perhaps this is an indication of the extent of the integration of the trade

union organisation, that the most serious threat to it comes from outside it.

The Working Class and the Islamist Movement

The riots of January 1977 were very significant in depicting the discontent of the
underprivileged or marginalised sectors of society with economic reform. In response
to pressures from the IMF, subsidies on basic goods, such as bread and sugar, were to
be cut by 50%. Within the day on January 17, “the first gatherings and other
expressions of popular protest erupted, followed by two days of the most widespread
collective outrage witnessed in Egypt since the burning of Cairo on January 26, 1952”
(Beinin in Lockman: 248). The protest was not simply directed against the removal of
subsidies, 1t resulted from a general feeling of a drop or decline in the standard of

living of the “popular masses”, as a consequence of the implementation of the

economic reforms of 1975 and 1976 (Beinin in Lockman: 253).

The significance of the January 1977 riot is that it was a predominantly working class
movement with presence of branch level trade unionists (Beinin in Lockman: 251).
This movement was condemned by senior trade union officialdom. In addition, the

Left distanced itself from the movement, prompting the scathing criticism that “the
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Left was reformist, limiting itself to supporting the demands of the masses and
defending the legitimacy of their actions , whereas the actual movement and
consciousness of the masses were revolutionary” (Beinin in Lockman: 253). The
January 1977 riots deﬁlonsUated how the workers who formed the backbone of this
movement, were ‘betrayed’ by the official union apparatus, and by the ‘Left’. This
depicts the failure of the ‘Left’ and the trade union organisation to represent workers.

Since the 1970s the force of the Islamists has been felt in Egyptian society, but in
recent years it has gained in strength. While the Islamists have historically played a
role throughout the modern history of Egypt, the Islamic movement as 1t exists at
present, and since the late 1970s, is somewhat significant for the working class.
Though this movement does not operate along class lines, and indeed 1ts membership
extends to include upper class, middle class, and working class membership, it is
largely a movement of the dispossessed, and as far the working class 1s concerned, no
other movement or political organisation comes near the Islamic movement 1n
representing them. It is argued by some that a considerable proportion of the urban
poor are from the working class (Shaaban in Abdalla: 31). The left which prides 1tself
in its support for the working class is poorly presented or rooted in the working class
(Adly in Abdalla: 176). Indeed, the achievements of the left in addressing the needs of
the working class are humble. The strength of the Islamic movement is that it i1s a

strong political and cultural opposition movement that is at the same time a popular

movement.

The true challenge to trade unionism in Egypt now is two-fold: that because there are

so many marginalised workers who do not belong to the trade union structure,

increasingly as it exists the trade union organisation is a marginal organisation.
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Second, there seems to be a real threat that the political movement of Islamists is
incorporating the urban poor and workers and thus workers are joining the social and
political movement of the Islamists, which claims to support the interests of these
marginalised workers more than the trade union organisation is. The irony of thc_
matter is that again, the Islamists movement claims to speak for all, that no separate

class interests are pursued, but rather the interest of all that is undivided.

The Islamist movement and its relation to the workers’ movement has some of the
features of social movement unionism. As evidenced by the fieldwork carried out for
this research, some of the ‘dissident’ unionists are resorting to the wider movement of
the Islamists. Social movement unionism aims to combine a workers’ movement with
an existing wider social movement (Munck: 117). While it is the case that the
objective of social movement unionism is to strengthen one or both ‘converging’
movements, in the case of Egypt it i1s the failure of the trade union movement to
address the interests of workers that has led to the search for the Islamist alternative.
Yet, in the face of such a challenge, it seems to be the case that trade unions remain
sectional, and are concerned with addressing the needs of the organisation, rather than
that of the membership. While it is not possible to discount the efforts of the unionists
who do try to represent the interests of workers, they are isolated and powerless to
face or challenge the oligarchy of trade unions. At the same time, the scenario of a
trade union movement carried out under the umbrella of the Islamists will not lead to
an independent trade union movement, simply because the Islamist movement does
not recognisc that the working class has interests that are separate from, and

sometimes in contradiction to the interests of other sectors in society. In either case, it

1s workers who lose.
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Overview of the Thesis

The following section gives an overview of the issues discussed in each chapter in the

thesis.

The development of trade unionism in Egypt

The chapter starts out by examining the development of the working class in Egypt,
with specific emphasis on a working class for capital. The stages in the development
of workers’ collective organisations, from guild to union, is examined. A number of
political and ideological forces helped shape the development of unionism in Egypt,
mainly nationalism. A relatively strong and independent trade union movement
developed with the development of capitalism and capitalist social relations of
production. The movement, however, had its weaknesses. Although the trade union
movement lent the Free Officers their support for the July Revolution, the power of
trade unions was soon curtailed. The new regime cuf the support of unionists from
underneath them by providing workers (and unionists) with many of their long-
standing demands. However, by the mid-1960s the corporatism began‘to crack at all

levels, the political, economic and social.

Liberalisation and globalisation: Trade unions at a cross road

The failures of Nasserism led to the liberalisation of the economy, albeit gradually and
under different names. It was not possible, however, to embark on a full-fledged
liberalisation program because of the social costs involved. The structural adjustment
program Introduces reform that had already been started by the government. It
provided the government with the chance to basically complete what it had started

earlier. The benefits of the program could be nationalised, and the negative
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consequences of its implementation blamed on.the World Bank and IMF. However,
liberalisation and globalisation are forces that divide workers rather than unite the
working class. A public, a private and a Gulf market absorbed Egyptian labour. The
different interests of ‘Qorkers could no longer be addressed within the unitary trade
union organisation. Thus just as there is a strong pressure for democratising trade
unions because of the different interests among workers, the corporatist pressures

remain and are strengthened by the state, to control labour.

Public Enterprise Reformm Between The World Bank And The Egyptian

Government

The reform of public enterprises is one of the cornerstones of the structural adjustment
program. The measures to reform it involve high costs for public enterprise workers.
The reforms are presented as inevitable. In preparation of the reform, Law 203 was
issued in 1991 that transformed public enterprises to business sector enterprises. It s
meant as a transition phase to privatisation of the enterprise. The law provided
management in enterprises an opportunity to carry out reforms. The logic used was
that ownership and management could be separated, so while public enterprises were
publicly owned they were managed by the logic of the private sector. Another measure
used to adjust the structure of public enterprises, especially the financial structure, was
the re-arrangement of public enterprises in holding companies. A labour law was
proposed that would be in line with a market oriented economy, allowing dismissal of
labour, but at the same time allowing strikes, although this was under extremely
restrictive conditions. In the measures proposed, labour was made to pay the price of
reform, but it was assured that without the reforms the situation would be worse. The

process brought to light the problems within the trade union organisation since the
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latter justified the reforms. Trade unions did not take an active step 1n trying to protect

the rights of workers.

The impact of restructuring on workers

Workers are impacted by structural adjustment reforms at two levels, 1n the workplace
and in their livelihood. Within enterprises, the impact of reform has been a drive to
‘rationalisc’. The reforms made workers more vulnerable. Furthermore, adjustment
measures at the macro level included cut backs in subsidies, which led to a decline 1n
the standard of living of workers. However, at the same time that the government 1s
pursuing these reforms that are having a negative effect on workers as part of the
underprivileged, the government is being generous with the bourgeoisie. At the same
time as workers are being marginalised by the policies adopted by government, the
regime is integrating the bourgeoisie as a partner in development. Many unionists are
opposed to this situation but there is no objection to it from the ‘official’ union
organisation. In the void created by the state policies, and in the absence of workers’
support for the trade unions, Islamist organisations are filling the void. In particular,
through the charitable associations and private voluntary organisations, Islamists are

providing workers as part of the underprivileged with services the state has

withdrawn.

Trade unions and structural adjustment: partners in change?

The trade union hierarchy is facing a challenge presented by structural adjustment. At
all levels of the organisation, trade unions are trying to redefine their role. Foremost,

trade unions are defending themselves as organisations. In so doing unions at the

various levels of the organisation are presenting themselves as partners in the process
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of change, with government and with the management in enterprises. At the higher
levels of the organisation the unions argue that without reform, the situation of
workers would be worse. In enterprises unions are promoting the view that the
interests of work and workers are one and the same. By presenting themselves as
‘partners‘ unions are promoting their interests as organisations. The issues they
address relating to workers are very narrow, and do not address such vital issues to
workers as unemployment. This has distanced workers from the organisation.
However, there are attempts by ‘dissenting’ unionists to oppose SAP and public sector
reform. While these efforts are increasingly visible, they are nonetheless fragmented
and have been primarily motivated by varying political agendas, leftist, Nasserist, or

Islamist.

Conclusion: Trade unions, workers, and structural adjustment

Trade union organisations have narrowly defined interests. Rather, trade unions are
responding to the challenges posed by structural adjustment by refusing to
democratise, and continue being state dependent. As a result workers are voicing their
demands and protesting through largely spontaneous movements that are almost

completely outside the trade union organisations, and sometimes against them.




Chapter Two: The Developmént of Trade Unionism

in Egypt

Introduction

The current chapter aims to examine the historical development of the trade union
movement in Egypt and its relationship to the wider labour movement, and the
state. Two main lines of research are to be followed. First, the extent to which the
trade union movement was a class struggle, and degree of efficiency thereof.
Second, an attempt will also be made to highlight the features that have prevatiled
and characterised the labour/trade union movement. The analysis carried out links
the different phases in the development of the trade union/labour movement with
the various stages in the development of capitalism in Egypt. Specifically, the
approach adopted points out that the macro economic developments form the
boundaries within which the labour movement develops. Yet, within these
boundaries there are politiéal, social, and cultural factors that ultimately shape the

labour movement.

The Tawa'if/Guilds of Egypt:

Guilds had been in existence in Egypt long before Mohammed Alil came to power.

Until the beginning of the nineteenth century the production of goods in Egypt was

carried out by craftworkers, organised in Tawa’if and Asnaf, guilds and trades . At

l - - - »
It 1s worthwhile to note that guilds were sometimes referred to as ‘niqaba’, the

term used for ‘union’.
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the turn of the 19th century in Egypt there were about 64 guilds (Ezz EI-Din,
1987:27). It was possible to have more than one guild for the same trade, by
country of origin or religion, such as the Armenian jewellers’ guild, and the
Jewish jewellers’ 'guil_d. Furthermore, there was a hierarchy within guilds, where
some guilds/trades were considered of a higher standing than others. For example
the silk and cloth traders were among the distinguished guilds, while among the

less notable guilds were “sweets sellers, cooks, fishmongers, and alcohol vendors™

(Hamed: 22).

The production system was based on a hierarchy of expertise, with "masters" at
the top of the hierarchy and apprentices at the bottom. Within each guild, order
was maintained by the master, or shaykh. It was also the responsibility of the
shaykh to protect the rights of members. Guilds, however, played a very important
role not only in the protection of their members, but also in society at large. The
importance of guilds can be fully understood by examining their functions in
society, and not only for the member craftworkers. Prior to Mohammed Al,
society was divided into ‘rulers’ and ‘ruled’, where “the former enjoyed the spoils
of power while the rest of society operated under its own traditional institutions
almost independently of the rulers” (Safran: 27). Under that system, the guild was
the basic ‘unit’ in towns, as was the village in the countryside (Safran: 28). In
towns, guild shaykhs played a bigger role in the political, economic, social, and
religious life of the townspeople than did the rulers. Guild shaykhs were the link
between the rulers and the people. Indeed, the guild was a central ‘institution’ in

society. It was an administrative tool of government, particularly in the collection

of taxes (Hamed: 22).
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It is significant to note that guilds did not act as pre-cursors of workers’
organisations. Perhaps even more important, guilds did not play a role in the
transition to capitalism in Egypt. From the point of view of capitalist development,
the guild system ds it existed 1n Egypt was not capable to accumulate capital and
gather enough force to generate an °‘industrial revolution’ in Egypt. The guild
system was considerably weakened under the rule of Mohammed Ali and his
successors. The development of éapitalism in Egypt was shaped by two major
factors: direct intervention by the rulers through reform measures, and integration
in the world economy at a very early stage through cotton production. The result
for Egypt was that capitalist social relations did not develop at the same pace as

did capitalism.

Stage One: Emergence of the Working Class and Capitalist Social

Relations

The first stage in the discussion/development of the working class in Egypt may
be considered by some to be rather extended. I take as a starting point the coming

to power of Mohammed Ali in 1805 and the end of WWI as the end of the
formative stage. As in all histories it is not possible to be rigid about starting or
ending dates as there is some overlapping. Since the objective of the historical
background 1s to examine collective action by workers and their representatives,
and not simply an institutional history of trade unions, one has to start the analysis
with the Mohammed Al era. The reason behind this is that some of the reforms
that were carried out during the rule of Mohammed Ali and of his successors had a

direct impact on the formation and character of the working class in Egypt.
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There are differences among researchers as to when a working class emerged in
Egypt. According to Gamal El-Banna the three factors that led to the formation
of a working class 1n Egypt are: the abolition of serfdom; the presence of a guild
system the mode of' production of which was different from that of the capitalist
system; and the establishment by Mohammed Ali and Ismail Pasha of industrial
enterprises (El-Banna, 1995: 35). El-Banna indicates 1863 as the beginning of the
emergence of the working class, with the beginning of the rule of Ismail Pasha.
His justification is that “it is reasonable to imagine the existence of a working
class since that date that was free of the problems that riddled work/labour relations
in the Mohammed Ali era” (El-Banna, 1995: 43). Amin Ezz El-Din, like most
analysts of .the working class in Egypt, takes 1882 as a starting point for the
emergence of an Egyptian working class. While he recognises the significance of
the Mohammed Ali era in paving the way for the emergence of the Egyptian
working class, Ezz El-Din identifies the period from 1882 to 1914 as the period in
which the working class was formed (Ezz EIl-Din, 1987: 38). This analysis 1s
largely based on the interpretation that abolition of serfdom/free movement of

peasants and the establishment of what may be called ‘large’ industrial enterprises

are necessary conditions for the formation of a working class, in specific an urban

working class.

In the present research I argue that an Egyptian, urban, wage labour force came
Into existence in Egypt during the rule of Mohammed Ali, but it was a
‘conscripted’ workforce, and was not able to become the core of the labour

movement until much later toward the end of the nineteenth and early in the

twentieth centuries, a point of view that is not particularly new. It was at the end of
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the nineteenth century that a working class for capital was in existence. However,
not only did the basis for the emergence of a working class exist during the rule of
Mohammed Ali, but perhaps more important is the fact that the reforms
undertaken by Mohammed Ali and continued by his successors have contributed
significantly to the characteristics of the working class, and in thé direction of the
labour movement/labour activism. The major reforms during the formative stage

of the working class are discussed below.

Reforms of Mohammed Ali and his successors:

The reforms initiated by Mohammed Ali were truly revolutionary. The Egypt he
came to rule was primarily an agriculture-based economy geared at local
consumption. The objective of Mohammed Ali was to turn the Egyptian economy
into a surplus producing economy, to finance his development plans for the
country. It is argued that Mohammed Ali was motivated by a belief that political
strength was based on economic strength (Kassem: 7-8). This point is very critical
in the understanding of the developmeht of capitalism in Egypt. Many of the
reforms carried out by Mohammed Ali, including industrialisation, were not
geared at capital accumulation. It is important to note, for example, that as a result
of the monopoly of Mohammed Al1 on external trade, no commercial bourgeoisie
capable of capital accumulation emerged in Egypt. Thus, while some conditions
came into existence that helped create a working class, other factors existed that

delayed the emergence of capitalist social relations.

Reforms in agriculture

After Mohammed Al1 came to power, over a period of years he became the de-

facto proprietor of agricultural land in Egypt. This was carried out by seizure of
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the land and its distribution to individuals who, in return for paying taxes to the
government, had the right of usage of the land. It was in 1858, under Sa’id Pasha
that the right of usage of the land could be inherited. Through the 1858 decree it

became possible for individual beneficiaries of the land to rent the land for a

maximum of three yéars, or sell the right of usage of the land. However, 1t was not
until 1883 with the enactment of the Civil Law (Al-Qanoon Al-Madani Al-Ahli)
that owned land could be referred to as private property, to be disposed of in any

form by the owner with no restrictions (Ezz El-Din, 1987: 23).

The pattern of land ownership was toward the creation of large land holdings and
the fragmentation of the small ones, which led to the emergence of an agrarian
Egyptian bourgeoisie. Wage labour in the land was limited, and Instead these
“large estates were usually worked by peasants who received a plot of their own in
return for labour service, or were rented out to small tenants” (Beinin and
Lockman: 9). The landowners were little more than absentee landlords and thus
very little investments were made in the land to enhance its productivity. These
factors combined led to the further deterioration of the already poor situation of
the peasants. They werc thus forced to go to urban centres in search of
employment (Ezz El-Din, 1987: 25). Thus, one of the key factor in discussing the
1ssue of the emergence of private property in agricultural land is that it resulted in
making many peasants available for wage employment in urban areas. The
movement of the peasants to urban centres in search of employment plays an
important role in labour relations during the first stage in the development of the

labour movement in Egypt, as will be shown below shortly.
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Industry

It was with Mohammed Ali that wage labour started in Egypt. He established
industrial enterprises that could be referred to as ‘large’ and ‘modern’. In order to
strengthen the army, Mohammed Ali initiated his modernisation campaign. It is
argued by some that his industrial policy was basically geared to "feed" the army
(Ezz El-Din, 1987: 27). In addition, the army was the major consumer of the
goods produced by the “Pasha’s factories”. While there is no doubt that to a great
extent industry during his rule did cater to the needs of the army, such as the
Citadel Arsenal and ammunition factories, there was a civilian component 1n the
industrialisation effort as well. There was a beginning of diversification of
industry, albeit it was centred around agricultural products, ranging from textile
production, processing of agricultural goods such as oil distilleries, and sugar
production (Kassem: 33-6). Industrialisation under Mohammed Ali was monopoly
industrialisation, and no infringements were tolerated, and where they occurred
they were punishable by “flogging, hard labour, or death” (Safran: 30). Some work
was carried out in the homes of workers, in particular employing women and
children. The same ‘rules’ that applied to monopoly industry were adhered to with

the home workers.

It 1s estimated that there were about 40,000 workers in all the factories during
Mohammed Ali’s era, out of a total wage labour force of 260,000 in Egypt
(Kassem: 53). They were wage-earners. Yet, in spite of the existence of wage
labour, it 1s not possible to claim that a working class had come into existence for

a number of reasons. First, the owner of capital had almost total control over

workers, by controlling their effort/labour and lives. Second, the recruitment of
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workers was not on a contractual basis, it was virtually a conscription as in the
army where workers were collected by force from their villages and sent to the
factories (Ezz El-Din, 1987: 29). Third, though these were wage workers, 1n fact
the wages were uée.d to control the wox_'kers, so that sometimes wages were held
back or delayed to ensure that workers did not run away. Fourth, they were not
wage labourers for capital — the aim of production was not the accumulation of

capital but provisioning of the state.

By the end of the 1830s and 1840s Mohammed Ali’s political and economic
power was broken, and much of his ‘modernisation’ effort particularly in industry
began to decline. In fact, it was only during the rule of Khedive Isma’il that state
investment in industry resumed (Mabro: 11). The period from 1849 to 1882 is
considered to be a transitional period, during which Egypt moved into a stage of
economic liberalisation and integration into the world economy, based on the
freedom of the movement of goods and of work (Hamed: 40-1). The transition to
capitalism in Egypt was enhanced by the influx of foreign capital. Foreign capital
entered Egypt via two methods. First, through loans to finance the development of
the country’s infrastructure, both from governments and from foreign
companies/banks. The most notable example was the digging of the Suez Canal.
Egypt incurred huge debts, and failure to re-pay led to direct European control
over the Egyptian economy, which encouraged further investments. Second, it was
through investments by foreigners, both in industry and agriculture, but mainly in

agriculture, “which helped the integration of Egyptian agriculture into the world

economy’’ (Mabro: 22-3).
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The integration of Egypt into the world market was characterised as dependent
capitalist development. It was primarily an agrarian capitalism that developed in
Egypt, revolving around cotton. One of the interesting features of the development
of capitalism in Egypt was that though the land-owning bourgeoisie was Egyptian,
“the country’s economy as a whole was by 1914 largely controlled by foreign
interests...[where] credit, foreign trade, and shipping were almost entirely in non-
Egyptian hands” (Beinin and Lockman: 9). Likewise for industrial enterprises and
transport companies/public utilities, which were owned or managed by foreigners.
The industrial enterprises were based on agricultural products, for example
textiles, oil, and tobacco, the latter of which was dominated by the Greeks. Thus
while the concentration of wealth in the country was distributed between the
Egyptian agrarian land-owning bourgeoisie and the foreigner investors, the bulk of
the population became impoverished. Sirnilarly, towns and urban centres
flourished at the expense of the further deterioration of the villages and rural areas.
This continued the trend of migration of peasants from rural areas to urban centres

in search of work.

Labour relations under dependent, agricultural capitalism

Employment for the industrial enterprises and the services companies, including
the public utilities, came largely from among the peasants who migrated in search
of paid work. Employers resorted to labour contractors, khawlis, to provide them
with required labour, in return for a fee. Some khawlis were appointed by the
government. The khawli recruited workers either from villages or from urban

concentration points of the villagers. The contractor then would agree with the

workers about length of employment and pay. Workers got paid directly from the
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khawli. Needless to say, it was an extremely exploitative system. It was, however,
a practical method for the foreign owners/managers since workers were dealt with
as the responsibility of the khawli, in payment of wages, in enforcement of work
discipline, and sdn;etimes in the dismissal of the workers if work so required
(Beinin and Lockman: 25). The lack of skills and experience of the workers
facilitated this system. There was a continual supply of cheap unskilled labour,

mainly from rural areas.

The rapid expansion in the Egyptian economy, particularly after the British
colonisation was both a result of foreign investments, and a cause for further
investments. The growing demands of industry could not be met by the local work
force alone. The supply of technical, skilled labour came from outside the borders
of Egypt, mainly from other Mediterranean countries, in particular Greece and
Italy (Hamed: 45). Like other foreigners who came to Egyptz, these workers were
in search of better opportunities in Egypt as a result of worsening conditions 1n
their countries of origin. The foreign workers occupied the upper ranks of work or
supervisory positions. Egyptian workers, however, constituted the bulk of the
workforce. For example, a large Egyptian work force was employed in public
utilities and transport companies, such as the tramway and railway companies
(Beinin and Lockman: 37). Tobacco companies also employed a large Egyptian

workforce. It is no coincidence that it was these sectors that first witnessed

extensive Egyptian labour activism.

2  ten: : .
Among the other nationalities that had considerable presence in Egypt at that time

were British, French, and Syrans.
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Poor working conditions afflicted all workers, Egyptians and non-Egyptians.
Workers received low wages, worked long hours, and had no employment
benefits. These working conditions provided the basis for collective action by
workers. The lot of the Egyptian workers was, however, worse than that of their
foreign counterparts. There was a differentiation between Egyptian workers and
non-Egyptians, so that “when the Egyptian held the same job he was often paid
less than his European counterpart” (Beinin and Lockman: 41). This was
particularly so with regard to wages and in access to supervisory positions, which
were occupied primarily by non-Egyptians (Ezz El-Din, 1987: 41-2). Foreign
workers had an important impact on the labour movement in Egypt during the first
stage of its development. First, foreign workers brought with them their
experiences in collective action, from which the Egyptian workers learned.
Second, the presence of foreign workers and their comparative advantages In
relation to the local workers became a focal point of labour activism 1n Egypt,

particularly as of 1907.

Workers and their representatives

The turn of the twentieth century witnessed the rise of strike action. Initially the
strikes were carried out by the non-Egyptian workers, with the Egyptian workers
at the margins of the strike action, as in the strike of the tobacco workers in 1899.
The Strike of the Alexandria tramway workers in November 1900 was significant
in that it was the first strike carried out completely by Egyptian workers. Workers'
demands revolved around opening promotions to supervisory positions, limiting
authority of non-Egyptian supervisors, and equality in applying fines against both

Egyptian workers and non-Egyptians. Workers’ demands were largely unmet, and
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where concessions were made, they were inadequate. The strikes highlighted the
need for permanent organisations. Unions, though under a ditferent name,
societies or associations, came into existence with strikes. During the period from
1899 to 1907 a number of "associations" came into existence, for example, The
Tobacco Workers’ Association (1899), tﬁe Printers' Association (1901), the
Metallurgical Workers' Association (1902), Alexandria Tobacco Workers'
Association (1902), and the Cairo Lawyer/Legal Clerks' Association (1902). The
latter indicates that the term was not used exclusively for manual workers. Indeed,
"niqaba” the Arabic word for unions, was used quite liberally, to the extent that
"even large landowners referred to their organisation, established in 1921, as a

niqaba,"(Beinin and Lockman: 100).

Up to 1907, the unions that were formed were mainly led and "membered” by
foreigners. Starting in 1907, however, "national", meaning Egyptian, trade unions
developed. It was around 1907 that a change began to take place. From that date to
1919 numerous strikes were carried out by workers. It was not only conditions of
work that motivated the strikes, but also the decline in the standard of living, since
prices increased significantly during that period (Sa’id: 53). The growth boom
slowed down significantly. Particularly prone to strike action were the public
utilities sector, namely tramway workers, railway workers, and workers in ports

and harbours (Ezz El-Din, 1987: 56). The new-found strength of the labour

3 : . ]
Workers 1n that sector were mostly Egyptians, and management was foreign. It

was also the case that the transport/public utilities sector had attracted a very
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movement was to a great extent because -of the support it gained from the
nationalist movement. For example, the National Party, Al-Hizb Al-Watany, 1n 1ts
nationalist campaign tried to reach out to various sectors of society, including
workers and peasants. It founded in 1905 People’s Schools, which were night
schools to eradicate illiteracy and “to teach the poor and workers free of charge”
(Sa’id: 39). It was also the National Party which sponsored the establishment of
the Manual Trades Workers Union in 1909. It was the first time that the word
‘nigaba’, union, was used in place of the more common ‘association’, and some
believe that is was an attempt at Egyptianizing the labour unions, “by linking it

with older, indigenous forms of organisation by the urban working people”

(Beinin and Lockman: 638).

An emerging nationalism

The period preceding WWI can be considered as the beginning of the development
of the labour movement. It was during this period that the first attempt at forming
a Workers’ Party was made. On 12 July 1908 Al-Ahram newspaper ran an
announcement by Hizb Al-Makased Al-Mushtaraka Lil Omal (Party of the
Common Goals of Workers) of a public lecture, the subject of which was the
necessity for Egyptian and foreign labourers to join the party. Another attempt was
made in 1909 to establish another Workers’ party (Sa’id: 60). This period was also
marked by a number of important strikes. In the strikes, the demands revolved

around increasing wages, reduction in the number of working hours, and

considerable amount of investments, and thus it became the core of labour

activism until 1t was replaced by the textile sector in the 1930s and 1940s.




57

improvement in the conditions of work. Strikes were held not only to impose
pressure on management to meet workers’ demands, they were also utilised to
rally support for workers’ demands among various sectors in society. From the
point of meeting the demands of workers, the strikes were not remarkable

successes, although some demands were met.

One of the strikes that particularly stands out in the pre-WW!I period is the strike
of the Cairo tramway workers in October 1908. Briefly, the tramway drivers and
the ticket collectors presented an appeal of several points to the company, all
geared at working conditions and unjust practices against them. Workers’
demands were not met and, eventually, the strike was crushed, but the significance
of the strike is that other sectors of society became drawn into the strike (Sa’id:
56). To be specific, The Umma Party* (The Nation) gave some financial support
to the strikers, and support for their cause was voiced by intellectuals, mainly
through newspaper articles. In addition, there were demonstrations from the public

at large in support of the striking workers (Ezz El-Din, 1987: 75).

The strike was conducted by drivers and ticket collectors only, technicians did not
join the strike. The latter presented demands of Wage increases and a reduction in
working hours in 1910 1n a one day strike. The company conceded to their
demands. In 1911, representatives of both the technical workers and the drivers
presented an appeal for basically the same demands that were made in 1908 but
the company refused 1t, under the pretext that supervisors were not doing their job

well enough. The company’s refusal instigated a new development in collective
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action by workers. A delegation representing the striking workers travelled to
Alexandria to contact Alexandria tramway workers. As a result of this strike, the
“Declaration of 25 July” was made and the company agreed to refer the case to the

headquarters in Brussels regarding workers' demands (Ezz El-Din, 1987: 75).

One may thus argue that during the period preceding WWI, the workers’
movement was perceived and acted as one of the social forces in society struggling
vis-a-vis foreign powers. Trade unions were primarily confined to economic
demands and conditions of work. They had not begun to be concerned with
political demands, although they were realising their potential for collective action
and as a pivot for the nationalist struggle. Alongside these positive developments
for the labour movement, there were, however, serious shortcomings. Partly as a
result of the pattern of development of capitalism in Egypt, the working class that
did emerge was not homogenous. The proletarian core which was actively
involved in the labour movement represented a small section of the working class.
Even within the proletarian core, the workers were “united by the fact of their
employment in large-scale enterprises, but divided by their varying origins and
commitment to industrial life, modes of employment, income levels, degree of job
security and benefits, and skill levels” (Beinin and Lockman: 39). This
characteristic of the working class persisted, and had an impact on the

development of the labour movement.

4The Umma Party was basically the party of the rich landowners.
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Stage Two: Capitalism and Nationalism: Workers Engaged in a Dual

Struggle

The second stage ip the development of the labour movement extended from the
end of WWI to the 1952 Revolution. This period is an extremely rich one in the
history of the working class. The struggle of the working class at this stage was a
dual struggle. On the one hand, the working class was involved strongly in the
nationalist movement, and on the other hand it was struggling against capitalist
exploitation. The labour movement ‘matures’ during this stage, so that by the late
1930s and 1940s an immensely significant development occurs, namely, that trade
unions play the leading role iﬁ directing an independent, assertive labour
movement. The ‘duality’ of the workers’ movement was resolved by the 1952
‘““National” Revolution, and it was resolved from above, in favour of the struggle

for nationalism, and national capital.

-~ Rising discontent

The onsct of WWI brought about many changes in the labour movement and 1n
industry. In December 1914 Britain proclaimed Egypt a protectorate, and severe
restrictions were imposed on political and ‘popular’ action. On the one hand,
anyone breaking the strict military laws was arrested, and on the other hand many
peasants and workers were taken by force to serve the Allied forces. The war
effort also entailed giving priority to the needs of the army such as grain and other
agricultural products at very low prices, so much so that food shortages spread

throughout the country (Hamed: 68-9). The result was that there occurred revolts

of discontent over food shortages in 1917-18.
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One of the major consequences of WWI was the flight of foreign capital from
Egypt. Combined with limitations on trade imposed by the War, there was a rise in
mass unemployment, a phenomenon that was new in Egypt (Ezz El-Din, 1987:
98). As a result, unemployment riots spread in Cairo and Alexandria, and
occasionally there were violent strikes. The increcase in the cost of living,
combined with a virtual freeze on wage increases, forced workers to accept

employment at very low wages. Unemployed workers carried out strikes

demanding ‘food for work’ (Sa’id: 59).

Attempts at reviving trade unionism started after the War. A committee was
formed in Alexandria to revive the Manual Trades Workers’ Union, headed by
former members of the Union. The committee became particularly active in
February and March 1919. There was a call for recognition of trade unions, both
single unions, and the revival of the Manual Trade Workers' Union as a federation
(Ezz El-Din, 1987: 169). The Alexandria Manual Trade Workers' Union 1ssued a
declaration entitled ‘Proposal for Workers Protection Law’ on March 2, 1919, six
days before the March 8, 1919 Revolution. The demands covered conditions of
work, working hours and employment benefits (Ezz El-Din, 1987: 172-3). The
1919 revolution thus occurred at a time when the labour movement was just

beginning to emerge from its weakness.

Alliances for nationalism

The March 1919 Revolution provided an opportunity for workers to express their
grievances. With the end of WWI, a group of nationalists formed a delegation, a
Wafd, to travel to Britain to discuss the matter of the independence of Egypt. The

endeavour of the Wafd to go to Britain failed, which meant that Egypt would

g —— e e ey R s
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remain a Protectorate. The Watd opposed this ruling. In March 1919 a popular
upsurge took place precipitated by the exile of the leaders of the Wafd, most
notably Sa’ad Zaghloul. The upsurge was extensive both in coverage and in
participation. Woikers, students, 'ulema, lawyers, and others participated. At the
time of the 1919 upsurge there were two movements: the first a movement by al-
Watd that wanted an end to foreign rule, and second, the movement of workers for

better working conditions. In March 1919 the two movements converged (Beinin

and Lockman: 99).

Workers joined the revolt on March 9, a day after it started. It started with
transport workers but was soon joined by others. The strike that particularly stood
out was the railway workers’ strike, which started on March 15, and continued
until May 2. It developed into a general strike, joined by about 4000 workers
demonstrating. This strike sparked off other strikes among workers 1n the
following enterprises: The Amireya Press on 18 March, the Gas company on 6
Apnl, the Post, among others. The strike practically brought the country to a
standstill. Although workers focused on economic demands, such as conditions of
work and pay, the significance of the strike, however, was that it highlighted the
power of united workers’ action, and thus the potential of the working class 1n the

nationalist struggle (Sa’id: 64).

For workers the political gains from the 1919 Revolution far exceeded the
economic ones. It also started what would become an alliance between the
working class and nationalist forces, particularly the Wafd, which was “deemed

more as a national front than a Party,"(Beinin and Lockman: 101). The point is

aptly summarised by Beinin and Lockman:
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The events of 1919 had fused national and class consciousness into one
composite world-outlook for most Egyptian workers, an alloy which
was to be reinforced by the course of political and economic life in

subsequent years.
(Beinin and Lockman: 105)
The April-May 1919 period pointed that although the conditions existed that would
allow total compliance with workers' demands, in fact only partial compliance was
attained. Workers' most pressing economic needs remained unmet. Partly as a
consequence of the activities of the workers' movement during 1919, Reconciliation
and Arbitration Committees were established to look into disputes that had occurred
between workers and employers. Some concessions were made to the workers, such
as increases in wages (Goldberg, 1986: 99). However, the relations of power in the

industrial sphere remained unbalanced, to the disadvantage of workers.

Industrialisation, the new bourgeoisie, and labour

The problems caused by WWI were a blessing in disguise for industry. The war
contributed to a boom in industrial development. It was motivated by the increasing
demand for goods, and by the relatively low wages. Industries increased to meet the
consumer demands of the population, and of the British Army. Among the
industries that particularly flourished during that period were furniture, leather
products, textile and clothing, and food/nutrition industries (Hamed: 73). The War

also resulted in the revival of some trades/crafts that were on the wane before the

waAr.
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Investments in industry were carried out by foreign and mutamasir capital, but
also increasingly an Egyptian industrial bourgeoisie began to emerge. In 1920

Tal‘aat Harb, a renowned '"nationalist"” economist founded Bank Misr. The

agrarian bourgeoisie was the source of the capital of the Bank. At one level, the
Bank was a ‘nationalist’ project where only Egyptians were allowed to participate.
At another level, the Bank allowed the largely agrarian bourgeoisie to “diversify
the sources of its wealth and develop alternatives to foreign control of credit and
trade” (Beinin and Lockman: 11). The starting capital of Bank Misr was 80,000
Egyptian Pounds. The Bank contributed significantly to the establishment of
enterprises in the manufacturing, commercial and service sectors. It established
large manufacturing enterprises in textiles, oil extraction, cement, and other
industries. Bank Misr contributed to the development of industrial enterprises for
many years until it was nationalised in 1960. The success of the Bank Misr
‘projects’ had the effect of encouraging further investments in industry, and a
number of establishments were set up to finance the development of industrial

enterprises (Hamed: 74-5).

However, the period of economic prosperity for industry began to abate by the
early 1920s. The “high profits realised during and immediately after World War I
were replaced by losses owing to foreign competition and a cotton crisis which
considerably reduced domestic consumption” (Deeb: 188). As a result, there were
wage reductions and dismissals from work, which led to agitation among workers

and to almost daily strikes. This set off an attempt at the re-organisation of the

5 , . . . . :
It means ‘Egyptianized’. This refers to foreigners who were residents in Egypt.
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labour movement to enhance the bargaining power of trade unions (Deeb: 188-
90). Nevertheless, the gains of the labour movement were limited at that time and
were the result of political pressure on the newly formed government, rather than

through the process of industrial bargaining.

The legal reforms

To counteract strikes, which were almost a daily phenomenon after WWI, a
number of laws were issued to contain strike action. Law 37/1923° was an attempt
at limiting strikes and other collective action. For example article 124 of Law
37/1923 banned strikes for public employees. Article 274 of the same law
regulated strikes of workers employed in public utility organisations. Punishment
was denoted to anyone found guilty of "infringing on liberty of others at work, or
infringes on the right of anyone to employ or not employ others” (Adly, 1993:

121), by virtue of article 375 of the same law. Nonetheless, strikes continued.

In July 1927 a committee headed by Abdel-Rahman Reda, under-secretary of the
Ministry of Justice, was formed by the Wafd-led government, as a response to
unceasing strikes. The Ministry of Interior recommended the formation of a
cominittee to investigate work relations between workers and employers, and to
lay the legislative grounds for labour relations. The Reda Committee examined
documents of the Reconciliation and Arbitration Committees initiated in 1919,

with a view to establishing both workers', and employers' organisations to

6That means Law 37 for the year 1923.
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represent them (Adly, 1993: 121). Two years later the Reda Commuittee presented

its recommendations to the Government.

The report provided the legislative basis of labour relations. It included
recommendations‘on work contracts, limitation of working hours to nine (9),
regulations concerning the employment of women and of minors, arbitration
committees, the legalisation of trade unions’, and insurance for work related

1llness and injuries. It is worthwhile to mention that the Reda Committee excluded

agricultural workers. The Egyptian Federation of Industries , established in 1921,
opposed the recommendations of the Committee, and the government, under
pressure from this organisation, ignored the recommendations of the Reda
Commuttee with the exception of one, the establishment of a Labour bureau, which
was affiliated to the Ministry of Interior, a measure adopted in 1930 (Beinin and
Lockman: 184-5). Although the Reda Committee was an indication of the Wafd’s
concern for workers, a closer examination, however, points out that the core
demands of workers were not addressed during its government, and much less

during the reactionary governments that followed it..

As pointed out earlier, the Wafd merged its interests with the working class. It is

to be noted, however, that 1n its support for trade unions, the Wafd perceived them

7Although unions had been in existence for some time, unions were not officially

legalised until 1942,

" The membership of the EFI consisted primarily of the foreign companies in

Egypt.
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to be as “auxiliary organisations for its political struggle” (Deeb: 189). This trend
was elucidated in 1924 when the Wafd attained power through a limited form of
rule. One of the prominent Wafd leaders, Abdel Rahman Fahmi, formed and
headed a federation, L:alled the General Union of Workers of the Nile Valley, in
July 1924. An examination of the objectives of this organisation reveals that the
Wafd wanted to control the labour movement. First, it imposed restrictions on
strikes, so that for example trade unions would have to get the approval of the
General Union. Second, it defined the objective of the labour movement as
“safeguard[ing] the workers’ rights and to prevent them from succumbing to
communist ideas” (Deeb: 191). Third, and most significantly, it stated that
workers’ rights should not infringe on employers’ rights, “to prevent the workers
from demanding more than their rights” (Deeb: 191). This was so that investors
would not be discouraged. The General Union headed by Abdel-Rahman Fahmi
was short lived, but it had the effect of alienating some trade union leadership
from the Watd. This was particularly the case as it was perceived that the General
Union was established in order to curtail the ‘communist influence’ on the
working class (Goldberg, 1986: 67). This pointed to the growing influence of the
socialist movement in the labour movement.

The Egyptian Socialist Party was founded in April 1921. Its membership was from
among Egyptian leftists and members from the foreign community living in Egypt,
in particular Alexandria. The group of socialists who eventually founded the
Egyptian Socialist Party had been in the labour movement in Alexandria, and
called for the necessity to form trade union federations. This group was very

critical of the Wafd as it saw in its brand of bourgeois nationalism an attempt at
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controlling trade unions, and utilising labour for narrow self-serving goals (Beinin
and Lockman: 138-9). This group of socialists established a general federation of
labour, which 1n February 1921 was founded in Alexandria as the Confederation
Generale du Trav'aji (CGT). By 1924, the CGT was the most significant force in
the Alexandria LLabour movement, ias was evidenced by its role in the Filature

strikes in February-March 1924. However, the government crushed the movement,

especially at the level of the workers.

Despite the early success of the Party, it was not able to sustain a hold in the

labour movement. The reason for this was that it was too radical for the workers,

and the fact that there were ‘foreign’ elements in it somewhat alienated workers
(Beinin and Lockman: 141). Perhaps more detrimental to the Egyptian Socialist
Party was the fact that a splinter occurred within the Party leadership. As it
happened the splint ran along ideological, national, and regional lines. On the one
hand, was the Alexandria based Bolshevik, more radical movement composed
mainly of the foreign leadership. On the other hand was the Cairo based, Fabian
movement. The former group maintained strong ties to the worker’s movement,
and in 1922 became the Communist Party of Egypt. The Left, however, had a

limited role during the 1920s.

For the labour movement, the 1920s was a period of union activity, but did not

reach the pitch of 1919. Although the workers in the public utilities such as

9 Among the prominent ‘foreign’ members of the Egyptian Socialist Party was

Joseph Rosenthal, a Palestinian. There was also a heavy Greek presence in the

Party.
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tramway workers, gas workers, electricity, and water workers were still ‘faithful’
to their struggle traditions, the core of the movement was shifting to other
industries, such as textiles, and tobacco. Other unions were primarily concerned
with "narrowly defined union issues” (Beinin and Lockman: 125). Nevertheless,
the workers' movement had not achieved independence by the close of the 1920s.
The association between the movement and political forces reveals the existence
of a relationship of patronage between the Wafd Party and the workers’ movement.
Underlying this relationship was "a conception of the workers’ movement as
lacking legitimate goals and objectives of its own, as essentially one component of
the national movement embodied in the self proclaimed representative of the
entire nation, the Wafd" (Beinin and Lockman: 105). In addition, the absence of a
“down to earth” approach by the socialist leaders among the mass of workers
delayed the development of a class consciousness among workers. Thus, the
nationalist movement gained more from workers, than did the workers gain from

the nationalist movement.

At the level of the enterprise administratively and legally the position of trade
unions was ambiguous. Trade unions existed, but they were not officially
recognised. In fact, this was one of the issues raised by the ILO ‘Butler’ mission in
1931. The report condemned the ‘anomalous’ situation of unions (Goldberg: 73).
That situation of unions would remain until the legalisation of trade unions in the
1940s. The issue the ambiguity of trade unions raises is that collective bargaining
at the enterprise becomes very limited at best, meaningless at worst. The

Arbitration and Reconciliation committees set up in 1919 carried out that role by

examination of complaints from workers against their employers. The
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recommendations of these committees were, however, not binding (Beinin and
Lockman: 291). Thus, while the unionists were from among the workers at the

enterprises, their scope of action at that level was very limited.

It 1s important to éxamine the extent to which the trade union movement was truly
a working class movement. As has been pointed out earlier, the transport and
public utilities sector workers in Alexandria, Cairo, and Suez were very involved
in the labour movement. Other examples include the sugar workers of Kom
Ombo, tobacco and textile workers. These were primarily workers in the large
enterprises. Although the industrial and large enterprise sector was continually
growing, it was only by the late 1930s and 1940s that a considerable base of large
cnterprises would come into existence. Despite the growth 1n industry, particularly
between 1907 and 1937, it constituted a growth in the small enterprises. The

following data reveals that situation:

As late as 1937, over half of Egypt’s industrial establishment
employed no staff, and 92 percent had fewer than 5 employees.
Only 3 percent employed more than ten workers, though these

“large” firms accounted for a total of some 140,000 workers.
(Beinin and Lockman: 37)

Also, repair/maintenance work absorbed a considerable amount of labour, about
one-third of workers in small enterprises (Kassem: 278). However, in the 1930s
industrial cxpansion grew at very high rate, partly as a result of a shift to import-
substitution, and hence the industria} workforce employed in the large enterprises

increased considerably (Goldberg: 45).
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Another very important factor was the increasing rural migration to urban areas in
search of work, due to the continual neglect of rural areas. An indication of the
extent of the migration was that for the period from 1917 to 1937, while the overall
population growth'o.f Egypt was 25%, for Cairo it was 66%, and for Alexandria
55%, indeed, “t‘)y 1927, 34 percent of the population of Cairo had been born
elsewhere in Egypt” (Beinin and Lockman: 46). This factor had a significant impact
on the labour movement, namely, to the migrants employment i1n industrial
enterprises and worker activism was a new experience. It is argued by some that this
1s one of the reasons why industrialists, particularly in the 1930s and 1940s,
founded their enterprises in or near rural areas. It provided a constant flow of cheap
labour, “in an environment that would inhibit labour organisation that would
ultimately cause the price of labour to rise” (Goldberg, 1986: 54). Many of the rural
migrants, particularly the new migrants, were not organised, in great part because
they maintained a strong link with their villages, and thus identified more with their
places of origin than their new identity as ‘worker’. This feature gave the labour
activism of the 1920s and early 1930s an ‘urban’ flavour.

Women workers were side-tracked by unions. Women had been In waged
employment since the time of Mohammed Ali, basically as ‘home-workers’. With
expansion of industrial production women became involved in the industrial
sector, such as 1n tobacco factories rolling cigarettes. Women workers were to be
found particularly in the agricultural based industries such as cotton gins. In such
industries, it was not uncommon for women workers to be hired on a seasonal

basis (Goldberg, 1986: 45). Women workers were concentrated in the low-

skill, low-pay jobs. It has already been mentioned that legislation had been issued
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concerning the employment of women and children. One may argue that this could
have been a reason why the concerns of women workers were not considered
worth pressing by the trade unions, because already there was legislation
‘protecting’ the women workers. During the 1920s and 1930s the trade unions
largely ignored women workers. The exception seems to prove the marginalisation
of women workers from the trade unions, namely in February 1925 Ittihad Al-
Omal, the paper of the General Union that had been founded by Abdel Rahman
Fahmi, started a woman’s page in the paper. However, it turned out to focus on the
concerns of middle class working women (Beinin and Lockman: 166-7). It was
not until the 1940s that there would be a role for women workers 1n the trade

unions.

Last, one issue that is important to highlight is that the increase in the number of
trade unions, should be tackled with some reserve. Trade unionism at that stage
was infused more with ‘trade consciousness’ than with ‘class consciousness’. An

example of this is given by the apparent frustration expressed in the May 8, 1925

issue of Al-Hissab paper regarding trade unions. In an article titled ‘How Our

Unions Should Be’, the author writes:

Besides the big unions that are in existence in Egypt now ...we
find very small unions whose membership does not exceed the
fingers of one hand, ... such as the union of almond nut crackers,
and the union of workers who iron clothes. Yes, any group of

persons working in a particular trade have the right to form a
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union to combine them and to protect their rights, but they
should not form unions that are completely separated from any

other union as this weakens them.
(El-Gebeilly, 1991: 104)

Besides the fragmentation of the unions, the author of the article also points out
that some unions combine in their membership both the workers and the
employers (El-Gebeilly, 1991: 104). This is clearly similar to the guild system, and
perhaps reflects that unions were perceived as such by many workers. The

situation changes very much by the mid-1930s and the 1940s.

The economic depression and workers

The economic condition of the working class worsened from the end of the 1920s
and early 1930s due to the Great Depression. The Depression took a toll on
workers in the form of wage cuts, dismissals, and reduction in benefits.
Unemployment was rampant. The effect of the Depression exacerbated already
worsening conditions for workers. Workers protested against price increases, and
demanded “popular housing projects, hospitals for treatment of workers, and other
services” (Ezz El-Din, 1987: 417). To a great extent ‘progress’ relating to
workers’ demands had decreased significantly with the ousting of the Wafd both
from power in 1924 and from parliament in 1928. For example, attempts were
made to pass a labour law when the Wafd came to power in 1924, but stopped

after the Wafd government was dismissed a few months later. Efforts were

10
The mouthpiece of the socialist wing of the trade union movement.
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resumed in the parliamentary committee  for ‘worker and social affairs’ since
1924, but to no avail (Ezz El-Din, 1987: 397-404). Thus it was that with the return

of the Watd to power 1n 1930, hopes were high that workers’ demands for a labour

law would be fulfilled. The return to power of the Wafd , albeit for six months,

led to partial fulfilment of worker demands.

ILO Mission

The 1930s did not witness too many changes in the organisation of trade unions.
Workers' demands during that era were concentrated in three areas, passing a
labour law, legalising trade unions and ensuring their independence, and
addressing the consequences of the economic crisis workers confronted. The trade
union movement began to lobby at the international level in order to bring
attention to the demands of the workers' movement. In an attempt to contain the
situation, the government invited a delegation from the ILO, and thus the Harold
Butler mission arrived in 1931 to investigate the situation in Egypt. According to
the end of mission report, the conditions of the working class in Egypt were

“appalling”. Working hours ranged between 14 to 16 hours a day, wages were

11 . - » » . - L
The majority of seats in Parliament were Wafdist. The mentioned committee was

headed by a Wafd member of Parliament.
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