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Afterword

Egypt has witnessed an unprecedented wave of strikes, labor actions,
and economic protest in recent years. According to the Land Center for
Human Rights, there were over 600 labor protests in 2008 alone,
including 174 sit-ins and 122 strikes) Strikes, sit-ins, work stoppages,
and demonstrations have taken place in both the public and private sectors and in many different parts of the country. Labor protests have
become the most frequent form of dissent in Egypt, even more than
strictly political demonstrations. These protests have touched a wide
range of economic activities and have included textile, cement, railway,
shipyard, poultry, mill, postal, and public utility workers; train, truck,
tram, and minibus drivers; tax collectors, justice and education ministry
employees, and other civil servants; doctors, nurses, pharmacists, professors, students, and other professionals. Even Cairo;; circus workers
recently staged sit-ins to protest low salaries and the proposed privatization of the National Circus.2
This tsunami of labor mobilization is a result of a number of factors. Yet, it has primarily unfolded in a context of persistently low
wages and skyrocketing consumer prices. Labor unrest has followed the
government's renewed pursuit of neoliberal economic policies beginning
in 2004. These policies have produced impressive GDP growth rates
and accolades from international financial institutions, but they have
also been accompanied by high inflation and mind-boggling price
increases, particularly for foodstuffs.3 Wages have not kept up with
soaring prices for a population already suffering from grinding poverty
and shrinking government services. Unpaid bonuses, delayed wages,
grievances with management and the union, layoffs, and impending privatization have also been among the proximate causes of the recent
surge of labor activism.
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I ha ve been asked to write an afterword for the American University in Cairo Press edition of this book that relates the recent wave of
labor and economic protest to the preceding text. This is a difficult task
because this book has not been about "labor protests" in the traditional
sense. My focus has been on class formation at the point of production,
shop floor culture, the labor process, and resistance practices at MIDIA
and Misr Textiles. Rather than strikes or collective action this book has
been concerned with the quotidian and everyday, the factory and the
shop floor. The perspective has been "micro" and the method has been
ethnographic.
It would be impossible in a brief afterword to exhaustively document or analyze the recent wave of labor protest. The subject deserves
extended treatment and it has already received some attention. 4 Instead,
in the pages that follow I relate the recent wave of strikes to the preceding chapters by briefly discussing the condition of workers at MIDIA and
Misr Textiles and why these conditions provide ample reason for workers to protest. In order to fully understand the origins of recent labor
protests, however, we must step back and examine economic and political developments in Egypt's recent past. I provide this necessary historical
background, albeit too briefly, in a section entitled "The Origins of
Egypt's Economic Reforms." I then discuss important labor protests in
Mehala AI-Kubra and several recent protests at Misr Textiles, the second
factory where I worked and conducted research. Such an account will
illustrate some of the issues involved in the strike wave and provide a
glimpse into the dynamics of protest. I conclude by reflecting on the character of recent labor protests. This afterword, therefore, is quite unlike
the preceding chapters. Rather than ethnography, the mode of inquiry
here is macro political and economic analysis.
This afterword thus charts how significant changes in Egypt's
domestic political economy-accelerating neoliberal economic reforms,
rapidly rising inflation, and stagnant wages-eontributed to the recent
wave of labor mobilization. However, in light of the preceding chapters,
I would argue that these protests cannot be explained by economic factors alone. Instead, the conditions of public sector (and government)
employment enabled workers (and government employees) to engage in
sustained collective action despite the absence of effective labor institutions and in the face of an authoritarian state. Of course, private sector
workers have also engaged in strikes, sit-ins, and other forms of collective action. But the dense, informal social networks I observed at
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MIDIA and Misr textiles that developed over many years help explain
how workers could sustain collective action in such inhospitable circumstances. These ties were, in part, the outcome of lifetime public
sector employment and limited employment opportunities elsewhere.
The trust, familiarity, and repertoire of quotidian practices that marked
class boundaries and developed as a result of long years of working
together, arguably provided the social capital necessary for effective collective action.

The Condition of Workers at MIDIA and Misr Textiles
After reading the preceding chapters it should not be difficult to understand why many workers in Egypt have significant grievances. I
described difficult working conditions, extremely hierarchical factory
organizations, capricious management practices, dreadfully low wages,
and a government-controlled union that was geared toward controlling
and co-opting workers rather than serving their interests.
Wages at both MIDIA and Misr textiles, for example, were inadequate and many workers held second jobs, when they could find them,
simply to make ends meet. Fathy, for instance, a veteran on the winding
machine at MIDIA, earned less than three hundred pounds a month
($88) in the late 1990s. He was married and had five children. In Qrder
to support his family, he held a second job six days a week hauling
crates of fruits and vegetables on his back for a few extra pounds. Like
the majority of workers, Fathy was barely scraping by. In this context,
a sharp increase in food prices-let alone the delayed payment of
salaries, unpaid bonuses, or impending job losses as a result of privatization-would provide more than sufficient reason to protest, if given
the opportunity.
Low wages remain standard for both public and private sector
workers. A 2009 report by the Egyptian Organization for Human
Rights found that average monthly wages for public sector employees
were LE684 compared with LE576 in the private sector ($125 and
$105 respectively). The report attributed "the crisis in wages and
salaries to the government's disregard for social policies that balance
between wages and prices." 5
In chapter five I described how workers viewed the Egyptian Trade
Union Federation (ETUF), the government-controlled union. Workers
at both MIDIA and Misr Textiles viewed the ETUF, as well as local
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union officials, with disdain. Many felt the union was unresponsive and
ineffective and that local union representatives were easily co-opted;
more interested in serving themselves than their coworkers. When labor
protests occurred, the union often condemned worker action rather than
support it, and this continues to occur today.
In the same chapter I also described how the head of the ETUF at
the time, AI-Sayyid Rashid, began his career many years earlier working
in the same company where I worked and conducted research. Many of
my workmates at MIDIA knew him early on, before his rise in the union
and the ruling party. Rashid was universally despised.
During the recent period of protests the ETUF has continued to frequently condemn labor action. In a number of cases protesting workers
have demanded that their local union representatives be sacked and
there have also been calls for mass resignation from the union. One of
the most interesting developments during this period has been the call
by both factory workers and civil servants to establish independent
unions. So far only one group has made progress in this direction. After
much struggle Egypt's real estate tax collectors established an independent union in April 2009. 6 If other groups follow suit it could threaten
the regime because well-organized unions comprising thousands of
members could potentially become powerful political, as well as economic, actors.

10ans. 1O Faced with mounting foreign debt payments and increasingly
impatient creditors, an agreement with the IMF was brokered in May
1987. 11 The IMF disbursed $325 million for balance-of-payments support before the agreement collapsed because of Egypt'S failure to meet
agreed-upon conditions. 12
Egypt's economic difficulties worsened by 1990. "[T]otal external
debt had increased to $47.6 billion, or more than 150% of GDP, making Egypt's external debt burden one of the highest in the world . . .
commercial and official sources of external credit were tightening and
the government was facing difficulties in financing vital food
imports."13 Inflation rose above 20 percent while the budget deficit
reached 20 percent of GDP.l4 A World Bank report at the time declared
that Egypt" lacks creditworthiness, and there is little prospect of significant (unconditional) capital injections in the near future. "15
Iraq's invasion of Kuwait on August 2, 1990, exacerbated matters
further initially. More than half a million Egyptian workers were forced
to return from the Gulf while tourism revenues declined and Suez Canal
tolls dropped. The United States, Japan, Europe, and the Arab Gulf
states provided financial assistance to soften the painful economic consequences of regional turmoil.
Egypt's subsequent participation in "Operation Desert Storm,"
however, directly led to massive debt relief and other economic assistance. As a reward for joining the U.S.-led coalition to expel Iraqi forces
from Kuwait, the United States cancelled $7.1 billion of Egyptian military debt. Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and other Arab Gulf states wiped out
an additional $6 billion of debt. And the "Paris Club" of nations agreed
shortly thereafter to write off a further $10.1 billion of debt contingent
upon the government's implementation of an IMF- and World Banksponsored reform program.
An IMF standby agreement was signed in 1991 followed by a structural adjustment loan from the World Bank. The government committed
to a comprehensive economic reform and structural adjustment program
(ERSAP). The program's broader aim was to fundamentally transform
Egypt's state-controlled economy to one based on market principles.
This would eventually entail exchange rate liberalization, eliminating
subsidies, privatization, removing tariffs, deregulation, encouraging foreign direct investment, and reducing government spending.
While the 1990s witnessed a period of economic reform, some questioned the consistency and unevenness of reform as well as the
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The Origins of Egypt's Economic Reforms
The current wave of labor and economic protest is related to a number
of factors, including explosive price increases associated with the government's economic reform policies. Although these policies have been
pursued with particular vigor since 2004, their origin dates back to the
late 1980s and early 1990s/ A brief examination of this period will
prove beneficial for understanding the larger context that is shaping the
current wave of labor mobilization.
Egypt faced serious economic pressures in the 1980s as a result of
government budget deficits and declining oil prices. 8 By mid-decade the
economy was overly dependent on oil revenues, workers' remittances, and
Suez Canal tolls. The sharp decline in oil prices in 1985 and 1986 (prices
fell by about 50 percent from late 1985 to mid-1986) and related drops
in remittances, Suez Canal tolls, and Arab tourism, contributed to an economic crisis. 9 Egypt was already highly indebted and in arrears on some
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government's commitment to implementing comprehensive reform. The
World Bank lauded the stabilization policies implemented as "highly
successful" but criticized the slow and inconsistent pace of privatiza6
tion.I By 1997, six years after beginning the ERSAP, the government
had only managed to sell 40 out of 314 companies slated for sale.!? Privatization ran into difficulties for a number of reasons. First, the idea of
privatizing state-owned assets was unpopular among the general public.
Some government officials were unenthusiastic about privatization.
in addition to opposition from the ETUF, many public sector firms were
loss-making enterprises with outdated technology and excess labor. The
labor law at the time also made it difficult to fire workers. As a result,
many companies were unattractive to investors. The regime also feared
the political consequences of mass layoffs.l8
The pace of reform began to increase in 2003, however, when two
critical measures occurred. In January, the government floated the
Egyptian pound (after several devaluations) leading to tremendous price
volatility and rising inflation. The currency lost over 50 percent of its
value in a remarkably short period of time.l 9 Only a few months later
parliament approved a new labor law. The new Unified Labor Law
(Law 12/2003), which was in the works for nearly a decade, is widely
considered unfavorable for workers. It continues to make it virtually
impossible for workers to legally strike, by requiring that strikes be
approved by a two-thirds majority of the government-controlled union.
The law also requires workers to notify employers and "the concerned
administrative authority" ten days prior to any strike and to announce
the duration of the strike ahead of time. The law also makes it easier to
fire workers. 20 More aggressive neoliberal economic policies were still
to come.
The pace of reform accelerated further with the appointment of a
new cabinet in July 2004. The new cabinet was fundamentally different
from all previous Egyptian governments because it was made up of
"true believers" ideologically committed to neoliberal economic policies. Whereas previous reforms were more or less imposed on Egypt by
international financial institutions or Western donors only to be implemented half-heartedly by ministers who had often been socialists in the
1960s, the new cabinet was led by individuals fully committed to market principles. And they were charged with economic reform.
Ahmed Nazif became prime minister accompanied by a number of
younger ministers, many of whom came from the business world· and
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were associated with Gamal Mubarak, the president's younger son. 21
Two of the more prominent new ministers were Mahmoud Mohieldin
and Rachid Mohamed Rachid, the ministers of investment and trade
and industry respectively.22 Along with Youssef Boutros Ghali, who
went from being foreign trade to finance minister, this triumvirate
quickly became known as "the dream team" within the business community.23 Subsequent cabinet reshuffles led to even more businessmen
in ministerial positions. 24
In a few short years the Nazif government implemented wide-ranging measures including slashing corporate and personal income taxes,
lowering customs tariffs, reducing energy and utility subsidies, establishing a duty-free manufacturing zone with the United States, and
accelerating privatization. 25 From July 2004 to March 2006 "the ministry of investment sold 80 companies, or 27 percent of all companies
sold from 1991 to March 2006."26 This included companies in the
cement, banking, tourism, insurance, and energy sectors. Companies
that were not privatized were restructured.
The government also signed an agreement with the United States
and Israel establishing Qualified Industrial Zones (QIZ) in December
2004. 27 The agreement allows Egypt to export products manufactured
in these zones duty-free to the United States as long as 11.7 percent of
the contents originate in Israel and 35 percent of value added is produced in the QIZ. The agreement has reportedly led to increased textile
exports to the United States and the percentage of Israeli input required
to qualify for duty-free status was reduced to 10.5 percent in 2007. 28
The Nazif government also streamlined business regulations, reduced
energy subsidies, increased transportation and communication prices,
and dramatically improved Egypt's balance of payments. 29
These policies-together with an expanding global economy,
higher oil prices, and increased tourism revenues, Suez Canal tolls, and
Gulf investments-generated record levels of foreign direct investment
(FDI) and spectacular growth rates.3 0 The Egyptian economy boasted
6.85 percent growth in 2006 followed by just over 7 percent growth in
2007 and 2008 (see table on page 260).
The Egyptian stock market was the top performing emerging market exchange in 2004 and 2005 and Egypt was awarded the World
Bank's "top reformer" prize in 2008.3 3 In a few short years, neoliberal
economic reforms transformed the Egyptian economy into "an emerging success story," according to the IMP.34
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Net FDI
(USD billions)

Net FDI
(USD billions)

2000/2001

0.5

2004/2005

3.9

200112002

0.4

2005/2006

6.1

2002/2003

0.7

2006/2007

11.1

2003/2004

2.1

2007/2008

13.2

Source: Ministry of Investment (citing the Central Bank of Egypt)31

Alexandria-Cairo desert road by 100 percent. Telecommunications
prices rose by 25 percent and the government also increased prices for
basic utilities such as water and electricity)9
Inflation continues to be a problem and the figures hardly capture
how most Egyptians, including workers, are affected by rising prices.
The Economist Intelligence Unit reported that inflation for the first
eight months of 2008 reached 23.7 percent and declared that "[H]igh
inflation over the past year has undermined purchasing power and continues to limit access to basic necessities for a rising proportion of the
population. "40

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008
GDP
Growth
(annual %) 5.37

3.54

2.37

3.21

4.08

4.48

6.85

7.07

7.06

Source: World Bank- compiled from World Bank data 32

2000 2001
Inflation
GDP deflator
(annua1%)
4.9
1.87

2002 2003 2004

3.19 6.76

2005 2006

11.68 6.2

7.36

2007

2008

12.6

12.3

Source: World Bank data 41

The impressive macroeconomic statistics, however, did not translate into widespread poverty reduction or higher standards of living for
the majority of Egyptians, including workers. High inflation, rising consumer prices, lack of sufficient employment opportunities, and
increasing numbers of youth entering the labor market have made it
increasingly difficult for most people to make ends meet. The prime
minister acknowledged this in 2008. Referring to the country's impressive macro-economic statistics, Nazif admitted that "people do not eat
economic indicators." 35

Inflation and Soaring Prices
Inflation has been the primary culprit affecting living standards. As
mentioned previously, most Egyptians experienced the 2003 flotation of
the pound primarily through soaring prices. As one person put it at the
time, "the pound keeps going down and prices keep going up but our
salaries stay the same."36 Following the flotation, the cost of many basic
foodstuffs increased by 30 to 50 percent in less than twelve months)7
Although inflation decreased in 2005 it reemerged in 2006, fueled,
in part, by government price increases (i.e., subsidy cuts).J8 The government raised gasoline and diesel prices by 30 and 25 percent respectively
in July 2006 while raising metro fares by 33 percent and tolls on the

Moreover, inflation statistics in the form of the Consumer Price
Index (CPI) do not reflect the magnitude of price increases. The CPI, an
index made up of a basket of goods and services, is frequently used as a
measure of inflation. However, the CPI undervalues how most people
experience rising prices because food and beverage prices have consistently risen much faster than other groups in the basket of goods and
services measured by the index. 42 Because "the average Egyptian household spends around 40 percent of its income" on food and
beverages-" [T]he vital importance of this group of products for household expenditure exacerbates the feeling of households of a declining
standard of living. "43 The CPI increased by 34 percent from 2000 to
2005 and by another 24 percent from 2005 to 2007.
Egypt'S leading independent daily has also reported on skyrocketing prices during the past few years. According to Al-Masry Al- ¥oum,
prices for many basic food items increased by over 100 percent
between 2005 and 2008, reaching "unprecedented levels."44 For
example, milk prices increased by 100 percent while gibna beida
("white cheese," popular in Egypt) went up by 166 percent during the
same period. Chicken, the primary source of animal protein for most
Egyptians, rose by 146 percent (despite fears of avian flu in 2006)
while egg prices soared 160 percent. Fuul (beans), a staple for Egypt'S
poor, shot up by 125 percent while lentils increased by more than 85
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Consumer price
Index (2000=100)
Consumer price
Index (2000=100)
Consumer price
Index (2000=100)
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2007

158

the American Chamber of Commerce in Egypt, "they receive 92 per
cent less than their Israeli counterparts, 81 per cent less than in Turkey
and 65 per cent less than in Tunisia."52

2005

134

Workers' Protests in Mehala AI-Kubra

2000

100

Source: Consumer Price Index (from:
http://data.un.org/CountryProfile.aspx?crName=Egypt)

percent. Cooking oil also spiked by more than 112 percent. Similarly,
in the first five months of 2008 the price of rice doubled from two to
four pounds a kilogram. 45
The CPI continued its steep upward trajectory between 2007 and
November 2009, increasing another 44.3 percent. The jump in food and
beverage prices has been even steeper, rising a mind-boggling 66.7 percent during this same period, according to the Central Agency for Public
Mobilization and Statistics (CAPMAS).46 During the first eleven months
of 2009, fruit and vegetable prices shot up by 68.5 percent according to
the Egyptian Central Bank. 47
Rising prices have hit the great majority of Egyptians hard, including workers. Widespread poverty has made the situation worse.
According to a 2007 World Bank report, poverty affects 40 percent of
the population. 48 High inflation triggered by the 2003 currency devaluation disproportionately affected the poor, according to the report.
"Faster increases in food prices were disastrous for poor households
because food occupies a larger share in their budgets. "49 A 2007 IMF
report stated that "poverty has continued to rise despite higher spending on the social safety net. Almost 45 percent of the population subsists
on less than U.S. $2 per day in purchasing-power-parity (PPP) adjusted
terms compared to less than 10 percent of the population in Jordan."5o
If not technically "poor," the majority of Egyptian workers, like
those at MIDIA and Misr Textiles, are struggling simply to get by.
According to government statistics, 42 percent of workers in manufacturing were below the poverty line in 1996 while 70 percent of workers
in private manufacturing were below the poverty line in 1998. 51 Moreover, textile workers in Egypt are paid significantly less than textile
workers in other countries in the region. According to a 2005 report by

Workers have responded to price increases in a number of ways, including strikes, sit-ins, and demonstrations. However, the majority of labor
protests have been triggered by unpaid bonuses and salaries, layoffs,
and grievances with management, in the context of rising prices. Some
of the largest and most dramatic protests have occurred at the Misr
Spinning and Weaving Company in Mehala Al-Kubra. Mehala is a
gritty industrial town located 100 kilometers north of Cairo. It is considered the center of the country's textile industry. Misr Spinning and
Weaving is the largest textile factory in Egypt, employing more than
24,000 workers. Mehala's workers have been among the most militant
during the recent strike wave, initiating four major protests between
December 2006 and April 2008.
Misr Spinning and Weaving workers went on strike in December
2006 demanding q two-month salary bonus that was promised by the
prime minister. Nazif had earlier announced "an increase in the annual
bonus given to all public-sector manufacturing workers, from a constant 100 Egyptian pounds ($17) to a two-month salary bonus."53
When workers did not receive the bonus they went on strike and occupied the factory.54 Fifteen thousand workers staged massive
demonstrations against the company's CEO (Mahmoud El Gebaly) and
other officials for denying them the bonus. The workers also accused
the CEO of mismanagement, corruption, and "turning the company
into a personal fiefdom for him, his family, and his supporters."55
After initially refusing the workers' demands, the government proposed payment of a twenty-one-day bonus, which the workers rejected.
"As pressure increased to resolve the three-day strike the Ministry of
Investment announced that in addition to the 21-day bonus workers
would be paid LE89 each, as well as bonuses of a month and a half's
salary in January [2007]. The ministry also announced it was writing
off LE900 million of the company's debt to state banks. "56
In September 2007 Mehala's workers went on strike again, claiming that the government had not fulfilled its earlier promises. Many of
the same demands were raised including payment of overdue bonuses
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and salary increases. Workers also called for the CEO's removal and the
impeachment of local union officials. After six days, the striking workers scored a major victory. They received a bonus "equivalent to 90
days' pay, payable immediately," and other concessions, and the strike
days were considered a paid vacation. 57
Misr Spinning and Weaving workers have also demonstrated
against rising prices. On February 17,2008, ten thousand workers from
the company demonstrated against "price hikes, low wages, and the
government's lack of action to resolve the situation." 58 The protesting
workers raised loaves of bread during the demonstration and demanded
that the government make bread and essential commodities available in
the face of crippling price increases and recent bread shortages. 59 Workers blamed the government for failing to solve the crisis and accused the
prime minister of being responsible for the "wave of inflation after stopping wage increases." They called for "raising the minimum wage
commensurate with the terrible increase in prices. "60
But this would not be the last time Misr Spinning and Weaving
workers engaged in collective protest. The most dramatic events took
place in April 2008 when Mehala AI-Kubra witnessed two days of violent clashes between town residents and the Central Security Forces
(CSF). Protests began after government security forces prevented a
planned strike at the company. Workers were demanding higher wages
and better working conditions and had threatened to strike on April 6
if their demands were not met.
The planned strike gained national prominence when political
activists, civil society organizers, and some opposition groups called for
a nationwide strike in solidarity with Mehala's workers. Calls for the
strike. were widely circulated through e-mail, text messages, and a popular Facebook group, the April 6 Youth Movement. 61 The planned April
6 nationwide strike was envisioned as a protest against the government,
rising prices, runaway inflation, and deteriorating living conditions. Citizens were encouraged to stay home, refrain from commercial activities,
hang Egyptian flags from their windows, and participate in planned
peaceful protests. 62
Although the general strike ultimately failed, in part due to regime
repression, the call for a national· day of civil disobedience held the
potential to transform a limited industrial action in Mehala into a
nationwide protest against the Mubarak regime. The government
responded with overwhelming force. Thousands of security personnel

were mobilized across the country. CSF forces were deployed on the
"main streets and squares in the governorates, especially in Alexandria
and Gharbaya" and surrounded Tahrir square and the Lawyer's Syndicate in downtown Cairo. 63
Government security forces remained in control of the major cities
and prevented significant demonstrations from taking place. 64 According to various reports, dozens of people were arrested, including
political activists, workers, bloggers, and some of the general strike's
organizers. But the situation in Mehala AI-Kubra on April 6 and 7 was
significantly different.
Violent clashes erupted between town residents, and thousands of
security forces were deployed in the city. Riot police used water cannons, tear gas, rubber bullets, and live ammunition against protesters
hurling rocks and Molotov cocktails. Tires and vehicle were set ablaze,
two schools were burned, and several stores were destroyed, in addition
to other property damage. Running battles took place throughout
Mehala between residents and security forces in scenes that resembled
the Second Intifada more than a town in the Egyptian Delta.
One of the most memorable scenes was of a crowd gathered
around a large billboard of a smiling and much younger President
Mubarak. The crowd pushed and pulled a metal pole that supported
the billboard, attempting to tear it down. Amid cheers and shouts, a
young man climbed onto the shoulders of another protester and
defaced the president's image. The crowd began rocking the pole from
side to side, trying to dislodge it from the ground. It took the collective
effort of several dozen people, and several minutes, to eventually bring
the billboard down. As it fell to the ground people immediately rushed
to the sign, gleefully stamping their feet on the image of the president's
face. The scene resembled images of protesters tearing down Saddam
Hussein's statue in Baghdad's Martyrs' Square. But Mehala's protesters
did not need the help of American soldiers to bring down the image of
their ruler. 65
Lines of black-clad riot police wielding clubs and shields gathered
across the square, only meters away. As soon as the billboard fell, they
charged the protesters. Those captured were beaten and arrested. By
the end of the second day of protests at least two people were dead
including a fifteen-year-old boy who was shot by security forces while
standing in his balcony. Hundreds of others were injured in the running clashes.
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Workers' Protests at Misr Textiles

bonus. "71 The May 2008 strike at Misr Textiles was a rejection of the
promised fifteen-day bonus and a demand by Misr Textile workers to
receive bonuses equal to those granted to their Mehala colleagues.
According to various reports the strike extended for at least ten
days with workers occupying the factory.72 The company administration eventually cut water and electricity to the plant while security
forces surrounded the facility, preventing anyone from entering or leaving and preventing food from getting to the striking workers inside.
Hundreds of Misr Textiles workers subsequently demonstrated in front
of the governor's office in downtown Alexandria, in solidarity with
their comrades inside the factory.
There have also been more recent reports of a security crackdown
at Misr Textiles.?3 In July 2009 workers distributed a statement calling
for a hunger strike and sit-in to demand wage increases and other benefits. The statement called for increasing the meal allowance from LE30
to LE90 per month ($5.50 to $16.60), granting all workers a bonus that
only some employees were receiving, and other wage increases. Action
was taken against a number of workers. Two were suspended and their
cases transferred to court for possible dismissal from the company. Two
others received fines while two workers were transferred to other
departments. Two workers were forced to resign and summoned to the
State Security offices for questioning, a threat extended to a number of
their colleagues. 74

Workers at Misr Textiles have not been immune either from price
increases or from the waveof labor protest. On several occasions since
2005 they have engaged in sit-ins, strikes, and other protests. The issues
involved have been similar to those of labor protests elsewhere.
In early June 2005 Misr Textile workers staged a three-day sit-in to
demand higher wages. 66 Work did not stop during the protest and workers only agreed to leave the factory after management "pledged to
address their demands." When they returned to the factory the following day, however, the workers "found themselves locked out of the
plant" and were told to take four days of leave.
Four days later when they returned, company officials had issued a
statement seemingly unrelated to their demands: a pledge to purchase
better equipment and "improve productivity. "67 A worker and local
union representative, Rachad Sha'ban, interpreted the company statement this way: "They were attempting to turn the main issue, which is
about pay, into one of productivity and equipment. It was not what we
had agreed to five days earlier so we went on strike but this time ... we
halted production. "68
The strike's effect was immediate. The head of the Egyptian Trade
Union Federation (ETUF), AI-Sayyid Rashid, and a high-ranking Labor
Ministry official arrived at the company and negotiated a settlement the
following day. Workers were given some, although not all, of the pay
increases they demanded.
Despite realizing these gains, workers' salaries at Misr Textiles
remain dreadfully inadequate. At the time of the 2005 strike, Ahmed
Abdallah, a technician at the company, stated that he only earned
LE500 a month after eighteen years on the job. 69 "We cannot live on
our salaries," Abdallah said. "I work the morning shift from 8 A.M. to
2 P.M. after which I drive a bus till midnight. Most of us have two jobs
just to make ends meet."
There have been several other labor protests at Misr Textiles since
2005.7° In May 2008 Misr Textiles workers went on strike demanding
the same bonuses the prime minister had granted striking workers in
Mehala AI-Kubra one month earlier. In response to the planned Mehala
strike and two days of social unrest that followed, Prime Minister Nazif
promised to pay Mehala's workers "a special bonus equal to one
month's pay ... and to grant all Egyptian textile workers a fifteen-day

Conclusion
Although most labor protests have been triggered by unpaid bonuses,
low wages, layoffs, and other employment-related issues in the context
of rising prices, it would be inaccurate to interpret the recent wave of
labor mobilization as purely economic protest for several reasons.
First, the largest and most significant protests have occurred in public-sector companies and among state employees. Labor protests in
state-owned factories and by civil servants are political by definition and
are often struggles against the state. Public-sector workers are government
employees and their grievances have been directed against state-appointed
managers, state-controlled unions, and government policies.
Second, many workers have little doubt about who is responsible,
at least in part, for rising prices, bread shortages, privatization, and
shrinking government services. The majority of Egyptians closely asso-
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ciate these policies with the ruling National Democratic Party, the prime
minister, the investment minister, and even Gamal Mubarak/5 At times,
as in the case of the Mehala protests, demonstrations originally against
unpaid bonuses and low wages quickly became opportunities to express
anti-regime sentiments.
The state's response to workers' protests also indicates that labor
mobilization is taken seriously at the highest levels of government. After
the 2008 1tlehala intifada, the prime minister, along with the ministers
of investment, labor, health, and the ETUF president, quickly descended
on Mehala to meet with workers and "ask ... about their living conditions. "76 Of course, labor protests are also considered a security matter
and the regime regularly deploys the CSF, State Security, and the police
to monitor, repress, and at times negotiate with protesting workers.
The government has also been willing to occasionally make concessions to workers. For example, before the ministerial delegation
described above left Mehala, they promised Misr Spinning and Weaving
workers a one-month bonus, special bakeries, increased medical supplies,
and infrastructural improvements for the town. 77 This is in stark contrast
to how the regime usually responds to political demonstrations. Whereas
even small protests in downtown Cairo are often met with overwhelming repression, the government's response to labor mobilization has been
more measured. Rather than reflecting the non-political character of such
protests, however, the government's response reflects concern that labor
and economic dissent could potentially swell out of control.
The regime's concern is not unfounded. No one has forgotten the
January 1977 "food riots." The announcement of subsidy cuts on basic
commodities (including rice, sugar, petroleum, and cigarettes) led to two
days of spontaneous and massive protests from Alexandria to Aswan.
The government lost control and only regained power when Sadat
mobilized the armed forces. Tanks and military units rolled onto the
streets to contain the "popular explosion."78 By the time the government regained control "at least 79 persons had been killed by the
security forces and another 800 wounded. "79
From the regime's perspective, hundreds of thousands of protesting
workers are potentially more destabilizing than the existing opposition
parties or the Muslim Brotherhood. The prospect of independent unions
is also threatening for a regime accustomed to tightly controlling labor.
These are some of the reasons why the government has responded to
workers' protests with a mix of accommodation and repression rather
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than exclusively through force. Moreover, it is likely that some government officials believe they can simply "buy off" workers, unlike groups
that are opposed to the regime's very existence, such as the Muslim
Brotherhood or Kefaya.
Labor mobilization has also unfolded in the shadow of renewed
contentious politics. Egypt experienced a revival of political activism
and protest beginning in 2002. The second intifada, the 2003 U.S.-led
invasion and occupation of Iraq, U.S. pressure on the Mubarak regime,
a constitutional referendum, two elections in 2005 (one of which was
highly contested), and a looming domestic political transition produced
new protest movements, increasing numbers of demonstrations, and
heightened levels of political contestation.
So far, strikes, sit-ins, demonstrations, and other protests have not
been primarily focused on "politics" nor have they been connected to
political groups. Labor protests have been locally organized and executed and there has been limited contact or coordination between
workers across factories. There has also been virtually no involvement
by the established political parties or the Muslim Brotherhood, despite
the regime's allegations otherwise.
As Egypt approaches parliamentary elections in the second half of
2010 followed by scheduled presidential elections in 2011, maintaining
stability will become even more crucial for a regime facing an inevitable
leadership transition in the coming years. It is still to be determined
whether the majority of Egyptians will have any influence on that transition. What is certain, however, is that Egypt's workers are increasingly
making their voices heard as they struggle defiantly for a decent livelihood in the face of skyrocketing prices and unforgiving economic
policies, in the context of an authoritarian state.
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