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Maintaining the Moral Economy:
Egyptian State-Labor Relations in an
Era of Economic Liberalization

Nicola Pratt

his article aims to explain the changing nature of state-labor relations in

Epypt since 1991, when Egypt signed a structural adjustment agreement

with the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. Most observers
agree that Egypt's official shift from a public sector-led economy to a more mixed
economy has had important consequences Tor the living standards of Egypt's
17,358,000 workers, particularly the 757,015 public sector workers (approximately
4.3 percent of the work force).? While neoliberal economists and some government
officials argue that Egyptian workers in the private sector are enjoying higher
salaries, some reports paint a picture of increasing poverty and insecurity among
both private and public sector blue collar workers.? The withdrawal of the state from
the economy is leaving labor without any guarantees of its social and economic
rights under Egyptian law.

Economic liberalization threatens an important pillar of Egypt’s postcolonial
regime.* The public sector-dominated economy provided the regime with important
resources, which it partly distributed to the working class as socioeconomic benefits. In
return, workers were expected to fulfill their patriotic role of building Egypt’s economy
and to eschew any actions that could jeopardize their productive contribution. This
reciprocal relationship has been termed the "moral economy.™

Since 1991, workers have been protesting against the withdrawal of the
socioeconomic benefits they enjoyed before the onset of privatization. This is in spite
of maintained, or even increasing, levels of state coercion, Nevertheless, workers'
protests are failing to achieve their demands for a reinstatement of the benefits of the
previous era. With the apparent end to the public sector social safety net and the state’s
commitment to social equality, together with continuing suppression of independent
labor activism, where to now for Egypt's workers?

Part one of this article proposes a framework for explaining state-labor relations
in the posteolonial period. This framework draws on the Gramscian concept of
hegemony as a means of explaining how modes of power and resistance in relation to
the state and labor have been shaped in the postcolonial period. Parts two and
three apply this conceptual framework to some empirical data gathered during
ficldwork visits to Egypt from 1997 onward. The data demonstrates how government
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and workers® actions, such as, respectively, the creation of employee stockholder
associations and strikes against privatization, do not represent a break from
postcolonial state-labor relations. Instead, these actions attempt to maintain the
pattern of relations existing before 1991, However, within the context of an economic
liberalization process, this logic of action has extremely negative repercussions,
particularly for workers. Finally, the conclusion attempts to identify ways in
which Egyptian workers can find a way out of their current predicament and
empower themselves to protect their interests within the context of a liberalized
economy,

1952 Onward: Regime Hegemony and the Creation of the Moral Economy

The moral economy provides the framing discourse for workers® struggles
apainst economic liberalization today and has been reproduced since 1952 through
the hegemonic project of the regime in the course of state building and regime
consolidation.® According to Gramsci, hegemony represents the moral and material
leadership of the ruling class and is transmitted via the institutions of civil society,
such as the education system, religious institutions, and, of course, trade unions.’

Here, I break hegemony down into the material, institutional, and ideological or

discursive mechanisms of domination. All three "elements" of a hegemonic project
are mutually constituting. Nevertheless, hegemony does not simply collapse when
one of the elements is taken away or weakened. Rather, the other elements may be
reinforced in order to compensate for change. In order for hegemony to succeed, both
the rulers and the ruled must perceive tangible gains from the system and both parties
participate in the continued reproduction of hegemony.

In the context of Egyptian state-labor relations, the moral economy represents

the discursive element in the hegemonic project. It consists of a set of beliefs in

the reciprocity of rights and duties between state and labor. Workers guarantee their
uninterrupted labor power for the sake of national economic development. Official
discourse has attributed a special role to workers and trade unions in contributing
to, and increasing, naticnal production. Work stoppages were criminalized, since
they have the potential to threaten national production—one of the main pillars of
state-building in the postcolonial era. Consequently, workers’ right to strike has been
discredited as unpatriotic.* Meanwhile, the regime’s strongly anti-imperialist stance,
enthusiastically supported by the Marxist intelligentsia, made it even more difficult
for the concept of class conflict to exist, since workers were supposed to stand against
the imperialists, and not against compatriot capital.” In return, the regime granted
workers socioeconomic rights, such as guaranteed employment, guaranteed wage
levels, and free health care. It is important to note that these benefits are framed
legally and in official discourse as "rights" and not as benefits. For workers, these
benefits represent moral entitlements, whose violation is met with anger rather
than rational calculation."

According to the terms of reciprocity between state and labor, public display
of workers' anger at the loss of their rights, through demonstrations, sit-ins, or
other protests, is criminalized by the regime. They have been forced to channel
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their demands throngh the corporatist General Federation of Egyplian Trade Unions
(GFETU). A 1959 law created this hierarchical pyramid structure of the trade union
federation with plant unions at the base, grouped together according to field of activity
in national unions. The national unions formed the middle layer of the pyramid, and
at the top, supervising them all, was the GFETU." The GFETU was placed under
government supervision [rom the outset. The executive imposed its control over
the federation and limited the potential political role of the trade unions in three
ways: 1) by co-opting and regulating the federation’s leadership; 2) by preventing
independent political action by workers; and, 3) by meeting worler demands for
improved working conditions and granting extensive socioeconomic benefits to
workers as legal entitlements.

The regime’s first step in guaranteeing a "cooperative” union leadership
was government appointment of the entire executive board of the newly created
organization,' In 1959, the post of minister of labor was created and given powers
to dissolve any union opposing the constitution.’® From 1962, the regime was able to
control the selection of candidates for trade union positions by making membership
of the Arab Socialist Union a prerequisite for candidacy. When the Arab Socialist
*Union was abolished in 1977, the institution of the Socialist Public Prosecutor was
introduced to control the candidate selection process.™

With the government undertaking the unions' traditional role of protecting
workers® rights, the unions were reduced to performing technical functions such as
raising productivity and efficiency and mobilizing support for government policies.™
The hierarchical structure of the federation was an obstacle to plant-level unions
reacting to measures against their members’ interests, In other words, workers were
deprived of independent institutions to guarantee their rights.

Consequently, workers have become dependent on state largesse to guarantee
their rights. For the preater part of the postcolonial era, this largesse has been
distributed through Egypt’s huge public sector, The government has granted workers
in public sector industries many of the pre-1952 demands of the workers’ movement
for improved working conditions. In 1964, the work week was reduced to forty-two
hours, the minimum wage was doubled, and a social insurance scheme was
introduced. Worker representation was infroduced on the boards of management
of all public seclor firms, while all state employees were entitled to a share
in company profits, '®

The early years of the imporl substitution industrialization (151) strategy were
economically successful and worlcers benefited greatly from increased state resources.
One million new jobs were generated. Growth rates of 6 percent per annum were
recorded, enabling the state to extend universal public services such as health care and
education, 1o subsidize food, transportation, and utilities, and to provide inexpensive
state sector housing.'” These social policies helped to build popular support for Nasic’s
regime. Simultaneously, this relationship of material dependency between workers
and the state also consolidated the regime’s control.

To summarize, the moral economy represents one of the elements of regime
hegemony in the posteolonial period. The ideology of reciprocity between state and
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workers is reinforced through the institutional arrangements of corporatism and
the material benefits of the public sector. While workers have benefited from this
relationship, a prerequisite for the acceptance of a regime’s hegemonic project,
it is not an equal one. The regime always dominates because it can resort to the
state’s impressive coercive apparatuses. The government uses the state’s legitimate
monopoly of violence to suppress workers’ protests. Since 1952, when it brutally
crushed a strike by workers in the Kafr al-Dawwar textile factory, the government has
attempted to prevent all independent worker action.' In addition to the coercion of
the security apparatus, workers are always subject to the coercion of the marketplace,
which forces them to sell their labor power in order to survive.

However, it cannot be claimed that the regime’s postcolonial hegemonic project
has been a state-led affair. It has been the outcome of struggles and bargaining
between workers and the state. The establishment of the GFETU in January
1957 was the result of pressures from the labor movement coupled with regime
recognition of the need to co-opt labor leaders as the state increasingly took
control of the economy.

Despite the institutional and ideological barriers to class-based action, workers
often interpreted nationalist discourse in a radical manner that supported workers'
rights."” Indeed, the ban on strikes did not stop workers from staging other symbolic
protests, such as factory sit-ins and the boycotting of paychecks. Attempts by the
government to eliminate workers’ socioeconomic rights under deteriorating economic
conditions (such as in 1966, 1968, 1977, and 1986) resulted in angry protests by
workers.® This reaction led the government to be cautious in remaoving previous
entitlements. However, all these protests were conducted outside of the official trade
union organization.2' As Marsha Pripstein Posusney demonstrates, these protests were
restorative in response to pay cuts and rising cosis of living, expressing workers'
anger at the breakdown in the moral economy.™ ; '

This section has attempted to demonstrate the ways in which the moral economy
has been produced and reproduced in the postcolonial period, through its relationship
to institutions and material conditions. This short exposé cannot begin to do justice to
the various series of conflicts and bargaining that has occurred between workers, trade
union officials, and govemment throughout the postcolonial period. Nevertheless,
despite these events, it is possible to identify quite specific and stable ideological,
institutional, and material elements constituting the postcolonial hegemonic project
of the regime. For the most part, workers have willingly participated in this project,
perceiving it to be in their own interests, despite the fact that they have been prevented
from undertaking independent action to guarantes their rights.

In the post-1991 era, economic liberalization, in theory, has been dismantling
the public sector. Without this important source of state largesse, the government has
been unable to guarantes workers' socioeconomic rights. Given that the relationship

of material dependence between the state and labor was an important element in

guaranteeing workers® rights in addition to enabling regime control over workers,
what is the effect of economic liberalization on state-labor relations since 19917 The

next section will attempt to answer this question.
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After 1991: Economic Liberalization and State-Labor Relations

IMany authors trace the beginnings of economic liberalization to the Open Door
Pﬂllf.’!}l', or al-infitah.™ This change in economic policy signaled the bankruptey of
Nasir's [SIstrategy. Nevertheless, evenunder al-infitah, Egypt's public sector continued
to grow, boosted by foreign investments, strategic rents, and the o1l boom.

The 1991 Gulf War marked the turning point for Egypt's economic liberalization
process as a result of two factors. First, the war exacerbated Egypt's already mounting
ﬁnancn?.] and economic problems. Second, the outcome of the Gulf War reaffirmed
the Umt_ed States’ geopolitical hegemony over the Middle East region and Egypt's
economic dependency upon the United States and its allies. In return for Egypt's
patl‘tll:!patmﬂ in the Allied Coalition, Western donors granted Egypt a $20 billion debt
relief package on condition of Egypt’s commitment to a radical economic reform
pmce:ss: 2.4 InMay 1991, the government signed a new structural adjustment package with
the IMF in return for continued debt relief by the Paris Club. The package committed
the government to a variety of macroeconomic stabilization and liberalization
measures, parlicularly the divestiture of state-owned enterprises.”

Tl‘he IMF economic reform package has led to the undoing of many of the
pnpu[ls:t measures undertaken in the postcolonial era. New laws have been passed
that shift relations in favor of the private sector and private property at the a:{peﬁse
of non-property owners and those on fixed incomes. The pieces of legislation that
have g_ammi the most attention include Law 96/1992 permitting the liberalization
n!’ agricultural rents from their administratively set levels, which has led l:IJ the
dispossession of substantial numbers of tenant farmers, and Law 4/1996 abolishing
rent controls and the rights of tenants not to be evicted from rented apartments
for all new tenaney contracts, -

In addition, public expenditure has been reduced, resulting in a cut in the deficit
from over 20 percent of GDP before the Gulf War to 4.7 percent in 1992/93. By
E993f‘.?4, the overall budgetary deficit was only 2 percent of GDP.? This massive cut
has primarily been achieved through a reduction of subsidies on goods and services
including health and education, and the introduction of a regressive sales tax e
B&tj;.rm:n 1986 and 1996 prices rose fivefold. ™ As a result, the average real wage !'é]l
during this period by 10 percent.

The most important element of the government’s economic liberalization
program, and the one that has received the most attention, is privatization. Despite
the hcellted debates about privatization in the parliament and the press, the rate of
state d:\festiture has been very slow. Between 1991 and January 1996, only three
companies were completely sold to the private sector (to anchor investors) and
sixteen were partially divested (proportions ranging between 5 percent and 10
percent) through the stock market.*

After 1996, the rate of divestiture quickened slightly, due to pressure by the IMF.
The government announced in February 1996 a list of more than a hundred companies
that would sell their shares that year, including companies considered "strategic,”
such as shipping agencies and the Egypt Aluminum Company. By January ]99':"
however, only twenty-gight had sold majority stakes to the private sector and nn!;.:
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al-Ahram Beverages had been sold completely. Of those that hﬂ_d sold majur_ily stakes,
ten of them—all loss-making irrigation and land reclamation companies—were
sold to employee stockholder associations and fifteen were sold through lht_ stqck
market, Conspicuously absent from the list of sales for 1996 were the shipping
agencies and aluminum company.”! o -

In 1997, only another twenty-two companies sold majority sta%ces—pru.nﬂrlﬂy
through the stock market and employee stockholder associations (still no shipping
agencies or aluminum companies).”” The government’s preferred methods of
privatization—either through the stock market or to employee stockholder
associations—ensures the diffusion of economic power over a large number of
shareholders. Moreover, the sale of companies to employees is a useful way for the
government to dispose of companies that are unattractive to the private sector.

Until 1997, even this low level of privatization was dependent on the support
of international donors. The Social Fund for Development, established in 1995 to
mitigate the "social costs” of privatization in Egypt, received $672.5 million from
nternational donors in 1995 alone.™ Of this sum, over $117 million was earmarked for
early retirement payments to 50,000 workers in thirty companies.*

Throughout 1998, only another twenty companies divested stakes, However,
IMF pressure for fast privatization eased slightly, due to the concerns raised hy the
Southeast Asian "meltdown." In its May 1998 report, the IMF ranked Egypt among
the top four countries in privatization efforts.” A World Bank official, speaking at
a conference in Cairo in November 1998, praised Egypt’s privatization program for
not having created social and economic turbulence.™ o

By mid-1999, the privatization program had come to a virtual standstill, primarily
due to the lack of funds available for financing the early retirement program and
paying off the debts of the remaining unprivatized companies. An in:m—lgmremmu.?n[
debate took place between the Finance Ministry and the Ministry of Public Enterprise
aver the allocation of funds to these two privatization obstacles. In the end, LELS
billion of privatization proceeds were earmarked Lo underwrite the early ratirf::rlmnt
program in forty-one companies. However, according Lo a report by Fha Iviinister
of Public Enterprise, LE6 billion (representing 2.5 percent ol GDP) is n(':ﬁ:dbd to
persuade approximately 350,000 public sector waorkers to accept earl:,_r retirement.
The report goes on to conclude, “[tJhis means that the government's mtm&mmrli,
in financial terms, is inevitable if the remaining public companies are to find their
way onto the privatization hist™’ : _

One year later, in mid-2000, following the introduction of a new l?h-crai cabinet
and the appointment of the former minister of public enterprise, ‘Atlf “Ubayd, as
prime minister, the privatization program had still not managed to pick up pace.

Only ten companies, out of a declared forty-eight, were privatized in the first =
half of 2000. Most of the companies sold were relatively small enterprises with 8

a limited labor force and capital **

The large sums of government investment needed to reduce state invuivatr_lmt
in the economy is the paradoxical legacy of the postcolonial hegemonic project. =8
The public sector was inextricably tied to the guarantee of workers’ rights, which
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were part of the reciprocal relationship between state and labor. The reduction of the
public sector makes it difficult for the state to keep its side of the bargain of the moral
economy. Withdrawing workers’ rights provokes protests that could frighten away
private investment. Therefore, the government must try to control workers” protests
while conducting the privatization program. Consequently, the government has
been unable to sell public sector companies at a rapid pace for fear of provoking
widespread worker unrest.

The government is holding back on privatization until it can reduce the public
sector work force to levels acceptable to private investors, who will, according to a
proposed new labor law, then take responsibility for negotiating with workers over
pay and conditions.” The government’s delay over the reading in parliament of the
new labor bill is, no doubt, due to the government’s fear of workers” opposition to the
end of state guarantees of job security, promotions, and bonuses. As long as the state
remains the employer of a substantial number of the non-agricultural work force,
workers will see the state as the guarantor of their economic interests. A large number
of public sector companies have massive debts and are unable to make a profit. Under

these conditions, the introduction of a new law that would allow company managers

to set wage levels would certainly mean a decrease in wages and bonuses for the
remaining public sector workers. Mo doubt, the government would rather that
private investors bear the brunt of worker unrest due to salary cuts. However, it
hopes that such a scenario is unlikely and that workers' conditions will improve
after privatization."

The government 15 trying to mitigate the legacy of the moral economy for private
sector business by reducing the influence of the GFETU over policy-making with
regard to the privatization program and related economic policy. Although the GFETU
is legally entitled to be part of consultations on policy affecting workers, since 1991
the government has attempted to sideline the GFETU in policy negotiations and o
reduce its influence by including private sector businesspeople in consultations on
economic policy-making. In response, GFETU officials have complained that the
government is not giving them “sufficient scope to play their role of diffusing worler
discontent [in relation to privatization] "

Yel, the government does envisage that the GFETU will play an important role
in "diffusing worker discontent." That role will be played through the GFETU's
repressive rather than expressive functions. The 1995 amendment of the trade union
law demonstrates the role intended by the government for the GFETU. The law
extends the term of office for trade union officials from four to five years, and
permits trade union officials to keep their positions on union boards after the official
retirement age and even if they are appointed to a managerial position within their
work place. The federation leadership is granted new powers to expel individuals
from the federation. In addition, prospective candidates for the federation board must
have served at least one term in the office of a plant-level union before running, and
candidates for the plant-level union must have held union membership for at least one
year.” The objective of this law is 1o keep the GFETU old guard in control as long
as possible, and to prevent younger, more radical labor activists from capitalizing
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on workers” opposition to privatization by increasing their power within 1lk1e utipir:
echelons of the trade union federation. Following the 1995 trade union e1zctmrsh B :
was no turnover in the memibership of the GFETU ho::rd and only a 40 percent chang
; Rl
ir. the members of the boards of the national unions. ]
] It is expected that the new labor law will increase GFETU c_:(:ntn:ui MF].: the
plant-level unions. The only available draft of the law grants lhm? right to slml :aruln
condition of agreement by two-thirds of the GFETU buﬂ.rr.ll. 'I’Tls proposal F,;.n tz
isl i lant level, where opposili
wrests decision-making power away from the p : opf
ivatization 1 in i g d form. The right to strike in the new
rivatization is expressed in its most heated ‘
jl::wf' is further restricted by the fact that umon leaders mus_t give thni: gnvlmgmq.mt
and employers a fifteen-day written rotice. Moreover, strikes are illegal during
H 3 3 45
arbitration and in vital service sectors. _ .
" lThc government is also resorting to strong tactics for d1ffusm;1_'; v.n:trr]:;r
discontent.” Prior to 1991, the government also brutally n:gress::d wnrlcirs E:osgncé
but this usually was followed by a granting of concessions {0 WOIKETS. []hg'r
1991, workers’ protests have been crushed without much success In nchtevmgrk i
demflnds.‘” The government’s gradualism in privatization has m::antl that ‘:,JD';;:
opposition is usually contained within one area or one company, thus permi kﬂ%
rapid suppression of workers’ protests by the security iorcesl.)ln ;na;y :ﬁ:?s:::e =
; ; d they may be fired o G
are also arrested for a few days or weeks an : ay
i i t tactics, a sit-in at the Kafr al-Dawwar
As an illustrative example of governmen ; ;
textile factory in 1994 ended 1n many injured and four dead aﬁer;ﬁ;gtg seu:s:r_m}?f fzrctzlu.:i
2 4@ pore recently, in January , a strike 1
attempted to break up the protest. ! : ; ;
Hclwfn Castings Company was forcibly dispersed bg; 21{: pcrlm;:c, and ﬁ;.r: d\:?arii:;;
t ' ili tor.® The workers we
were arrested and referred to a military prosecu : S
i iti 3 ili for approximately two months.™ 1
in the poor conditions of a mulitary camp [C : _ :
these nEE other cases, workers are charged with holding an illegal assembly and
disturbing public peace. . o _
1 In m.%d?ﬁnn ia coercive measures, the government 15 also attempting Lo per_h}mdte
: ; i
workers to accept privatization by implementing two programs that aim ::J mhg;bd;“
the negative effects of economic reform, First, the gcvernr_nent, with the (]_:PR_[J}
multilateral and bilateral donors, is implementing an early fanrrement megfr{aPm _ﬁ.!s :
to encourage workers to leave companies that are to be prl;al;‘zed. The A fu::}r o
[ - f fifty and fifty-eight for men, an g
encouraging workers between the ages o ) . ;
and ﬁﬁf—cight for women, to take early retirement in refurn for comp-&nsaf1lr.‘rnluf
between LE12,000 to LE35,000 (approximately $3,430 and $10,000, r&speute 3..3
according to the length of service, incentives, and athFr benefits due mljt!‘r}e wor -E:,Irs
According to the findings of 2 symposium on early retirement, half a million wor
have taken eatly retirement.”* _ .

The government is also encouraging the creation of ﬁmpluyee slogkho:iirt
associations (ESAs). Workers have the opportunity to buy a maximum of | I;:erThe
of company equity through an ESA at a 20 percent discount on the market rate. =
ESA pays for the shares through interest-free installments that are deducim_jdfr?m E
share dividends.™ The shares are the property of the ESA (once they are paid off) an
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not the individual workers. The ESA distributes the dividends to its members.* By
1998, fifteen companies had been sold to their ESAs.*

Finally, the government still claims that the priority of privatization is to protect
workers’ interests. President Mubarak®s May Day speeches always refer to the
government's responsibility toward all workers, whether in the public or private
sector. Recently, the government has introduced new welfare spending in the form of
the "Mubarak pension” and pledged to create thousands of new jobs in the government
sector to prove its commitment to the "social dimensions” of economic reform. Both
the rhetoric of officials and povernment expenditure demonstrate the government's
desire to maintain its moral and material leadership according to the terms of
the moral economy.

These measures, however, fall short of incorporating workers into a new
hegemonic project that would provide them with tangible, institutionalized benefits,
Hegemony only works when the subaltern partners perceive it to be in their interest.
Neither early retirement programs nor employee stockholder associations provide
waorkers with the security enjoved previously, There are reports that workers are being
forcibly "persuaded” to take early retirement.® The government cannot even rely on
the trade union federation to perform its function of mediating between workers and
the povernment. Privatization will decrease the number of trade union members as
the number of public sector workers decreases.™ Whereas trade union membership
is obligatory in the public sector and membership dues are automatically deducted
from pay, it is discretionary in the private sector.

Unless the government is able to distribute the gains of economic liberalization to
workers, the regime’s postcolonial hegemonic project will become very fragile. Until
now, the government is suppressing the contradictions within its hegemonic project
brought about by economic liberalization, by strengthening coercive mechanisms
{e.g., corporatist structures of the trade union federation}, and by using repressive
security and legislative tactics. The regime prefers to rely on coercion to maintain
the postcolonial hegemonic project, rather than creating a new project that would
allow the democratic participation of workers and other social groups. The regime’s
preference for coercion over the creation of new political relations is surely a sign of
the bankruptey of its political institutions.

Egypt's strategy of coercion is facilitated by the international community’s
failure to criticize this behavior, While other civil and political rights abuses are often
raised by Western governments, the repression of labor is overlooked, as though
it were an unfortunate byproduct of Egypt’s economic reform program. The
Epyptian government also manages to resist pressure from the United States and
Europe regarding its human rights record because of its strategic importance to
the Middle East peace process.®

Despite heavy repression, workers confinue to protest the withdrawal of their
rights. The next section examines the logic of these protests, in terms of the relation

of their ideological and institutional elements to the hegemonic project. The link
between subaltern protests and regime hegemony is shown to be the key in workers”
ability to secure their rights.

A+
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What Future for Workers and the Trade Unions?

Since 1991, workers have staged protests against privatization measures that take
away their rights. Between January 1998 and December 1999, 287 workers® protests,
including ninety strikes, were recorded. The protests were apainst cuts in bonuses,
wages, and work place services (such as free transportation to and from work),
the relocation of workers to different company branches, forced early retirement,
and arbitrary dismissal.® According to one survey of twenty-eight public sector
workers® protests in the second half of 1999, twelve were in reaction to a decrease or
withholding of wages, incentives, and bonuses, six in reaction to arbitrary dismissal,
two in reaction to the introduction of the early retirement program, and two in
reaction to company closure.®

In comparison, a decade earlier (1988 and 1989), before the onset of the
privatization program, only thirty-seven protests were recorded . Moreover, before
1991, strikes were rarely reported. Most workers’ protests took the form of plant
sit-ins, boycotting the cashing of paychecks, demonstrations, petitions, court cases,
and other symbolic actions.* The huge increase in workers’ protests, particularly
work stoppages, since 1991 demonstrates the extent of workers® anger against what
they perceive as the government's failure to meet the commitments entailed by the
moral economy. However, their willingness to strike does not necessarily indicate their
willingness to break from the ‘contract’ of the moral economy.

The content of workers' demands reaffirms their commitment to the socioeconomic
rights granted according to the moral economy. Moreover, the reactive nature of
these protests demonstrates workers’ ultimate belief that the state is the guarantor of
these rights. Prior to 1991, socioeconomic rights were guaranteed effectively through
the state-owned public sector. In addition, some benefits were distributed through
corporatist institutions, such as the trade union federation and the ruling party.

Workers have adopted a "wait-and-see" attitude toward new legislation and
policies introduced as a result of the economic liberalization program. Rather than
publicly demonstrating to ensure that their views are heard on measures affecting
their rights (such as Law 203/1991, which allows privatization), carly retirement, and
the new labor law) workers have only reacted once the effects of these measures have
been felt at the plant level. Workers® failure to act proactively is partly the result of the
inadequacy of the official trade union in involving plant-level workers in discussions
concerning the effects of new policies and legislation. It is also the consequence of the
limited rights to freedom of assembly and expression permitted by the government.
Nevertheless, privatization has received a lot of attention from the media, opposition
political parties, and candidates standing in trade union elections in 1996, Therefore,
it is unlikely that workers have been totally unaware of the issues involved in
economic liberalization.

Waorkers’ protests against the withdrawal of their rights have taken place outside
the official trade union structure. In many cases, the trade unions refuse to support
workers' demands, and may even publicly condemn their protests.® Moreover, the
unions are incapable of dealing effectively with the new situation on the ground. The
federation of trade unions was built to meet the requirements of a centralized public
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sector. Since Law 203/1991 was passed individual public sector companies have the
powers to Ideterm'ule wages, salary increases, allowances, and leave policies (which
were previously decided by the povernment).® This shifts the responsibility for
nepotiation from the federation board to union boards at the plant lavel. This level of the
trade union pyramid is clearly not historically prepared for this task, although various
dmmr. programs conducted through the GFETU and Egyptian nongovernmental
organizations are attempting to retrain unionists in this role.®
Meoreover, the federation no longer reflects the composition of Egypt’s working
class. A combination of a reduction of the public sector, the changing structure of the
economy from industry to services, and a crisis in Egypt’s largest industry (cotton) has
resulted in a falling proportion of Egypt’s industrial workers.® Today, the majority of
workers are employed in the private sector.™ One survey found that these workers
are generally younger, less educated, more feminized, less well-paid, and more
mobile (because of unstable working conditions) than their counterparts in the
public sector (with the exception of the cotton industry, which employs a large
proportion of women and children). ™
Workers” protests outside the official union structures may be cofisidered an
attempt to create informal mechanisms for protecting their rights, The informal nature
of workers” protests enables them to create an autonomous space from the ineptitude
and repression of the official trade union bureaucracy. Wildeat strikes and protests can
be mobilized quickly and spontaneously to protect workers' interests. Like other types
of informal politics, these mechanisms are often organized around social networks
based on community and kinship links. Spatial factors are particularly important in
mobilizing individuals and households into networks. 7' Space plays an important
mlle in workers® protests since they often live in spatially contained neighborhoods,
with purpose-built housing units for workers in nearby factories. These residences
are built and owned by public sector companies and are part of the socioeconomic
benefits granted to workers under the terms of the moral economy. Networks based
on spatial proximity may be quickly activated, when necessary, to protect their
members’ interests.™ For example, during the 1994 Kafr al-Dawwar textile factory
sit—in_, war.kem' [amilies living practically next to the factory walls, in a purpose-buill
housing district, attempled to take food to their relatives held under siege in the factory
by security forces. The important role played by families and community networks in
supporting the workers® protest is borme out by the fierce reaction of security forces,
which entered the housing district and fired indiscriminately.™
Mevertheless, the informality of workers' networks necessarily means that they
are localized. Consequently, it is easy for the government to contain and suppress
workers' protests. Morcover, since workers' protests often draw on the resources of
cmpmuniry networks, their protests are weakened if community links are weakened.
This may be a consequence of workers being dismissed, evicted, or relocated. There
are reports that public sector companies to be privatized are selling the housing units
origimally built for rent by their employees to ontsiders in order to increase their lguid
gapilal. Moreover, workers who have opted for early retirement are being evicted
from the homes provided by their former companies.™ In the context of the current
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housing market in Egypt, it is likely that evicted workers and their families will be
forced out of the areas where they have traditionally lived.

The fragility of workers® informal protests fails to challenge regime domination
over labor, Despite the search for autonomy from the state-controlled federation,
workers’ protests are conducted within the logic of the reciprocal relations between
state and labor—that is, they represent workers' outrage at the state in reaction to the
withdrawal of their rights. As stated above, the reciprocal relation between state and
labor under the terms of the moral economy has been one of the elements of regime
hegemony in the postcolonial period. Although workers® protests are in opposition
to government policies affecting their interests, the nature of their demands does not
challenge regime hegemony but rather reinforces it through the reaffirmation of the
moral economy. Consequently, despite the uncertainties brought about by economic
liberalization, the regime’s hegemony is maintained and pives the government the
ideological advantage in arbitrarily pranting or taking away workers’ rights and
repressing independent workers’ action. The continuation of regime hegemony,
through workers® reaffirmation of the moral economy and government repression
of workers' protests, is contrary to the predictions of some scholars that a

withdrawal of socioeconomic rights by Arab governments leads to demands from.

society for democracy.™

In a period where the public sector, whose existence was the only guarantor of
workers® rights, is systematically being reduced, a strategy that reaffirms workers’
dependence on the state is incapable of securing their rights. There is an urgent need
for workers to reformulate their rights to include independent instruments for the
protection of their interests, namely, the right to strike and the right to independent
association. Within the terms of the moral economy, workers were not granted these
rights because, according to official discourse, workers had no need to independently,
defend their rights. The state had granted workers all their sociceconomic rights
and the federation of trade unions existed as the workers’ representative on the
level of government policy-making.

Workers' dependency on the state, and their belief as patriots that they were
contributing to national production, proved to be obstacles to the development of an
independent workers' consciousness that valued the right.to strike and the right to
independent association.™ Even leftist/nationalist political currents have focused on
the importance of maintaining the public sector as a means of guaranteeing workers'
rights.” Consequently, workers have been deprived of the political and organizational
links that would enable them to act proactively to protect their interests,

It is not only public sector workers who urgently require the means to protect
their rights independently. Many workers in the ever-growing private sector currently
find themselves without any safeguards or guarantees. Workers in the private sector
{but also increasingly in the public sector) are given temporary contracts, which
enable employvers to dismiss them easily. In addition, the practice of forcing workers
to sign their own resignation before beginning work is also widespread. Private sector
workers are rarely unionized because of restrictive laws and may face dismissal
for attempting to form a union.™
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There is already a debate among labor activists, trade unionists, and leftists over
the future of trade unionism in Egypt. On the one hand, there are those who believe
thart the unified federation must be abolished and replaced by a competitive trade
union system. They believe that a plurality of independent unions would be better
equipped to defend workers’ interests.™ On the other hand, there are those who insist
that trade union pluralism could open the way for divisive tactics by employers and
the government. In their opinion, it is far better to call for the democratization of the
current unified trade union system in order to rid it of government interference ¥
In between these two positions, the Egyptian nongovernmental Center for Worker
and Trade Union Services (Dar al-khadamat al-nigabiya wa-I-‘ummaliva) is arguing
for independent trade unionism, whatever form this may take. The priority is {o rid
T.aforkcrx of the executive-controlled federation, which stands as a huge obstacle to
independent workers® activism.® Whether pluralistic or unified, any future trade union
must be able to accommodate the differences of interests and concerns of Egypt’s
increasingly differentiated labor force.

Labor activists and lefiists are also calling for an unconditional right to strike
as workers’ only weapon for securing their rights within a liberalized economy,®
Current legislation criminalizes any type of workers’ collective action, while the
emergency law, in force since 1981, prevents gatherings and meetings without official
p:erm1ssinn. Unlike many other democratic rights, the government does not even pay
lipservice to the right to strike. ™ This is despite the fact that there exists judicial backing
for the legalization of strikes. On 16 April 1987, the Egyptian Higher State Security
Court ruled that striking railway workers were innocent because strikes were legal
according to the international human rights treaties signed by Egypt.®

Egyptian workers urgently need the right to form an independent union and the
right to strike in order to protect their interests in the era of a liberalized SCONOMY.
The logic of action of the moral economy can no longer reap any benefits for workers.
Instead, they face increased repression and coercion by a regime that has failed to
create new institutions of governance in these new times. However, the continued
existence of the institutions of the postcolonial hegemonic praject represent an
obstacle to the formation of new institutions and logics of action that could serve as
effective weapons for workers in protecting their interests.

Conclusion

This article has attempted to demonstrate how, despite the threats posed to
the Egyptian regime’s postcolonial hegemonic project by the process of economic
liberalization, hegemony is being maintained and repreduced through the actions
of both the government and workers. The hegemonic project was based around the
discourse of the moral economy, the institutional arrangements of corporatism, and
the economic domination of the public sector. In an era of economic liberalization,
the government can no longer distribute the same level of socioeconomic benefits
previously enjoyed by workers. To compensate for this loss of control over workers,
the government is resorting to increasing coercion by strengthening the institutions of
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corporatism and using security forces to suppress workers® protests. Simultaneously,
official discourse still evokes the moral economy andlnn:w government programs {e,gt;;
employee stockholder associutif:snsb and f::lﬂ early retirement program) that purport
i kers' sociogconomic benefits. _ _
Cﬂnh&ﬁgg themselves are also maintaining the posteolonial Ihcgmnnmc project
through their continued demands for the resturalioln of the rights of thf.-i :m?*:
economy, despite the failure of their protests to _uuhmva these dcman!ds.l Alt c;u;i,l
wildeat strikes and protests indicate workers’ desire to escape the restrictions ol the
inefTective official federation, the localized nature of these protests does not challenge
rime’ ination of workers. :
. %;Tki:sdgiglzam forever doomed to reproduce the logic urf the hegemonic
discourse and face growing repression by the regime. Hegemony 1s never cnmplﬂt::
since it involves and assumes the participation of social forces other than thu_ elite.
Waorkers are experiencing the contradictions of thc1 current period, mnl_cmg:,r I:th3
long-term maintenance of the postcolonial hegemonic pmgccl pruhl;mat‘m, By
perceive their loss of rights and the ineffectiveness pfthc official trade union structure.
However, workers must shun the moral economy n order to empower themselves in
aci allenges of economic liberalization. o
rdﬂl“ﬂf’.%lﬂi.‘;]: the ﬁ:ns of the moral economy, wnrkar? continue to see ﬂ'l.l.‘:ll.l' r:gl‘;ts a:l
dependent on the will of the regime to grant those rlgh?s. While _lhE: regime 5 aye
a relatively progressive role in protecting workers' sracmermnumm interests unr;g
Lhe expansion of the economy until the mid-1980s, this can no longer be the case, hn
the current era, the Egyptian economy is under hugelr:m_npetuwc pressures from t 3
global marketplace and international financial institutions, such as the IMF an
World Bank, to reduce expenditure and deregulate labor murkets: Mcl'enver, the
government is unwilling to intervene to protect the rights of the majority of u.lrurkcrs
employed in the private sector. Therefore, workers can only rely on their own
i otect their interests. . .
ﬂﬂllﬂﬁfé?ﬂi; to make their actions more effective, wquars must abtain the right to
strike and the right to form independent unions. The discourse ol lk'_te moral economy
defined workers' rights as exclusively in the realm of the economic and social, Yet,
economic and social rights cannot be achieved or guaranteed without access to a
public sphere in which the freedom of exprassiun_and Ithc freedom of assocmélrnn are
puaranteed. Workers must be able to freely associate in urdelr to debate and discuss,
stage public protests, produce their own literature, hqtd meetings, and I:EITMI.S support
without the fear of state repression and censorship that keeps ~_-vu_rkers protests
localized and informal. Tt is only under such cundilionsl that the majority of workers,
who currently lack any guarantees of their rights, can be incorporated into a movement
ion of their interests. ;
o ﬂ::’:?:;:rc: l:.re not alone in their need for a liberalized pub}ic sphnlare, Other social
forces are also struggling to liberalize the public sphere in their own interests, such as
journalists demanding the end of restrictions on the freedom of expression, lawyers

demanding the end of state interference in the Bar Association, human rights activists
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demanding that the government respect international human rights covenants, political
parties demanding the end to restrictions on their activities, and political Islamists
demanding state recognition of their political party.

The interests of workers and other organizations of civil society are best served
by reconciling the struggle for political and civil freedoms with the struggle for social
and economic justice in an era of economic liberalization. Only in this manner can
the absurd dichotomy of the moral economy, which prioritized social and economic
rights over political and civil rights, be abolished. This would represent an important
step toward articulating a counterhegemonic project,

The struggle against the postcolonial hegemonic project cannot be conducted
at the discursive level alone. Hegemony is diffused through the institutions of civil
society as well as their ideological and cultural practices. It is imperative that any
counterhegemonic project aim to transform the institutions of corporatism, rather
than attempting to work beyond them. In other words, the current GFETU must
be abolished. The future form of workers' representative institutions, whether
unified or pluralistic, can only be decided by debate and discussion among workers
within a liberalized public sphere.

A failure to address workers” political and civil rights will reproduce the hegemony
of the postcolonial regime. In the current juncture of economic liberalization and a
highly competitive global marketplace, the regime is resorting to political repression
without providing the economic security of the previous era. Such a situation indeed
holds a grim future for Egypt's working peaple.
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