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Still Waiting: Labor, Revolution, and the Struggle for
Social Justice in Egypt
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In his first televised address as prime minister on March 2, 2014, Ibrahim
Mehleb reiterated what has become a familiar term of state rhetoric used to
contain labor unrest, widely referred to as “the wheel of production” (‘agalat
el-intag) discourse. The true meaning of the “wheel of production” iteration
was expressed in Mehleb’s call on “Egyptians to help rebuild the nation and
halt strikes and protests.”’ When representatives of the state—or state-allied
political actors, including some labor unions— proclaim that the “wheel of pro-
duction must turn” in response to strikes and other labor demonstrations, they
are suggesting that the protesters are behaving selfishly, in their own economic
interests. For laborers to make demands for better wages and working con-
ditions during a time of national crisis is presented to the public as a threat to
economic stability and national security that is harmful to all Egyptians.
Ironically, though not unexpectedly, in the same address Mehleb pledged to
address many of the basic demands raised by protesting workers: a decent stan-
dard of living, the even distribution of resources, the rooting out of corruption,
and institutional reform of the public sector—all while maintaining workers’
rights. Although state agents’ rhetorical commitment to decent standards of
living and social and economic rights is not novel, the simultaneous conjuring
of the “wheel of production” to halt protests has a more recent history occa-
sioned by the last three years of revolutionary transformations.

It has been well documented that workers’ protests long preceded the
events of January 25, 2011 (the first day of mass protests leading to the fall of
Hosni Mubarek), which are best exemplified by the series of Mahalla strikes”
that began in 2008.> In fact, “according to the Land Center for Human
Rights, the number of labor protests in Egypt rose from 222 in 2006 to 756 in
2007 and exceeded 700 in 2009.”* Still, the events of 2011 left their mark on
the demands and aspirations of the labor movement and the forms of protest
it employed as well as the expanse, scope, and networks to which it was con-
nected and within which its protests unfolded. First, the spectrum of what com-
prised the labor and workers’ movement experienced a broad expansion to
include not only the claims of organized labor and workers within established
sectors, but also the issues of precarity and vulnerability that marked the lives
of both workers and those formally classified as “unemployed.” Redefining
who was considered a “worker” and bringing together groups of laboring
men, women, and children—who previously had not been seen as having much
in common—around demands for a decent quality of life were key elements of
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the reformulation of the labor question. Thus, we see the emergence of street
vendors, street children, taxi and microbus drivers, and casual agricultural
workers, among others, as agents of equal standing with industrial laborers,
raising their demands for the rights to a decent living, work, and remuneration.
These demands were summed up in the 2011 Revolution’s chants for bread,
freedom, dignity, and social justice.

Second, the street and other forms of public space became critical sites of
contestation in an effort not only to claim them for the purpose of debate and
protest, but, just as importantly, to challenge the continuous wave of privatiza-
tion that has swept Egypt over the last several decades. Workers protesting for
better wages, including civil servants, state employees, and unskilled laborers at
factories, were no longer limited to the boundaries and the confines of their
workplaces. Rather, protesting workers became a familiar sight in the heart of
Cairo, primarily at the doorsteps of the cabinet building and the parliament.
Among their ranks during sit-ins were street vendors, street children, and
masses of the so-called “unemployed” —people previously thought to inhabit
a space outside the category of “worker.”

Third, while labor-specific demands were expressed, broader public and
collective aspirations were central to the calls for social change and political
transformation. Primary among these were calls to end corruption among politi-
cal and economic elites wherever they were positioned in the national imaginary
—at factories, firms, state offices, police stations, and invisible networks control-
ling trade and the circulation of commodities and services. Equally important
were aspirations and demands for better living and working conditions, political
representation, the end of privatization, and increased equity in the distribution
of national resources and the wealth they produce.

Finally, alliances between laboring men, women, and children, on the one
hand, and a burgeoning sector of independent campaigns and organizational
forms (such as the April 6 movement, the Egyptian Center for Economic and
Social Rights [ECESR], the Association for Freedom of Thought and
Expression [AFTE], and the Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights [EIPR])
on the other, made it possible to imagine alternatives to classic organizational
structures, tactics of struggle, and targets of demands for change. Thus, the coop-
erative movements in Argentina and the indignados (outraged) movement in
Spain proffered models for rethinking courses of action and strategies for
struggle. Local campaigns like that of the Kadeh youth movement® suggested
alternatives to traditional forms of labor organizing.

Initially the “wheel of production” iteration was deployed in condemnation
of workers’ “sectorial demands” (mataleb fe’aweyya), which were packaged as
individual, divisive, egotistic special interests, harmful to the “common good”
during the transitional period of revolutionary transformation and the rule of
the Supreme Council of Armed Forces (2011-2012). Coupled with such state-
ments was a discursive depiction of workers, among other protesters, as thugs
(baltageyya), counterrevolutionaries (thawra modada), and handmaidens of
external forces—always ambiguously framed, yet generally understood to
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include the United States, Israel, Iran, and some Arab countries opposed to stab-
ility in Egypt—that aimed to destabilize the country. A call for a “return to nor-
malcy” proliferated as a public narrative aiming to erect a facade of stability over
turbulent processes of change. The rapidly shifting political and social terrain in
Egypt, combined with the unrelenting desire on the part of a variety of political
and social interests, especially those allied with the old Mubarak regime, to
contain all forms of contentious politics, led to a security agenda to deal with
the so-called unrest. Securitization and the policing of society merged with a
shift in discursive productions from sectorial demands to the “wheel of pro-
duction” rhetoric, as propagated by state agents— particularly cabinet members
—and popularized by media outlets, both private and state-owned. While
certain demands by labor resonated with government and business agendas—
for instance, the revisiting of labor laws; the formation of independent syndicates
representing various categories of workers, from women agricultural workers to
street vendors, creative arts producers, taxi drivers, and farmers; and the court’s
nullification of the Tanta Flax company’s privatization—the repressive machinery
of state and capital also moved to break up (and eliminate) the potential for struc-
tural transformations and change embedded within these challenges to the status
quo. By April 2013 it was reported that 4,500 factories had closed down, resulting
in the dismissal or layoff of thousands of workers. Rising costs of raw materials,
the increased cost of living, curfews, deteriorating environmental conditions,
alarming food insecurity patterns, increased precarity in the provision of ser-
vices—most apparent in road blocks, traffic jams, garbage collection, power
cuts, and fuel shortages—and a continually widening gap between elites and
the laboring poor, have all culminated not only in the growth of both protests
and violent repression, but also in the rising tide of irregular (or illegal) migration
and in the loss of life at sea, cycles of attacks on Egyptian workers in both North
Africa and Europe, the closing of borders, and crackdown on mobility.

In the wake of the removal of President Mohamad Morsi in July 2013, state
violence against any form of demonstration, labor protests included, reached its
peak, this time in the name of the “fight against terrorism.” By January 2014,
despite systematic promises to do so, the cabinet again reneged on its commit-
ment to raise the national minimum wage, resulting in a new and massive wave
of labor protests between January and March 2014. This explosion of protests
was met with a particularly aggressive deployment of violence and repression,
culminating in the criminalization of protests and strikes in workplaces, the
detention (and disappearance) of key labor organizers, and the social demoni-
zation of protesting workers as traitors to the nation at a time of national emer-
gency. According to a report by the independent statistical database and portal
Wiki Thawra released on May 25, 2014, a total of 41,163 individuals had been
arrested and prosecuted since July 2013. During those ten short months, the
report details,

36,478 people were either arrested or have otherwise been prosecuted legally as a
result of participation in political events, 376 of which face trials in military courts.
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An additional 874 individuals will undergo military trials for criminal charges, with
1,714 facing charges related to terrorism. 142 people have been arrested in protests
calling for social demands, with 87 detained because of workers’ protests, and 415
having been arrested in sectarian events.’

The numbers and categories above reflect the state’s classifications, which Wiki
Tharwa used to compile its data. However, it is important to emphasize the fluid-
ity and malleability of the boundaries of these categories and of who is counted
where for which legal and administrative regulatory purposes.

As I was finalizing these brief notes, there were some significant new devel-
opments. A court ruling in April declared the April 6 movement—which was
among the key allies of the Mahalla labor protesters—an illegal organization.
Key revolutionary figures who have supported the calls for labor rights,
dignity, and freedom have been sentenced to between two and fifteen years in
prison. Workers protesting at their factories in Suez, Helwan, and Mahalla, to
name only a few towns, have been violently attacked by military forces, their
worksites besieged, and their leaders detained and prosecuted. Street vendors
were rounded up on June 12 in a “cleansing campaign” waged by the municipal
governments and security forces of many cities and towns throughout the
country. The legality of independent syndicates was challenged in court, and a
labor union law was issued that includes regressive and constraining clauses
that do not allow for any meaningful representation of workers. A national
minimum wage has become a practical impossibility given the financial con-
straints faced by the regime, while legal challenges to private investment-related
rulings and decrees were eliminated. A new investment law contains a variety of
loopholes, thus legally sanctioning corrupt practices. And the list goes on! Much
as the attacks on laboring people continue, so their struggle remains undimin-
ished. And they are still waiting, but not silently or passively. Rather, as Marx
once said, “People make history under conditions not of their own making.”
And making history they are actually doing, while also remaking the conditions
in which their struggles unfold. And they are still waiting...
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