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In the last twenty years voluminous scholarship on Egypt and other Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire has undermined the traditional Orientalist thesis that the 17th and 18th centuries were a period of economic, political, and cultural stagnation and decline.
  Nonetheless, this thesis persists as the default explanation for why there was no industrial revolution, no development of modern science and technology, and other absences compared to the presumed normative case of Europe (which usually means England).   For example, David Landes’s recent global economic history relies on crude culturalist arguments to explain the failure of the Arab Middle East to follow the developmental trajectory of Europe.  Landes argues, anticipating the title of another recent book by Bernard Lewis, that, “History had gone awry.”

As textile manufacturing was the leading sector in England’s industrial revolution, it seems logical to investigate that sector in Egypt to inquire if differences in technique or the social organization of production before the 1740s to the 1790s – when the mechanical devices that ultimately transformed the English textile industry were invented – might explain the divergent developmental trajectories of the two countries.  This is a false logic based on the flawed assumption that economic and social development is a modular process that can be transferred from one society to another.  Moreover, it ignores the global dynamic that prompted England’s industrial transformation and provided a good part of the capital to sustain it.   The British imperial project in India brought cheap, high quality, Indian cottons into competition with English linens and woolens.  This impelled the shift from human labor to machine power in England.  The abundance of cheap coal was among the factors that made this possible.  Wealth obtained from ruling India provided capital to finance this shift, while overseas colonies constituted a captive market for machine-manufactured cottons.

Egypt’s textile industry did not and could not replicate this trajectory.  It should be understood in its own context, not as a series of failures and absences compared to Europe.  Egypt was historically a producer and exporter of cotton, linen, wool, and silk.  Indian cottons did not pose a significant threat to its textile industry.  In Egypt, like India but unlike England, food and labor power were cheap.  Hence, there was no pressure to mechanize textile production.  Long-distance merchants, the main possessors of liquid capital in the 17th and 18th centuries, did not invest in organizing textile production, in all likelihood because greater profits could be made with less risk by trading in luxury goods.
  By the time machine-woven European cottons began to compete with Egyptian textiles, the established advantage of England and France was already an obstacle to Egypt emulating their developmental trajectory.

Until about 1820 Egyptian textile production was characterized by small workshops, guild organization of craft workers, and a highly specialized division of labor.  Cottons and linens were exported – primarily to other provinces of the Ottoman Empire and neighboring Muslim regions.  In 1816-18 Mehmed `Ali, the Ottoman governor of Egypt, effected a partial shift in the techniques and social organization of production by establishing state-owned textile workshops.  The second half of the 19th and early 20th centuries were a transitional period when handicraft spinners and weavers struggled to adjust to the influx of European yarn and cloth.  A more substantial transformation of the forces and social relations of textile production began with the first successful mechanized textile mill in 1912 and the first Egyptian-owned mechanized mill in 1927.  Concurrent with the growth of the mechanized textile industry, from the late 1930s until the mid-1950s textile workers organized in trade unions which became a significant force in the nationalist movement demanding evacuation of the British occupation army from the Nile Valley.  The authoritarian-populist regime of Gamal Abdel Nasser nationalized most of the textile industry in the early 1960s.  A combination of material and social gains and repression rendered textile workers politically quiescent.  They have participated prominently in recurrent waves of protest against neo-liberal economic policies since the mid-1970s.  But textile workers are no longer an organized political force or a symbol of industrial modernity, as they were from the late 1930s to the mid-1950s.

Textile Production and Trade in the 17th and 18th Centuries

In the 17th and 18th centuries textile production constituted the leading artisanal activity in Egypt, both in respect to the number of people employed and the value of their product.  In the 1670s the Ottoman traveler Evliya Celebi (1611-82) observed that about one-fifth of Cairo’s artisans (12,102 out of 59,214) worked in the textile crafts organized in eighteen of the city’s 136 guilds.  André Raymond’s magisterial Artisans et commerçants au Caire au xviiie siècle is the source of most of what we know about the social history of 18th century Egypt.  0ver one-third (97 out of 283) of the wills deposited in the Cairo shari`a court Raymond studied were those of textile artisans.  On this basis he estimated that they comprised a quarter to a third of all the craft workers of Cairo.  Extrapolating from the estimates of the French scholars who accompanied Napoleon’s 1798 expedition to Egypt and assuming that the relative position of textiles remained roughly the same as the previous 125 years, there would have been some 5,000 textile artisans in Cairo at the end of the 18th century.

In addition to spinners and weavers of cotton, silk, linen, and wool, the textile sector included carders, dyers, lace makers, embroiderers, and tailors.  Spinning and other preliminary activities were often undertaken by urban or rural women and children.  Women often worked in the craft of their husband.  But they usually did so at home and were not guild members, so there are few records of their activity.  Muslims, Copts, and Jews were all engaged in silk weaving in Cairo, and a number of Copts were also tailors.

Cairo was the principal textile production and distribution center specializing in the weaving of silk, cotton, and linen.  Fabrics manufactured in Upper Egypt were distributed through its port of Bulaq.  Dyeing was a semi-industrial specialty of Cairo.  Workshops with an average of twenty workers were concentrated in three main areas of the city according to Evliya Celebi.  Weaving was dispersed throughout Cairo in workshops of only a few artisans.  After coffee and spices, textiles were the most important product sold in Cairo’s markets.

Several provincial towns were major textile producers.  Mahalla al-Kubra, Mansura, Rosetta, Damietta, Minuf, Fayyum, Bani Suwayf, and Asyut undertook cotton and linen weaving, while Mahalla al-Kubra silk, linen, and Cairo were the leading centers of silk weaving.  Raw silk from Mount Lebanon was imported through the port of Damietta, which was also a silk weaving center.
  Bani Suwayf had 600 textile artisans, and Qena 250, probably working in wool.
  The most important provincial textile center was Mahalla al-Kubra, located in the central Nile Delta.  At the end of the 18th century it was Egypt’s third largest city after Cairo and Damietta with a population of 17,500 and over 2,000 textile artisans.
  They wove locally supplied cotton and linen and imported silk.

There was generally no separation between the processes of production and distribution of textiles.  Typically a male artisan, using little working capital, owned or rented his own shop and tools, bought raw materials, and produced and sold commodities on demand using his own labor, that of family members, and a small number of journeymen or apprentices.  Evliya Celebi observed an average of 3.5 workers per artisanal workshop in Cairo in the 1670s.  This changed little through the early 20th century.  In the textile sector, only the workshops of rug weavers and dyers exceeded this average.

In Cairo and its urban extensions, as in other major cities of the Ottoman Empire, urban production and commerce was organized in guilds.  Workers in each process and product of the textile industry were organized into separate guilds.
  Each guild was headed by a master or shaykh who was chosen by a combination of election by the membership and appointment by the Ottoman governor.  The guilds were not centrally controlled, and there was great variety in their internal regulations and practices.

By the end of the 18th century a certificate (gedik) was required to engage in most urban occupations in Cairo.
  But the guilds never exercised absolute control over the quality of commodities or techniques of production.  The guild structure was sufficiently flexible to accommodate new crafts and production processes.
  Nor did guilds block expansion of production in the face of competition from European manufactures.

Throughout the 18th century Egypt’s textile production was of sufficient volume and quality to be exported to Istanbul and other Ottoman provinces, North Africa, the interior of Africa, and Europe.  Locally manufactured cotton and linen cloth made up about one-fifth of Egypt’s total exports.
  Linen produced in Asyut, Manfalut, Abu Tig, and Cairo and especially cotton woven in Cairo, Mahalla al-Kubra, and Rosetta were the only textiles exported to Europe in the 18th century.  France imported over 90 percent of these textiles and then re-exported a significant quantity to Holland and Spain.

Textile exports to Europe peaked in 1730-39, when 30.5 per cent of all exports to France consisted of textiles.  European consuls explained the subsequent downturn as partly due to the declining quality of Egyptian textiles and partly due to the unreasonable demands of the Marseilles Chamber of Commerce.  Exports rose somewhat in the last quarter of the 18th century; a French scholar accompanying the Napoleonic expedition estimated that 9.6 percent of the value of all of Egypt’s exports to Europe was comprised of textiles – two-thirds cotton and one-third linen.
  While trade with Europe was still a relatively minor factor in the economy of mid-18th century Egypt, textiles constituted more than half of all imports from Europe in 1776-81.
  Hence, Egyptian textile artisans were among the first to be affected by competition from European manufactured goods.

This competition seems to have obliged them to maintain relatively low wages and prices.  The absolute value of textile workers’ legacies recorded studied by André Raymond and Pascale Ghazaleh declined (in constant paras) from 50,387 in 1679-1700 to 34,165 in 1776-1798 to 20,864 in 1799-1849.  Silk weavers comprise the largest single group of artisans whose legacies Raymond examined.  The value of their estates declined from an average of 67,151 constant paras in 1679-1700 (N=25) to 30,304 paras in 1776-98 (N=21).  In the last two decades of the 17th century the incomes of textile artisans were average for artisans of the time (though the elite silk weavers left legacies that were more than 1/3 greater than the average).  Despite competition from Europe, their estates rose above the general average for artisans in the last quarter of the 18th century; and they declined in the first half of the 19th century, probably due to state intervention and competition from imported British machine-manufactured cottons.
  Despite constituting the sector most exposed to competition from European imports, textile artisans continued to make a reasonable, though not a lucrative living, and handicraft production continued to dominate the local market well into the 19th century.

Textile Workers and the State in the 19th Century

In 1800 the French occupation force in Cairo appointed a Frenchman as Director of Guilds (mudir al-hiraf).  A list he compiled in January 1801 enumerates 278 guilds in Cairo, Old Cairo, Bulaq, and Giza.  Eleven of the guilds were textile-related, including weavers of Cairo and Bulaq, weavers of Giza, four different guilds of dyers differentiated by color and type of fabric, tailors, makers of silk braids, and spinners of wool.  This list is incomplete, as it does not include guilds mentioned by the principal Egyptian chronicler of the period, al-Jabarti, and parts of the list itself are illegible.
  

This effort to impose tighter state regulation on the guilds foreshadowed much more comprehensive intervention in the economy by Mehmed `Ali – an ethnic Albanian officer in the Ottoman army who participated in the Anglo-Ottoman campaign to expel the French from Egypt.  In 1805, after establishing himself as governor of Egypt with support from Cairo’s guilds, he proceeded to centralize all power in his hands.  He established a government monopoly over all manufacturing and foreign trade, instituted a forced industrialization program, and made his family the hereditary rulers of Egypt until 1952.

The centerpiece of Mehmed `Ali’s statist industrial program was a textile workshop in the Khurunfish quarter of Cairo opened sometime between 1816 and 1818.
  The enterprise first produced silks, but was soon converted to cotton spinning and weaving.  That decision was probably connected to the development of Egyptian long-staple cotton, which is well-suited to mechanical looms because of the strength of its fiber.  Machines, skilled workers, and advisors were brought from Europe to Khurunfish.  Existing workshops were closed, and the artisans compelled to work there.  A second textile workshop was established at Bulaq.  In the 1820s steam engines imported from England were installed at these two Cairo workshops and a flax mill in the Delta town of Mansura.

After briefly experimenting with using black Sudanese slaves, the state forcibly recruited workers for its workshops with the assistance of the headmen of the quarters of Cairo.  There were three categories of workers: daily paid; monthly paid (mostly not artisans or manual workers but bureaucrats); and piece-rate workers.  Salaries varied widely.  Europeans received more than Egyptians.  Skilled weavers working on piece-rate could earn 4 piastres (160 paras) a day – less than they earned previously on their own account.  Peasants employed in workshops outside Cairo earned 1-2 piastres a day.
  In part due to the low wages offered, workers often ran away or otherwise resisted labor in the state enterprises.  The Cairo authorities often asked guild masters to help retrieve workers who fled.

In 1823 between 1,188 and 2,000 workers were employed at the Khurunfish workshop.  By the early 1830s they operated 370 carding machines, 100 mule-jennies, and 300 looms, not all of which were in working order.  Work discipline was maintained by three overlapping control systems.  Guild members were supervised by their masters.  Government officials of the Administration of Spinning and Weaving oversaw all aspects of production.  Ultimately, soldiers were available to enforce discipline.  In 1840 workers from factories in Alexandria, Cairo, and Mahalla al-Kubra were pressed into the army, an expression of the militarization of labor control in the state enterprises.

Even after the limited introduction of machinery, just as in the early stages of the industrial revolution in Europe, there was no radical transformation of the techniques or social organization of production at Khurunfish and the other state-run textile workshops.  Guild members had previously worked for wages and rented tools and premises.  At Khurunfish the “putting out system” was employed, just as in England, where this remained the prevalent method of manufacture as late as the 1820s.  Hence, Pascale Ghazaleh concludes, “Khurunfish...may be seen as a group of guilds working on the same premises.  But these guilds were supervised by government officials and produced goods which contributed to the creation of one final product – textiles."
  The major innovation was that the state owned the premises and the means of production and organized the labor process.

The Khurunfish workshop was the start of an extensive state-owned textile-manufacturing program.  By 1830 there were some thirty textile workshops in Cairo and throughout lower and upper Egypt including a tarbush (fez) factory, spinning and weaving mills for cotton, jute, linen, and silk, and a textile bleaching and printing works.  Provincial workshops spun yarn using raw materials and equipment supplied from Cairo.  They would then return the yarn to Cairo for weaving or export.  The two textile workshops in Mahalla al-Kubra, each with 120 mule jennies, 60 carding machines, and 200 looms, unlike the other provincial workshops, undertook all the stages of producing finished cottons.
  This was enabled by the abundance of skills in this historic textile center.  The tarbush factory established in 1825 produced 24,000 wool hats a month of a quality equal to the established Tunisian competition.
  Flax and wool spinning and weaving workshops were dispersed throughout the country.

The textile workshops altogether employed 1,381 mule jennies (each with 180-220 spindles), 1,124 carding machines, and 1,759 looms.
  The mule jennies were operated by animal power, except in three workshops where steam engines imported from England were employed.  Most of the machinery for these enterprises was built in Egypt with imported tools under the supervision of the Frenchman who developed long-staple cotton, F. Jumel.

Some 12-15,000 workers were employed in these textile mills (the Egyptian nationalist school of history endorses a much larger figure).
  An indeterminate number of the workers were women.  The tarbush factory was established with the assistance of Tunisian women, who taught Egyptian women how to spin and net the wool into hats.  By the 1830s most of the work was done by Egyptian women and girls.  The dominance of women in the tarbush factory may be due to this being a new industry for Egypt.  Their presence did not violate the established gender division of labor.  A similar example of employing females in a new situation is the dispatch of eight women and four men to Syria to establish a cloak factory to supply the Egyptian occupation army.

Women and girls typically worked in the state workshops cleaning and spinning cotton and flax – tasks they formerly performed at home – for lower wages than men.  Most of the mule jennies and power looms were run by men.  The carpenters, blacksmiths, and turners employed to fabricate and repair machines were all men.  Judith Tucker succinctly summarizes the gender division of labor in Mehmed `Ali’s textile workshops: “Female and child labor was more heavily used in animal-powered factories, on smaller machines, and in less mechanized and auxiliary tasks.”

A combination of the effects of the international recession of 1836-37, the state’s limited administrative capacity, lack of a local source of fuel, and British opposition put an end to Mehmed `Ali’s monopoly system and industrial program.  In 1834 spinners of yarn, weavers of cloth, and makers of mats were permitted to sell their products on the open market after paying a tax.
  The entire monopoly system was dismantled, and free trade was imposed when the 1838 Anglo-Ottoman Trade Convention was applied to Egypt following the ouster of Mehmed `Ali’s army from Syria in 1840.  The Treaty of London drastically reduced the size of the Egyptian army, the main consumer of textiles and other products of the state workshops, from 130,000 to 18,000.  Nearly all the textile workshops established in the 1820s, which had absorbed one-sixth to one-fifth of Egypt’s cotton harvest at the high point of their operation in the 1830s, lay idle by the 1840s.

While Egypt abandoned mechanized cotton spinning and weaving, cultivation of long-staple cotton expanded dramatically.  During the American Civil War (1861-65) cotton became the principal crop of most landowners in Egypt.  Ginned and pressed cotton was exported mainly to England.

Machine-Manufactured Imports and Local Craft Production

In the 1840s textile production declined throughout the Ottoman Empire.  Cheap European machine-manufactured cottons flooded the region, subjected to low import duties established by the Anglo-Ottoman Trade Convention and similar agreements.  Textile producers subsequently recovered by finding market niches that European goods did not satisfy and by accepting lower wages and prices.  At mid-century textiles may well still have been the largest single commodity produced in Egypt.

Due to the uneven effects of competition from imports, some textile crafts endured with little change.  Local dying, using natural indigo imported from India and other materials, survived because much of the imported English cotton cloth was undyed.  In 1868 there were 1,703 members of the dyers guild in Cairo – over 1/3 of all textile craft workers – working in 441 workshops.  Large quantities of flax and linen, commodities not imported to Egypt, were brought to Cairo from the countryside and woven into finished cloth.
  Silk weaving continued in Mansura and Damietta, probably because the weavers worked for exceptionally low wages to undercut imported cottons.
  But silk weaving declined sharply in Mahalla al-Kubra, which became a center for collecting, ginning, and pressing cotton for export.

There were, however, significant changes in the social structure of textile production.  European imports began to dominate the market for luxury goods. This may have resulted in the decline and even disappearance of certain crafts and guilds even earlier than the mid-19th century.
   The historic primacy of textile craft workers in major cities declined.  Around 1868-73 there were about 4,400-4,500 weavers and dyers in Cairo constituting only 14-18 percent of its artisan population.
  Three “modern sector” textile establishments employed 1,617 workers.
  Widespread consumption of cotton cloth and yarn imported from England in the 1860s and 1870s by popular strata of the population diminished demand for hand woven cottons.

Textile production was maintained by expanded use of the putting out system and feminization and ruralizaton of production.  Home production by women in the 19th century took three different forms.  Merchants or handloom weavers might put out raw cotton or linen to peasant women who cleaned and spun it.  Some peasants bought raw cotton or linen on their own account and sold the spun product to weavers.  Other peasant families spun and wove cotton cloth for their own use.  Peasant families also cleaned, spun, and wove wool, which was the primary fabric for peasant wear.

Imported European fabrics affected the market for specialty items produced and worn by women much less than they did the spinning and weaving of standard cotton cloth.  Women continued to work at embroidery and dressmaking.  Girls were apprenticed in their teens, and then became seamstresses working on their own account out of their homes or in a dressmaker’s shop.  Legal opinions (fatwas) studied by Judith Tucker indicate that the possibility of a woman earning a lucrative income as a seamstress was recognized.

The 1873 Statistique d’Égypte reveals that while textile crafts declined in the principal cities, they continued to flourish in the provinces.  It enumerated 6,073 men employed in the textile sector in Cairo and Alexandria and 22,187 in the rest of Egypt.
  In the provinces textile workers comprised nearly one-third of all artisans – roughly their historic proportion in Cairo.  An even greater proportion of the weavers was located in the provinces.  The 1872 census listed only 685 weavers in Cairo and Alexandria and 16,997 in the rest of the country.

While spinning and weaving were becoming feminized and ruralized, the garment trades were expanding and concentrated in the cities.  According to the unpublished 1868 census of the Cairo governorate, 16 percent of all artisans (4,874) were tailors, seamstresses, shirt makers, and shoemakers – a higher proportion than spinners, weavers, and dyers.  The 1872 census lists 1,648 tailors in Cairo and Alexandria, but only 840 in the rest of Egypt.
  

The British occupation of 1882 accelerated Egypt’s integration into the world capitalist market and consequently, the adaptation of the textile and garment trades along previously established lines.  Employment in the garment trades grew faster than any other sector in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  Tailors, seamstresses, shirt makers, and shoemakers comprised 10 percent of all Egyptian craft workers in 1897 and 30 percent by 1917.  The number of dressmakers and other makers of women’s clothing grew even more rapidly than the garment trades as a whole.

The growth of the garment trades was due to the low cost of local labor, the low price of imported cloth, and minimal competition from imported ready-made clothes, which were consumed only by a small Europeanized elite.  Egyptian tailors earned above average incomes for craft and service workers by copying European designs.  Their low wages relative to European standards enabled them to undersell imported garments by a wide margin.  For example, overcoats imported from Austria, which won a certain share of the local market in the early 20th century, sold for £E 1-3.  Male tailors in Cairo bought imported English cloth, buttons, and lining for 30 piastres and sold the finished product for 50 piastres – half the cost of the cheapest Austrian model.

Women earned even less than men, and several items worn by women were locally produced specialties.  Hence, there was even more room for growth in the women’s needle trades.  Shawls were woven by many women and girls working in their homes in and around Asyut.  Merchants imported cotton yarn and sold it to the women, who needed little training, as they generally had learned needlework at home.  In all likelihood the same merchants bought the finished shawls from the women and sold them in Cairo, where they were popular among both indigenous women and tourists.  Because the income of the Asyuti women supplemented their family income, they could be paid below subsistence wages.  The dispersion of the workers in several villages as well as the town facilitated their super-exploitation.
  In the early 20th century Asyuti merchants also organized production of tulle veils.  The merchants distributed fabric and machine-made thread imported from France and Germany to women who worked at home in villages around Asyut.  The raw materials required to produce one veil cost 80 piastres.  A woman received 1-2 piastres for a finished veil, which probably entailed a day’s labor – far from a living wage.

The 1907 census enumerated 83,378 people (about 75,000 males) working in the textile industry, including weavers of straw, linen, and hemp as well as dyers and makers of rope and lace.  There were 45,456 handloom weavers (42,355 males).  The largest concentrations of weavers were in Mahalla al-Kubra (3,183), Cairo (2,869), Qalyub (2,405), Minuf (2,394), Shibin al-Kom (1,628), Sanuris (1,530), Damietta (1,431), and Akhmim (1,266).  Sixty-six districts throughout Egypt had more than 100 weavers.  Mahalla, Cairo and Damietta were centers of silk weaving.  Akhmim, “the Manchester of Egypt,” was a center of cotton weaving.  Wool was woven in many rural towns.  In Abu Qurqas, which was close to the herds of sheep, goats and camels concentrated in Upper Egypt, at least 750 spinners supplied wool thread for the town’s 400 looms.
  Sidney Wells, director-general of the Department of Agricultural, Industrial, and Commercial Education, surveyed the textile industry in 1910 and concluded, “One can affirm that the textile industry, far from declining as is often claimed, is in a state of growth and, to the contrary, is first among the local industries.”

Mahalla al-Kubra offers a good example validating Wells’s judgment and illustrating the flexibility of Egypt’s textile workforce.  In the early 20th century Mahalla had recovered from its mid-19th decline and was the leading center silk weaving with 2,455 handlooms, far more than any other locale.  But by 1917 silk weaving in Mahalla collapsed.  There were only 158 weavers, probably due to the unavailability of raw silk from Mount Lebanon during World War I.  Many silk weavers apparently shifted to rayon or artificial silk, as the 1917 census lists 2,528 weavers working in “yarns of non-animal origin, or unspecified yarns.”  Despite the competition from European imports, the number of weavers working in cotton increased from 43 in 1907 to 646 in 1917.  Consequently the number of workers in textiles and related industries (about 3,900) remained stable in Mahalla between 1907 and 1917.  They comprised over 30 percent of the economically active population of 10,458, a proportion consistent with the historic position of textiles in Egypt’s urban crafts.

Feminized and ruralized textile production meant continuing downward pressure on wages.  Wages in the provinces were lower than in Cairo and women’s wages were typically far lower than men’s.  The daily wage of a male weaver around 1910 ranged between 4 and 10 piastres.
  In Qalyubiyya province wool weavers earned 6-8 piastres and flax weavers 3-4 piastres.
  Silk and cotton weavers in Mahalla earned 3-5 piastres a day.
  The annual income of a weaver working six days a week and earning 5 piastres a day in the provinces would amount to slightly more than three-quarters of the estimated minimum of 2,000 piastres a year required to sustain a rural family.
  Such low wages could be sustained because rural weaving was not a full-time occupation but largely a part-time activity concentrated around saints’ birthdays and other holidays.

Competition from the provinces contributed to the miserable working conditions and wages in Cairo.  Weavers worked in “quarters where most of the buildings are ramshackle, at the back of courtyards, in sheds without roofs...in long, narrow, and badly lit spaces.”  During part of the year spinners and weavers worked an extra half shift until midnight or 1:00 a.m. to earn an extra 75 centimes or a franc.

The prevalence of handloom weaving should not lead to the conclusion that Egyptians were unwilling or unable to introduce machinery.  Without the ability to enact protective tariffs, the only way that Egyptian textiles could compete with European imports was to rely on super-exploited labor.  This was a rational, even if not a humane, business decision.  Machinery could be used if it was manufactured locally, hence cheaply, rather than imported.  An industrial school was established in Abu Tig in 1903.  By the end of World War I the weavers there learned to construct wooden mechanical looms for silk weaving modeled on those imported from Manchester.
  More advanced looms were also used in Mahalla, Akhmim, and Bani Suwayf.

Mechanization, Trade Unions, and the Nationalist Movement

During the first decade of the 20th century Egyptian workers began to organize themselves in trade unions.  Almost from the start, the trade union movement was allied to the nationalist struggle against the British occupation of Egypt and European domination of its economy.  However, textile workers were marginal to the early trade union movement.  No more than 193 weavers ever belonged to the Manual Trades Workers Union established by the Nationalist Party in 1909 – an amalgam of a federation of guilds and a trade union, which was the first institutional effort to link trade unionism to the nationalist movement.  There were no unions of textile workers before World War I.  The 1919 nationalist uprising was accompanied by a wave of strikes and the formation of several dozen new trade unions.  Among them was the union of Egypt’s first mechanized textile mill, the Filature Nationale d’Égypte. 

The Filature Nationale was descended from one of the two mechanized spinning and weaving mills established in 1899: Egyptian Cotton Mills Ltd. in Cairo and Anglo-Egyptian Spinning and Weaving Co in Alexandria.  The investors assumed that they would not have to pay any local tax on their products and were surprised when Lord Cromer, the British viceroy, imposed an 8 percent countervailing duty equivalent to the tariff paid on British imports.  Deprived of tariff protection, the firms could not survive.  Egyptian Cotton Mills went out of business in 1907.  Anglo-Egyptian Spinning and Weaving persuaded the government to suspend the countervailing duty for five years.  In 1912 it was reorganized by a group of German investors and renamed the Filature Nationale d’Égypte.

By World War I the Filature Nationale employed 1,200 workers operating 20,000 spindles and 400 power looms.  They produced cotton thread and cloth valued at £E50,000 a year.  Annual imports of these same products from 1900 to 1913 ranged from £E2,7000,000 to £E4,0000,000.  The mill used 25-30,000 cantars of cotton; Egypt’s total annual production amounted to 6-7,500,000 cantars.  By World War II the workforce grew to 8-10,000.

In the early 1920s, while the cost of living remained elevated compared to pre-World War I levels, many employers sought to take back concessions they had granted during the nationalist and trade union upsurge of 1919-23.  The Filature Nationale union was in a weak position because its political patron, the Nationalist Party, was overwhelmed by the Wafd in the 1923 elections, the first in nominally independent Egypt.  After a slowdown in November 1923 and a sit-in strike in February 1924, the Filature Nationale workers were forced to accept a 10 per cent wage cut.  The sit-in at the Filature Nationale was part of a citywide workers’ mobilization in Alexandria led by the first Communist Party of Egypt.  The newly installed Wafd government crushed both the Alexandria workers’ movement and the Communist Party.

Bank Misr was founded in 1920 during the nationalist uprising, proclaiming itself “an Egyptian bank for Egyptians only.”  The bank sought to provide capital to establish Egyptian-owned, large-scale, industrial enterprises.  Its flagship industrial enterprise was the Misr Spinning and Weaving Company established in Mahalla al-Kubra in 1927.

Misr Spinning and Weaving undertook the entire cotton spinning, weaving, and dyeing process.  Soon after beginning full-scale operations, it employed some 15,000 workers.  By the end of World War II the mill employed over 25,000 workers and was the largest industrial enterprise in the Middle East.  In 1938 Bank Misr established two more mechanized textile mills as joint enterprises with the British Bradford Dyers firm: Misr Fine Spinning and Weaving and Beida Dyers.  The two mills at Kafr al-Dawwar, near Alexandria, employed some 11-12,000 workers.

In 1937 a Syrian Muslim émigré family established the Sbahi Spinning and Weaving Company.  It employed 5,500 workers in three mills in Alexandria and the northern Cairo suburb of Shubra al-Khayma.

Workers in these and other mechanized textile mills formed the center of gravity of an emergent Egyptian urban proletariat.  In 1945, according to the Census of Industrial Production, 117,272 of the 316,144 employees in manufacturing enterprises were textile workers and 9,425 of the 22,220 manufacturing enterprises were spinning and weaving mills.  Thirteen of the 45 enterprises employing over 500 workers were textile mills.  Over 50,000 of the textile workers (about 42 percent) were employed at the seven large mills of the Filature Nationale, Misr, and Sbahi.  Thousands more were employed at medium-sized mills in the Cairo suburbs of Shubra al-Khayma, Zaytun, Matariyya, and Imbaba.

Many workers in these mills were from peasant backgrounds.  Fikri al-Khuli, one such peasant boy, went to work at Misr Spinning and Weaving in 1928 when he was eleven and remained until 1942.  His autobiographical novel, al-Rihla (The Journey), the only first-hand account of life from the perspective of the mill floor by an Egyptian textile worker, vividly relates the harsh labor control measures and supervisors’ frequent abusive treatment of workers.  Al-Khuli and his workmates understood their work experience in radically different terms than the Misr management and its political allies.

Peasant-workers saw themselves as working temporarily to save a sum of money before returning to their villages.  Turnover was very high.  In the 1930s the dominant basis of identity in and around the mill was the antagonism between the local residents of Mahalla (mahallawiyya) and the peasants recruited to work at the Misr mill (company men, or shirkawiyya).
  The shirkawiyya identified themselves by their villages of origin, as non-Mahalla residents, and as Muslims.  Even when they came to believe they had common interests and to act on them, they often regarded the Mahalla residents as their enemies as much as the Misr management.  Most of the males fiercely opposed the entry of females to their workplace.  Some even physically attacked them.
  These circumstances made it difficult to organize the workers.

Nonetheless, in 1936 Prince `Abbas Halim, who fancied himself “Prince of the Workers,” visited Mahalla intending to form a union under his leadership.  Borne on the shoulders of workers, he entered a marquee where he addressed an assembled crowd in a stammer.  Many workers were distressed to find that they could not understand him.  “What’s he saying?  Is he speaking Polish?” they asked each other.  “Is he speaking to us?  He’s speaking to the mechanics.”  One said, “He’s speaking a foreign language.”  Another said, “Of course he’s ignoring us, man.  Why should he talk to us?  He’ll speak to people who understand him.”
  `Abbas Halim had spent much of his childhood in Europe and never perfected his Arabic.  On this formal occasion he may have thought it appropriate to speak in standard Arabic rather than colloquial Egyptian.  The better-educated skilled mechanics probably understood his language far better than uneducated or minimally educated unskilled workers.  Stammering in imperfect standard Arabic would only have compounded the comprehension difficulties of the less educated.  This first attempt to organize a union at Misr Spinning and Weaving failed, not only because the workers literally did not understand what `Abbas Halim proposed, but because they felt little connection to Cairo-centered political and trade union activity.

On July 18, 1938 1,500 weavers at Misr Spinning and Weaving, with no help from any outsiders, struck demanding an eight hour day and a higher piece rate.
  The company shut down for forty-five days and reorganized the weaving mill into smaller workshops to diminish the danger of future collective action.  About a hundred workers were arrested for their role in the strike and paraded through town as an example; fifty-five were convicted for participating in the strike.  The judge who presided over the case chastised the workers in paternalistic language, expressing the disdain of most of Egypt’s political classes towards the emergent working class and incredulity that ignorant peasants were capable of knowing their own interests.

The judge, like the Misr management and its political supporters, believed that the Mahalla mill was the emblem of Egyptian modernity, industrial progress, and economic development.  Ignorant peasants should therefore accept the roles the company assigned to them in this project.  Deviations would be dealt with harshly, just as the Wafd had crushed the 1924 strike movement in Alexandria.  

However, the modernity of Misr Spinning and Weaving was derivative.  Contrary to the hopes and expectations of many Egyptians, it was incapable of generating the industrial takeoff that mechanization of the textile industry produced in England.  The machinery at Misr Spinning and Weaving was purchased second-hand from European firms who were moving on to technologically more advanced equipment.  Hence Egyptian textiles were uncompetitive on the international market, and the local market could only be secured by enacting a protective tariff after Egypt regained tariff autonomy in 1930.  The number of workers per loom at Misr’s enterprises was far greater than in Japanese, European, and American textile mills.  Maintaining a larger than necessary labor force and controlling it by harsh discipline was economically “rational” in the short term because of the low cost of labor.  But low wages also meant that the local market for Egypt’s premium long-staple cotton was limited.  Misr therefore used this long-staple cotton to produce cheap cloth for the popular classes, squandering Egypt’s comparative advantage.

Textile Workers’ Unions and the Nationalist Movement

During the 1930s `Abbas Halim and the preponderant nationalist party, the Wafd, were first allies and then rivals in claiming to represent Egyptian workers.  In 1942, during one of the brief periods when the British and the King allowed the Wafd to rule, trade unions were legalized.  Consequently, the Wafd retained popularity among some trade unionists.  But by the late 1930s others had despaired of the political figures that sought to be their patrons and to reject the corporatist conceptions embraced by all the political forces except the Marxists.  These elements advocated a trade union movement “independent of political parties.”  Although this demand began outside the textile industry, by the middle of World War II the textile workers of Shubra al-Khayma became its strongest proponents.

The mechanized textile industry mushroomed during World War II, when Egypt became a rear base and supply center for the allied war effort.  After the war, employment dropped sharply.  Mill owners squeezed their remaining workers to make a profit in a radically diminished market.  As most textile workers were from peasant backgrounds, the notion that they could be hired and dismissed or made to work harder than the previous norm because of the “logic” of the capitalist market violated their conceptions of a moral economy.  “Arbitrary dismissals” and low wages in relation to the increasing cost-of-living were recurrent issues for textile workers after World War II.

During and after the war textile workers, especially those of Shubra al-Khayma and other northern suburbs of Cairo, drew the attention of the reinvigorated Egyptian communist movement.  Consequently, until the collapse of the monarchy in 1952 and for some time beyond, these textile workers formed the core of a radical labor movement linking the economic demands of workers with the nationalist demand for “total evacuation” of British troops from the Nile Valley.  

The government attempted to repress this movement by dissolving the General Union of Mechanized Textile Workers of Shubra al-Khayma and Cairo in April 1945.  In December security forces imposed a virtual armed occupation on Shubra al-Khayma.  This provoked a nearly general strike from January 1-9, 1946 during which union leaders Taha Sa`d `Uthman and Mahmud al-`Askari and another senior worker-organizer, Yusuf al-Mudarrik – all of them connected to the New Dawn Marxist group – were arrested.  The strike was actively supported by the several Marxist factions and the Wafdist Vanguard, the youthful left wing of the principal nationalist party.  In February a major clash between student demonstrators demanding abrogation of the 1936 Anglo-Egyptian Treaty and evacuation of British troops from Egypt and Sudan led to the formation of the National Committee of Workers and Students.  Its leadership included two textile workers from Shubra al-Khayma, Mahmud al-Dumrani and Sayyid Khudayr.  The NCWS called a successful general strike on February 21, when workers from Shubra al-Khayma joined tens of thousands of others demonstrating in Cairo.

In May, impelled by the nationalist mobilization, trade union leaders attempted to overcome the differences between the Marxist factions and form a national trade union federation: the Congress of Egyptian Trade Unions (CETU).  Simultaneously, workers in at least nineteen textile mills in Shubra al-Khayma struck in response to continuing plant closures and layoffs – a nearly total shutdown of the regional textile industry.  The CETU called a national general strike for June 25 to support its call for complete evacuation of British forces from the Nile Valley and a long list of trade union issues, including solidarity with the Shubra al-Khayma strikers.  The general strike failed.  This signaled the recently appointed Prime Minister, Isma`il Sidqi, that he was free to attack the leftist trade union-nationalist alliance.  On July 11 trade union and nationalist leaders were arrested, the CETU was banned, the left and labor press was closed down, several Marxist associations were outlawed, and a new anti-communist law was submitted to parliament.  July 11, 1946 was a decisive defeat for the popular movement of 1945-46.  It ended a conjuncture when both the government and the left wing of the nationalist and trade union movements took seriously the possibility of a revolution.

The Marxists’ success in Shubra al-Khayma led them to clash with the Society of Muslim Brothers.  In 1944 some of the Brothers’ adherents were elected to the executive committee of the Shubra al-Khayma textile workers’ union.  In the spring and summer of 1946 the Muslim Brothers organized their own textile workers’ union to replace the one dissolved by the government.  In December 1947 they established a small textile mill in Shubra al-Khayma employing less than 60 workers.  It was intended to relieve the problem of unemployment and demonstrate the proper way to run an enterprise on what the Muslim Brothers considered Islamic principles.  Although the Brothers never gained as great a following in Shubra al-Khayma as the left commanded in 1945-46, their activity obstructed the reestablishment of the left until after the 1948 Arab-Israeli War.

Consequently, the Delta and Alexandria were the main centers of workers’ collective action during a second upsurge of converging radical labor and nationalist mobilization, from September 1947 to April 1948.  Muhammad Hamza and other members of the newly formed Democratic Movement for National Liberation (DMNL) – which united the former Iskra and Egyptian Movement for National Liberation Marxist groups – began to work in Mahalla al-Kubra in the summer of 1947.  The announcement of new disciplinary rules sparked a violent and intense strike of the 26,000 Misr Spinning and Weaving workers from September 2 to October 4, 1947.  But its underlying causes were resentment over years of humiliating treatment by the management and anxiety about layoffs.  There was a company-sponsored union at Misr Spinning and Weaving.  As the strike developed its principal demand came to be the formation of an independent, representative union.

The other major labor struggle of the fall of 1947 was a seventeen-day strike at the Filature Nationale from September 26 to October 13 prompted by wage reductions related to the institution of an eight-hour day.

In response to these strikes, in January 1948 a government commission issued a report recommending standard conditions for the textile industry.  The standards, although not obligatory, legitimized the concepts of a minimum wage, an eight-hour day, and a six-day week.  A rash of strikes at the Filature Nationale and Sbahi from February to April 1948 accompanied by solidarity strikes at other mills suggests that textile workers thought the government’s proposals were inadequate.

The textile workers of Cairo’s northern suburbs once again became a center for Marxist activity during a third upsurge of the radical labor and nationalist movement from mid-1951 until January 1952.  The Greater Cairo Mechanized Textile Workers’ Union based in Zaytun and Matariyya was led by DMNL member Muhammad `Ali `Amir.  Another DMNL member, Muhammad Shatta, led the Founding Committee for a Union of Mechanized Textile Workers in Shubra al-Khayma and its Suburbs, which sought to reestablish a textile workers’ union in Shubra al-Khayma throughout 1951.  The police repeatedly thwarted its efforts to convene an assembly to formally reconstitute the union.  Nonetheless, a Congress of Egyptian Textile Workers managed to meet in Cairo on January 5, 1952 under the leadership of Muhammad `Ali `Amir.  That gathering was intended to prepare for a founding congress of a General Federation of Egyptian Trade Unions, which was to convene on January 27, 1952.  The Cairo fire of January 26 ended the popular mobilization and provided a pretext for banning the trade union congress.  The Wafd government was dismissed; martial law was declared; and many trade unionists were jailed.  The stage was set for the military coup that ended the monarchy on July 23, 1952.

The Free Officers and the Trade Union Movement
The Free Officers led by Gamal Abdel Nasser seized power with a vaguely articulated program of nationalism, “anti-feudalism,” and political reform.  The political sympathies of the officers ranged from the Muslim Brothers to the DMNL.  The military regime was widely supported by workers and peasants, especially after it enacted a land reform in September 1952.

Workers at the Misr mills in Kafr al-Dawwar believed that the new regime empowered them to renew their campaign for representative trade unions.  The 3,000 workers at Beida Dyers won this demand after a brief strike on August 9, 1952.  At Misr Fine Spinning and Weaving there was a company-controlled union.  A union reform movement led by Muhammad Mutawalli al-Sha`rawi and Ahmad al-Yabani, who were close to the DMNL, had been active for some time.  It did not initiate the sit-down strike of some 500 workers on August 12.  The next day troops arriving from Alexandria fired on large demonstrations of workers as they shouted their support for the new regime and demanded the removal of abusive company officials and the formation of a freely elected union.  Two soldiers, one policeman and four workers were killed in an exchange of shots.  The military authorities arrested 545 workers and charged 29 of them with various offenses.  A hastily convened military tribunal sentenced Mustafa Khamis and Muhammad Baqri to death, and they were executed on September 7.  The government’s principal consideration in imposing this harsh penalty was its suspicion that they were members of Marxist organizations, although Baqri almost surely was not.  Ten other workers including Muhammad Shihab, a Muslim Brother, received jail sentences.

To balance its repression of the Kafr al-Dawwar strikers, the military regime enacted three labor laws in December 1952.  Law 318 established a mandatory arbitration and conciliation procedure for grievances, which effectively banned strikes.  Law 317 provided longer annual vacations, free transportation to factories in remote areas, and free medical care in enterprises employing more then 500 workers.  The most important provision of the law was increased severance compensation, which made it expensive to lay workers off during business downturns.  Decree 165 of April 1953 forbade dismissing workers for union activity.  However, this was offset by quadrupling the length of time a worker could be hired on probation (with lower wages and benefits) – from three periods of one month to two periods of six months.  Many employers evaded the high cost of laying off workers by dismissing new hires before a year was up.

By increasing severance compensation the Free Officers partially alleviated the single most important grievance of the labor movement since the end of World War II – one that had been particularly acute among textile workers due to the sharp ups and downs of the industry.  This was among the reasons that most trade unionists supported Gamal Abdel Nasser during his confrontation with Muhammad Naguib and others who demanded the restoration of parliamentary democracy in the crisis of March 1954.  However, the textile unions, in part due to the presence of Marxists, generally did not participate in the strikes of March 27-29, 1954 that confirmed Abdel Nasser in power.

Many trade union leaders believed that it was in the interest of their constituency to become clients of the new regime, which seemed much more amenable to their interests than the monarchy.  The textile unions in which Marxists were prominent continued to uphold the banner of trade union independence.  However, the political limits of that option became obvious when security forces violently suppressed a strike and sit in at the Shurbagi textile mill in Imbaba in August-September 1953.
  The regime was adamant that order and discipline would be maintained and that social and political initiatives could not come “from below.”  Consequently, it fought relentlessly against communists and other leftists in the labor movement, especially in the textile unions that were their stronghold.  However, this had to be done with some delicacy because in the 1950s Egypt’s 150,000 mechanized textile workers comprised about 43 percent of its industrial workforce.
  Such a large constituency could not be alienated by a regime claiming to represent the popular strata.

From the mid-1950s to 1965 the regime adopted progressively more radical anti-capitalist measures while institutionalizing its corporatist conception of state and society.  Trade unions effectively became part of the state apparatus.  The most concentrated resistance to the state’s absorption of the labor movement was among the textile trade union leaders.  Muhammad Mutawalli al-Sha`rawi from Kafr al-Dawwar and Sayyid Fa’id and Ahmad Fahim from Shubra al-Khayma led efforts to establish a federation of textile unions in 1953-54.  Fahim had formed a breakaway textile foremen’s union in 1942, when the Marxists were ascendant among the Shubra al-Khayma textile workers.  Although he was not a constant ally, Fahim was a pragmatist and willing to cooperate with Marxists like al-Sha`rawi and Fa’id.  Therefore, the regime unsuccessfully tried to prevent Fahim from becoming president of the Textile Workers’ Federation.  Under his leadership the Federation remained one of the few institutions where workers could independently discuss issues and take initiatives.  Its semi-annual conference in 1956 was the first forum to demand doubling the minimum wage.

Fearful that what happened in the textile federation might occur on a larger scale, the regime repeatedly blocked efforts to establish a national trade union confederation.  It was finally formed in January 1957 on the basis of a corporatist bargain – the government would permit the formation of a trade union confederation but exercise veto power over its leadership and supervise its activities.  Ahmad Fahim became vice-president of the Egyptian Federation of Trade Unions (ETUF).

Nationalization of Egypt’s large-scale financial, commercial, and industrial enterprises in 1960-62 brought most of the textile industry under direct government control.  Only small- and medium-sized firms employing less than 200 workers remained in private hands.  For example, by 1973 the 3,600 privately owned mechanical looms in Mahalla al-Kubra were dispersed in 600 small shops, most with less than thirty looms each.

Textile workers, like all those employed in the state sector, benefited from decreased hours of work, higher wages, social insurance, consumer cooperatives, and medical clinics.
  In 1962 Ahmad Fahim became president of the ETUF, creating the impression that the labor movement was now led by a textile worker connected to the left tradition in the labor movement.  But Fahim’s leadership did not enhance the capacity of textile workers or others for autonomous action.

Conclusion: Towards a Neo-Liberal Order

From the mid-1950s to the present, despite the nationalization of most of the textile industry in the early 1960s, the encouragement of private enterprise in the mid-1970s, and the partial denationalization of a relatively small number of enterprises in the 1990s the state has tightly controlled trade unions.  Elections to union executives have often been fixed.  In 1987 the High Constitutional Court ruled that the right to strike was constitutionally protected, but striking workers continued to risk severe repression.  Legislation adopted in 2003 formally legalized strikes but under severely restricted circumstances.  Labor news has rarely been reported on the radio and television and in the government press, though in the mid-1980s the legal leftist weekly, al-Ahali, consistently covered labor issues.

Egypt’s defeat in the 1967 Arab-Israeli War undermined the regime’s legitimacy and exposed it to significant political and social criticism for the first time since 1954.  Since then there have been sporadic outbursts of collective action and strikes in response to declining real wages in 1971-72 and 1975-76, reductions in consumer subsidies and the imposition of Washington consensus neo-liberal policies in 1977, price increases and increases in workers’ contributions to health insurance and pension plans in 1984-89, and the privatization of the public sector in the mid-1990s.  Textile workers in the large public sector mills – the Misr mills in Mahalla al-Kubra, Kafr al-Dawwar and Helwan, and the ESCO mill in Shubra al-Khayma – were prominent in all these waves of protest and strike activity along with other public sector workers.  Workers employed in the private sector, which has grown steadily since Anwar al-Sadat’s declaration of an “open door” economic policy in 1974, have been much less active.

In the mid-1980s several “alternative” newspapers and organizations emerged to give workers a voice outside the framework of the state-dominated trade union federations, which had long ceased to represent them.  Veteran textile union activists Taha Sa`d `Uthman and Muhammad Mutawalli al-Sha`rawi were among the editors of Sawt al-`Amil (Workers’ Voice), which began publication in 1985.  Sawt al-`Amil sharply criticized the historic absorption and repression of the labor movement by the Nasserist state.  It tried to connect the workers’ movement of the mid-1980s with that of the 1940s and 1950s by publishing biographies of veteran trade union activists and other historical material.  One of its major projects was a series of articles presenting a legal case for the innocence of the Kafr al-Dawwar textile workers who struck on August 12-13, 1952.  Textile workers at Mahalla al-Kubra formed the core of an area-wide organization, al-Fajr (Dawn), which had several hundred members and issued a newspaper with the same name in the mid-1980s.  Another regional newspaper of the period was based among the textile workers of Shubra al-Khayma (`Ummal Shubra al-Khayma).  The fiercest confrontations between workers and the state during the 1984-89 strike wave were two sit-in strikes at the Iron and Steel Co. in Helwan in July and August 1989.
  Its leaders were among the founders of the Center for Trade Union and Workers’ Services, which subsequently established a branch in Shubra al-Khayma.  After the Iron and Steel strikes, the regime of Husni Mubarak, became less tolerant of labor dissidence, an aspect of its generally more repressive character in the 1990s.

Following the 1991 Gulf War Egypt signed an Economic Reform and Structural Adjustment Program agreement with the IMF and the World Bank.  Law 203 of June 1991 was the first tangible step towards privatizing the public sector, which the international financial institutions had been urging for over a decade.  After resisting privatization since 1974, the ETUF leadership endorsed this legislation.

Several state-owned textile firms were sold to Egyptian and foreign investors, generating 12 percent of all proceeds from the sale of public sector enterprises.  New privately owned textile enterprises were established, among them producers of ready made clothing for export.  From 1992 to 2000 the market share of the private sector in cotton spinning grew from 8 percent to 58 percent.
  

Precise information about working conditions in privately owned textile enterprises is difficult to come by.  There are few unions or social benefits.  Before enactment of the 2003 Unified Labor Law it was widely reported that workers signed undated letters of resignation when hired so that they could be dismissed if they “made trouble.”  Firms often hired workers on three-month temporary contracts and fired them before they become permanent.  The new legislation legalized indefinitely renewable temporary contracts.
  Several of the new private enterprises are located in the new cities surrounding Cairo.  Workers are therefore cut off from the social networks required to support collective action.

By 1999, 137 of the 314 public sector firms declared eligible in 1991 had been privatized.  Although the 1991 legislation forbade mass layoffs after privatization of a firm, managers of public sector firms under consideration for privatization often attempted to make them more attractive by reducing the workforce before the sale.  Anxieties about unemployment and other possible consequences of privatization prompted a renewal of strikes and collective action in the mid-1990s, with major strikes at Misr Fine Spinning and Weaving in Kafr al-Dawwar in November 1994 and Misr Helwan Spinning and Weaving in August 1998.  At the Misr Helwan mill the entire workforce of 8,700 was given a three-week vacation.  Then management announced that only 2,800 workers should return to work.  Rumors spread that the enterprise would be leased to a private investor.

Despite the moves towards privatization, the textile industry remains the core of the public sector.  The single largest state-owned enterprise is the Misr Spinning and Weaving Company in Mahalla.  It employed 28,400 workers in 2000 and generated revenues of £E700.2 million.  By contrast, one of the most successful new private firms, Alexandria Spinning and Weaving, employed 3,200 workers and earned revenues of £E160.68 million.  The recently privatized Arab Polvara Spinning and Weaving earned £E213.52 million.
  Privatization of the public sector stalled in mid-2000.

The pattern of collective action since 1971 indicates a significant disparity between the work experience, trade union and political consciousness, and militancy of public and private sector workers.  That disparity prompts this concluding reflection.  Surveying the history of Egyptian textile workers over the course of more than 300 years, as I have done, may encourage the illusion that the subject is unified and coherent.  This is certainly not the case.  Gender, locality, the differential effects of foreign competition, the particular commodity manufactured, the fabric worked, and the absence or presence of trade unions and their political character all produced differences that make it problematic to speak of a set of common experiences and understandings that define “the” Egyptian textile worker.  It is possible to construct a coherent narrative of change over time, as this essay has done, and it is useful to note that neither competition from European imports nor the failed industrial project of Mehmed `Ali created a radical discontinuity in textile craft production.  But it is also important to recognize the ruptures and reformations of textile workers as a component of the Egyptian working class represented by the nationalist uprising of 1919 and its aftermath, the movement for independent trade unions from the late 1930s to 1952, the nationalizations and authoritarian populism of the Nasserist era, and the still uncertain efforts to re-privatize the economy since 1991.
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