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INTRODUCTION + OBJECTIVES

Over the summer 2012 I travelled to Cario, Egypt on a trip sponsored by the Aga Khan Program for Islam-
ic Architecture. While on this trip I conducted the bulk of my research related to my master’s thesis. With 
a follow up trip sponsored by MIT’s Department of Urban Studies and Planning in January 2013, the re-
search interviews conducted on these two trips formed the original research component of my thesis on 
Egypt’s labor movements and institution building and change.

The aim of both trips to Cairo was to conduct interviews with labor organizers from independent unions 
established within the last 2 years. I hoped to gain an understanding of the circumstances of this partic-
ular cross-section of Egyptian social movements leading up to, and participating in the January 25, 2011 
Revolution. I hoped to embed this within an understanding of the political economy of labor organization 
since Egypt’s independence from colonial control in 1952.

2YHU�WKH�VXPPHU�,�IRUPHG�VWURQJ�FRQWDFWV�LQ�WKH�ÀHOGV�RI�VRFLDO�DQG�HFRQRPLF�ULJKWV��MRXUQDOLVWV�FRYHULQJ�
labor issues, and labor organizers. NGOs like the Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights, and the Egyptian 
Center for Social and Economic Rights, provided the bulk of the background and helped me understand 
the links between ideology-based social organizations and labor unions. I also met with a few independent 
XQLRQ�PHPEHUV��DQG�RQH�PXQLFLSDO�OHYHO�RUJDQL]HU�IURP�$OH[DQGULD��0DQ\�RI�WKH�MRXUQDOLVWV�,�PHW�ZLWK�KDG�
IROORZHG�XQLRQ�LVVXHV�IRU�\HDUV�LI�QRW�GHFDGHV��DQG�FRXOG�SURYLGH�ERWK�FRQWDFWV��DQG�JHQHUDO�UHÁHFWLRQV�
RQ�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�SROLWLFDO�SDUWLHV��QDWLRQDO�JRYHUQPHQW��ÀUPV��DQG�XQLRQV��5HWXUQLQJ�RYHU�,$3�,�
VSHQW�WLPH�IROORZLQJ�XS�ZLWK�VRPH�RI�WKH�VDPH�MRXUQDOLVWV��EXW�UHDFKLQJ�RXW�WR�PRUH�LQGHSHQGHQW�XQLRQV�
through a contact at ECESR, which has collected a database of the more than 1000 independent unions 
that have formed since 2009 in response to the state-based unions of the past. 

To speak more generally about social organization, in my last two trips I have observed the articulation of 
shared demands by several cross-sections of Egyptian society, namely demands related to housing and the 
price of necessary commodities like bread and fuel. I hoped my interviews would prove this observation to 
be robust.

BACKGROUND

My thesis is premised an economic argument that beginning in the 1970s, development was oriented in 
D�GLUHFWLRQ�WKDW�HQWDLOHG�VLJQLÀFDQW�SUHVVXUH�RQ�ODERU��SDUWLFXODUO\�ORZ�ZDJH�ZRUNHUV��$W�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��
VKLIWV�LQ�SURGXFWLRQ��LQ�DFFRUG�ZLWK�SUHIHUHQFHV�VHW�E\�QDWLRQDO�SROLF\��WULJJHUHG�VLJQLÀFDQW�LQFUHDVHV�LQ�WKH�
prices of common and necessary commodities such as wheat and fuel. Expectations of government pro-
vided subsidies were set in place in the 1950s, yet by the late 1970s, the Egyptian balance of payments 
and conditions related to prior loans prevented the national goverment from caring for its citizens in ways 
WKH�SULRU�UHJLPH�KDG��7KLV�OHIW�WKH�VWDWH�IDFHG�ZLWK�VLJQLÀFDQW�SUHVVXUH�IURP�FUHGLWRU�LQVWLWXWLRQV��WKH�:RUOG�
%DQN�DQG�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�0RQHWDU\�)XQG��WR�HQJDJH�LQ�VLJQLÀFDQW�VWUXFWXUDO�DGMXVWPHQW��DQG�SUHVVXUH�IURP�
civil society to retain precious subsidies. The 1970s onward witnessed a growth in labor action in the form 
of wildcat strikes taking place without the formal authorization of the state backed unions. In the mid 
1960s Gamal Abdel Nasser established the Egyptian Trade Union Federation with the aim of giving workers 
representation, but intentionally couching this representation comfortably within the control of the central 
government. Though labor actions were more frequent there was little to no structure for organization, and 
VLJQLÀFDQW�RSSRVLWLRQ�IURP�WKH�VWDWH�XQLRQV�



METHODOLOGY

When I left for Cairo in June I had only two social contacts from my hometown and college, and introduc-
tions via e-mail. I had worked diligently on a literature review, but was unsure what to expect. The runoff 
phase of presidential elections was set to take place two weeks after I arrived and already there was spec-
XODWLRQ�RYHU�WKH�OHJLWLPDF\�RI�VHYHUDO�HOLPLQDWHG�FDQGLGDWHV��,�H[SHFWHG�VLJQLÀFDQW�WLPH�ZRXOG�QHHG�WR�EH�
allocated to orienting myself, as well as establishing a strong network of interviewees. Fortunately I found 
everyone I spoke to incredibly friendly, helpful and willing to talk as well as share contact information for 
IXUWKHU�LQWHUYLHZ�VXEMHFWV�

I began my research by interviewing NGO employees I had been introduced through over email through my 
advisor. Starting with 3 contacts within NGOs and the American University of Cairo, I ultimately met with 15 
1*2�ZRUNHUV��MRXUQDOLVWV��ODERU�RUJDQL]HUV��DQG�XUEDQ�GHVLJQ�SURIHVVLRQDOV��DQG�FRUUHVSRQGHG�ZLWK�PDQ\�
more through e-mail. What is more, these contacts served as the foundation for subsequent interviews 
with independent union leaders in January 2013. 

:KLOH�,�H[SHFWHG�WKLV�UHVHDUFK�WR�SURYH�FKDOOHQJLQJ�²�,�KDG�KHDUG�UXPRUV�RI�DUUHVWV�RI�IRUHLJQ�MRXUQDOLVWV�UH-
searching labor activities – I did not anticipate the challenge of navigating interviews and meetings through 
massive protests every Friday and the swelter of tension leading up to, and the eventual chaotic celebra-
WLRQV�IRU�WKH�DQQRXQFHPHQW�RI�0RKDPPHG�0RUVL�DV�WKH�ÀUVW�GHPRFUDWLFDOO\�HOHFWHG�SUHVLGHQW��3URWHVWV�
after the late June announcement called on Morsi to make immediate reform, particularly related to work 
conditions; and towards the end of the summer, demonstrations related to power and water outages were 
mounting.

ANALYSIS: A BROAD OUTLINE

Drawing on the information learned in the course of these interviews, my thesis argues social movements, 
beyond labor alone, are acting together to ameliorate their immediate material demands. I focus on the 
LQGHSHQGHQW�XQLRQV��XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKDW�WKH\�FRQVWLWXWH�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�VWUDWHJLF�LQQRYDWLRQ�RI�WKH�5HYROX-
tionary period, and are engaging in a process of learning through political action. In addition to learning 
from the experience of other unions, many are exercising democratic principles and an interest in providing 
meaningful representation of fellow workers.

While the current climate is built on political economy that squeezed workers in the name of competitive 
advantage, there are clear relationships between worker demands and demands for housing and food. The 
vast literature on Egypt’s modernization focuses largely on macro-economic policy and urban development. 
Against this macro-development, I intend to map out the work independent unions are doing, and argue 
they occypy a niche, claiming general demands for political change and material welfare in the interest of 
TXDOLW\�RI�OLIH��ERWK�IURP�WKH�FHQWUDO�JRYHUQPHQW��EXW�DOVR�IURP�ÀUP�PDQDJHPHQW�

One of the most frequent complaints lodged against the independent labor movement is myopia that 
keeps these workers from situating their demands in concrete political terms. The argument goes that 
labor interests are pernicious and self-serving at worst, and politically self-defeating at best. In response 
WR�WKHVH�FODLPV��KRZHYHU��PDQ\�MRXUQDOLVWV�DQG�ZRUNHUV�WKHPVHOYHV�DUJXH�WKHLU�GHPDQGV�DUH�SROLWLFDO��7KLV�
argument is closely corroborated by the wave of protests I witnessed over the summer related to shortages 
of electricity and water. Both services are paid for by the wealthy and poor alike, and both services wit-
QHVVHG�VLJQLÀFDQW�VKRUWDJHV�GXULQJ�WKH�VXPPHU�RI�������6KRUWDJHV�OLNH�WKHVH�SURPSWHG�SURWHVWV�E\�ERWK�



the middle-class and poor Egyptians alike, with chants echoing those cited from the 18 days of demonstra-
tions in January 2011: “Bread, Freedom, and Social Justice!” The argument is that providing adequate and 
affordable material needs and and should be a political priority, as it was in the days of Nasser. The alter-
QDWH�SHUFHSWLRQ�WKDW�XQLRQV�DUH�VHOÀVK�DQG�KRSLQJ�WR�ZLQ�KLJKHU�ZDJHV�DUH�FRXQWHUHG�E\�MRXUQDOLVWV�ZLWK�
intimate knowledge of worker demonstrations. Many of the demands made in recent strikes as of Winter 
������EXW�JHQHUDOO\�ZLWKLQ�WKH�ODVW�WZR�\HDUV��DUH�IRU�IDLU�ÀUP�JRYHUQDQFH��:RUNHUV�GR�QRW�VWULNH�IRU�KLJKHU�
ZDJHV�DORQH��EXW�WR�UHPRYH�FRUUXSW�PDQDJHPHQW��DQG�HOLPLQDWH�ZDVWH�ZLWKLQ�ÀUPV��PDQ\�RI�WKHVH�ÀUPV�
are publicly operated, so in effect these unions are demonstrating to eliminate some small measure of 
corruption in public administration.

Fiinally, legislation heretofore has been anti-union. It is still not legal to establish unions in competition with 
WKH�(78)�VWDWH�VDQFWLRQHG�XQLRQV��VR�PHPEHUV�RI�WKHVH�LQGHSHQGHQW�XQLRQV�MRLQ�DQG�GHPRQVWUDWLRQ�DW�
great personal risk, though the government has yet to take harsh action against them. There have, how-
HYHU��EHHQ�SURSDJDQGD�FDPSDLJQV�ODXQFKHG�SDLQWLQJ�WKHVH�ZRUNHUV·�PRYHPHQWV�DV�VHOÀVK�DQG�ULVNLQJ�
the gains of the Revolution for the sake of higher wages in state owned newspapers. Simiarly, appeals 
have been made encouraging workers to accept their duty as citizens and push forward the wheel of work 
for the sake of the Egyptian macro-economy. This appeal to workers mirrors the rhetoric of working-class 
JORULÀFDWLRQ�RI�1DVVHU·V�JRYHUQPHQW��EXW�WKH�UKHWRULF�RI�VDFULÀFHV�KDV�WKXV�IDU�EHHQ�PHW�ZLWK�UHVLVWDQFH��
and the suggestion by workers that the goals of the Revolution must be realized in order for the economy to 
grow in a way that is fair and provides for workers’ material needs.

While documenting the grievances of the workers represented by independent unions and their reasons 
for striking, I gained a very real appreciation for the links to other movements within Egyptian society. It is 
my sincere hope that as the demonstrations of the workers in independent unions continue to gain public 
DWWHQWLRQ�LQ�WKH�IDFH�RI�VLJQLÀFDQW�JRYHUQDQFH�VKRUW�IDOOLQJV�DW�WKH�QDWLRQDO��PXQLFLSDO�DQG�ÀUP�OHYHO��RWKHU�
cross sections of society will begin to identify common points of contention and collaborate to exert po-
litical pressure on a broken system. While many of these movements lack credible political allies, it is my 
hope that rather than episodic revolution, democratic elections will moderate the levels of corruption and 
agnosticism towards the poor and working classes.

While the unions I spoke to are not representative of the whole of the labor force, they provide interesting 
cases for consideration. It is important to remember that of the over 1000 unions active today, I was able 
to meet with 10. While my contact at ECSER suggested these are the most active and successful unions, 
the lessons to be gleaned are important, but limited in terms of generalizability.

PUBLIC TRANSIT WORKERS: AN EXAMPLE

Before leaving at the end of the summer I met with three representatives from the Cairo public transit 
workers’ union, which does not include the Cairo metro. These workers are bus drivers and ticket-takers; 
they are management; and they perform service and maintenance work. This union covered the entire 
Greater Cairo metro area, so included administrative units in Cairo, Giza and Qalubiyah. There are approx-
imately 40 thousand public transit workers, with approximately 18 thousand members in the independent 
union and 11 thousand in the state union. Unlike many other industries, formal membership in the state 
union is not compulsory for independent union members. In most industries dues are automatically de-
ducted from every employee’s earning stubs, however transit workers can elect to have their dues applied 
toward the independent union instead. The public transit workers formed their independent union on the 
��WK�RI�0DUFK��������ÀOLQJ�WKH�QHFHVVDU\�SDSHUZRUN�ZLWK�WKH�0LQLVWU\�RI�0DQSRZHU��PDNLQJ�WKH�UHTXLUHG�
bank deposit, and holding a press conference to announce their formation.



$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKHVH�UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV�WKLV�XQLRQ�KDV�JRQH�RQ�WZR�SURPLQHQW�VWULNHV��WKH�ÀUVW�WLPHG�WR�FRLQFLGH�
with the start of the school semester in mid-September. This strike lasted until early October, and advocat-
ed for related to irregular wages. The second strike lasted 10 days in March 2012 at a time of rising prices 
and shortages of diesel, the strategy being that there were no good alternatives to public transportation 
RZLQJ�WR�KLJK�IXHO�SULFHV��%RWK�RI�WKHVH�VWULNHV�ZHUH�UHVROYHG�VXFFHVVIXOO\��ZLWK�WKH�XQLRQ�ZLQQLQJ�VLJQLÀ-
cant bonuses for workers over what they were being compensated previously.

7KH�UHOHYDQW�JDLQV�DUH�ÀUVW�LQ�WHUPV�RI�ZLWQHVVLQJ�D�JRYHUQPHQW�VWUXFWXUH�UHVSRQG�WR�ZRUNHU�GHPDQGV��DQG�
second in demonstrating the potential of collective organization, particularly in the face of past unions that 
were completely counterproductive in terms of workers’ actual demands. The success of the two cam-
SDLJQV�UHVXOWHG�LQ�ODUJH�QXPEHUV�RI�WUDQVLW�ZRUNHUV�MRLQLQJ�WKH�QHZ�XQLRQ�2Q�WRS�RI�WKLV�SRWHQWLDO��,�ZDV�
told this union leadership is elected democratically. I was shown the tally of votes from 27 different union 
branches.

This union is organized into a management board including a funding committee and general body. Elec-
WLRQV�GHVLJQDWHG�WKH�OHDGHUVKLS�VWUXFWXUH��DQG�WKH�LQGLYLGXDOV�,�PHW�ZLWK�ZHUH�WKH�RIÀFLDO�VSRNHVSHUVRQ��
WKH�VHFUHWDU\��DQG�D�UDQN�DQG�ÀOH�PHPEHU��$W�WKH�WLPH�RI�RXU�PHHWLQJ�LQ�-XQH�������QHJRWLDWLRQV�RYHU�OHDG-
ership were ongoing. Though the union was committed to free and open elections, the structure of lead-
ership positions proved to a point of contestation, particularly given the holdover power dynamics with the 
state union. Unfortunately, this dynamic is particularly violent, with the three men I spoke with all showing 
severe scars from the strikes held in either the fall of 2011 or spring 2012 as a result of violent suppres-
sion attempts by the state union. In fact, I was told the head of the state union for transport workers was 
the deputy of ETUF, and at a public meeting with President Morsi made a public speech attacking indepen-
dent unions as barriers to economic growth.

The interviewee I spoke with also discussed goals of central government reform. He said, though the inde-
SHQGHQW�XQLRQ�LV�WDNHQ�YHU\�VHULRXVO\�E\�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW��WKHUH�DUH�VWLOO�VLJQLÀFDQW�KXUGOHV�LQ�WKH�IRUP�RI�
corruption, in particular the head of the Ministry of Transport. The spokesperson was remarking on an up-
FRPLQJ�PHHWLQJ�ZLWK�QHZO\�HOHFWHG�3UHVLGHQW�0RUVL��WKRXJK�GLG�QRW�PHQWLRQ�H[SOLFLWO\�ZKDW�WKH�REMHFWLYHV�
for that meeting would be. I was also told of the recurrent conversation surrounding possible privatization 
of the public transportation apparatus. This has not happened yet, though these workers are aware that 
WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�LV�IDU�IURP�UHPRWH��WKH�GLIÀFXOWLHV�RI�QDYLJDWLQJ�ZKLFK�JRYHUQPHQWDO�GHSDUWPHQW�KRXVHV�WKLV�
industry.

Overall these union organizers were incredibly knowledgeable in terms of navigating government minis-
tries. They also provided a high level of detail in terms of how pay was determined as a function of base 
VDODU\�DQG�ÀQHV�DQG�ERQXVHV�DOORFDWHG�IRU�D�UDQJH�RI�JRRG�RU�EDG�EHKDYLRUV��WKRXJK�XOWLPDWHO\�WKH\�HP-
phasized that their wages were not nearly enough to comfortably cover their basic living expenses, partic-
ularly for a family with multiple children. While the underlying tone of our conversation focused on wages, 
it was clear the union leadership possessed a thorough understanding of how to navigate governmental 
institutions, and held a clear interest in advocating for fair and legitimate exercise of authority. It is no 
H[DJJHUDWLRQ�WR�VD\�RQH�RI�WKH�SULPDU\�JRDOV�RI�WKLV�XQLRQ�LV�D�OHVV�FRUUXSW��DQG�PRUH�HIÀFLHQW�JRYHUQDQFH�
apparatus.



CONCLUSION

The work independent unions are doing to articulate their demands collectively and exercise democratic 
RUJDQL]DWLRQ�LV�VLJQLÀFDQW�LQ�WKH�SRVW������5HYROXWLRQ�SHULRG��0DQ\�RI�WKHVH�XQLRQV��WKRXJK�QRW�DOO��DUH�
providing robust representation of constituent worker demands and a rich process of learning is taking 
place. Unions share strategy with one another, and have learned best governance practices from the 
experience of others. Additionally, some unions have provided trainings and workshops, diffuse leadership 
structures, and in some cases regular newsletters updating members on campaign progress. Given the 
OLPLWHG�UHVRXUFHV�WKHVH�XQLRQV�DUH�WDNLQJ�VLJQLÀFDQW�VWHSV�WRZDUGV�EURDGHU�JRDOV�OLNH�ZRUNHU�HGXFDWLRQ��
Gradually, the view of union capacity is growing beyond demonstrations. I believe ultimately it is through 
the merger of demands for attention to material concerns as well as the function of government, that 
labor unions and broader segments of Egypt’s social movement apparatus may push in the post-revolution 
phase for fair institutions to take form. The current period of stalled elections and sweeping decrees gives 
cause for cynicism, but the agency exercised by this segment of the labor force is hard to retract, and I 
believe independent unions will continue to demonstrate for their demands.

I would like to register my sincere thanks to the Aga Khan Program for Islamic Architecture, without whom 
this research and my Masters thesis would not be possible.


