104 D. N. Maronitis
his island. The lights didn’t go on again, either on that_ e;{en-
on o the following nights, but his eyes grew us?d to it little
glg lci)trtlgn they didn’t get tired any more, they dldéldt h:l};’;.daw
' And,finally, as he stood there waiting,‘ all O.f asu enuSl 9 n
broke. All of a sudden, he saw the sun rise, su}ilulgi?iezc:) » 31 . m |
the vertical street and from the other one, the
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Greek Workers in Egypt 1900-1930

ALEXANDER KITROEFF

STUDIES OF THE GREEK DIASPORA of the late eighteenth, nineteenth,
and the early twentieth centuries have concentrated on the activities
of merchants who were the dominant element of diaspora communities
based in the mercantile centers of Marseille, Venice, Trieste,
Thessaloniki, Istanbul, Odessa, Smyrna, and Alexandria. The history
of the “‘ordinary people” of those communities the small owners and
employees who were the most numerous element within each community
remains to be written. Likewise, the emergence of a Greek working class
element therein has not been satisfactorily accounted for.

The reasons for this are quite straightforward. At best one could say
that the activities of the dominant, mercantile bourgeoisie were awarded
a higher priority. At worst, the implications of class-based activity by
Greck workers was willingfully ignored by Greek nationalistic
historiography. Admittedly there are several methodological obstacles
to reconstructing the life of groups which belonged to an anonymous
mass and left behind very few records of their activities. Furthermore,
the fact that “‘history from the bottom up’’ is enjoying so much popular-
ity currently does not necessarily force us to consider that all anonymous
groups were in fact significant historical actors in their time. All the same,
it can be safely said that the emergence of a working stratum and the
stirrings of a labor movement in the Eastern Mediterranean are subjects
which merit closer attention than they have received before.

What work has been done on the study of early labor movements
111 the Eastern Mediterranean has concentrated primarily on the situa-
tion in Thessaloniki and to a lesser extent several other Ottoman urban
orindustrial centers.! There are several theoretical issues addressed by

e
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‘Aside from the work of Greek scholars such as G, B. Leon, A. Liakos, K. Moskoff,
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those studies, all of which focus upon the economic, geographic, and
above all, ethnic obstacles which delayed, if not prevented, the forma-
tion of an Ottoman working class “‘in itself”* as well as “‘for itself.”
Those very same obstacles lay in the way of a similar type of develop-
ment in Egypt, a semi-autonomous province of the Ottoman Empire
by the late nineteenth century.

This article, eschewing a more abstract theoretical comparison be-
tween the Ottoman and Egyptian circumstances will limit itself to
describing the Greek role in the emergence of the working class and

the labor movement in Egypt, a country with a large and prominent

Greek community. In its conclusions this article will list several

theoretical considerations arising from the Greek labor experience in

Egypt, both for labor historiography and for the historiography of
ethnic minorities as well. The annoted form of those considerations
claim no definite status, rather, they represent merely a set of semaphore
signals towards a more theoretical examination of this subject.
The working class in inter-war Egypt, following the country’s move
towards industrialization after W W I has been recorded as amounting

to 5% of the economically active population according to the national
census of 1927. Qamir Amin states that by W W 1L workers formed

about 10% of urban populations in Egypt.? Those workers were o¢-
dustries and in light and heavy manufactur-

cupied in the transport in
ing such as the cigarette industry, cotton ginning,
and ship repairs, an
industries. While no reliable figures exist stating the exact number of
Greek workers, one contemporary estimate fixes their number at about:
6,000 by 1937.°

The numerous foreigners in early twentieth cent
industries where a certain level of skill and literacy was requ

marine construction

was more commonly foun

migrants than in the native population. The Greeks were especially pro-

minent in the cigarette and in the ‘‘Canal”’ industries.
It was inevitable that the carly manifestations of working class con=
sciousness should occur in Egypt among the foreign workers. The

JE—

and A. Panayotopoulos, relevant studies by
mont *“H *O8wpaviki ‘Epyotkd TaEig 1ig Tlopapoves Tig *Eraviartocns 16V N
Tovpkov’in V. Panayotopoulos ed. "Exguyypovigros Kai ﬁroynxavmr’,‘ *Enavdat
G1d Badxdvia tév 190V ai@va (Athens, 1980), and in D. Quataert, Social Disinten
tion and Popular Resistance in the Ottoman Empire 1881-1908, Reactions to [Econormic
Penetration (New York, 1983).

2. Riad L’ Egypte Nasserienne (Paris, 1968), p. 41. J
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Ottomanists in general are cited in P. Dus

d other, ancillary sectors, the so-called Suez Cana_i ‘

ury Egypt staffeiﬁ j
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d among recently arrived Europeans im-
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earliest forms of union organizati . .
in the two industries mentioied aitégi fl?él C?rt;esltcrsﬂ\;iricltllon iioc')k B
?r. both cas,es. This applied not only in the early periodea"h)ifllrlwolved
i t.h 4 189.0 o but also during the more developed and poli,ti\:i il be'g o
which coincided both with the rise of the Egyptian Ilation:f' period,
ment and, perhaps more importantly the Bolshevik revolution 'IStRmOYe_
Several sources mention that the first labor union in E in Russia.
g formed by the cigarette workers in 1899. This was an Bipyaes :[he
incorporating G-rceks, Armenians, Italians, and other nati;rfagla}r'nzatlon
common working conditions in this manufacturing ind ities. The
resulted in ethnic divisions among the workforce bfin ustry soon
There existed three different categories of tobacco workge Supersed.ed.
Fo the three stages in the manufacturing process at the ti IS z}Ic‘cordmg
important of those stages, or rather the one requiring theme' he most
was the flnal_ stage when shredded tobacco was stuffein'aaf[eSt sl
cylmders: T_hls task required not only skill but also speed e e
engaged in it were paid on a piece work basis; another 1;1511}1166 those
was {0 Wrap the paper around the tobacco. Th:a majorit cf }(1) d used
tg;:,(;‘e‘gi ;2 ﬂ:is staifl;e of production were known as “cigarilie tmziee:;’l:
rette rollers’’ and
o d skills either in Mac::lcllglge; i;f;il;:ii:?o had learned the re-
tersﬁ-J'?;b derfllandmg ‘less skill was that performed by the ““tobacco cut-
g cntal ed cutting the leaves with knives. The job of the
co workers”’ required even less skill as it involved packi tob:':lc-
and other manual operations. packing, unpacking
brozg?il;t};e Eflgrst tC?rerln;an and Brltish_—made cigarette machines were
makers’” were thjrzgatleliiedogvg;; :1)5(;11:31: 1J (::bsc? \ tl::le e
o W ’ ntroduced would -
ﬂfelgiiiigtgurieil(l’cersf reduntant..The outbreak of World Wr:? l;efiflr?g
Q- o macives il the expotmnal aag, b
The i . COnUng into general use.
.‘Cigarztlgt:r?;:llz;tsl’o’n (1)-1f the machines was resisted vigorously by the
B formed th w] o had shovEfn early signs of militancy. In 1899
B e O e fllrst la.bor ur.non in Egypt, named “L’ Union In-
ks hf 18‘;‘;" iers Cigarettiers d’ Egypte.” It organized two suc-
proved working condietl'nd 1903 with demands for higher wages and im-
¢o dust in badly v ions. Working for long hours and inhaling tobac-
complaints Thy entilated factories gave rise to a number of health
. The author of the earliest study on working conditions in

4
1. Vallet Contributi
Bt ibution a I’ Etud 0 .
au Caire (Valence, 1911). e de la Condition des Quvrieres de la Grande Industrie
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Egypt reports that he was refused access to the cigarette factory owneg -
by a Greek, Nestor Gianaclis.

The most important strikes, in opposition to the installation ofl
machines took place after W. W. L. During the war years the "Cigarettégg

makers’’ had seen their wages rise sharply from between 20 and 30

piastres to 60, 80, and in some cases to 100 piastres a day [100 p.=
about 1 pound sterling]. There was, therefore, all the more reason for
them to dread the advent of machines. Some of them were producing
as many as 5,000 cigarettes a day and earning the going rate of 20
piastres per 1,000 cigarettes produced. The first strikes after the war
occured at the factories of Gianaclis, Melkonian, Maspero, Vafiadis,
Kuriazis Freres, Coutarelli, and Kassimis. During the months that
followed there were further strikes at the factories owned by Matos-
sian, Livanos, and Gamsaragan. Of the twenty-one strikes handled by
the Labor Concilliation Board during the first half of the year 1921,
a period of general strike activity, three had affected the cigarette com-
panies of Papatheologos Brothers, Laurens, and Dimitrino.’

The number of separate firms involved indicates among other thingg
that Greek workers had no qualms about striking against Greek

employers. While this is the earliest recorded case of Greek employees

striking against Greek bosses, this was imitated by other Greek workers

later on in Egypt.

A secondary Greek source mentions that five years before the

cigarette workers union was formed, a group of workers in the Suez
«Canal industries’’ composed of a number of nationalities including
Greeks, organized a strike which was to fail.® In 1908, some Greek

workers and some employees of the ¢s§uez Canal Company’’ formed:

a mutual benefit society. The membership began to drop after 1912,
but about 50 members remained during the war years. A combination

of grievances led to a mixed nationality strike committee being elected

at the end of the war. It included two Greeks, two Italians, one Austrian
and one Egyptian. The committee led a month-long strike in May 1918
forcing the management to grant a 20% wage rise, a maximum eight
hour working day and better living conditions, as well as a reduction
in the years of employment required for a pension from 30 to 25

years.”

SEgyptian Labour Concilliation Board, Report, March-June 1920, FO 371/5030; Con-
missions de Conciliation du Travail, 4eme Rapport, Jul.-Sept. 1920 FO 371/6324; Com
mission de Counciliation de Travail 5eme Rapport, Jan.-June 1921, FO 371/6234. }

°K. Frangoulis ‘H Zuvuforsn twv ‘EAddvev ath Awdpoln To0 Zouél (Alexandrd,

1924), p. 41.
7Ibid p. 108.
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The strike at the Canal was one of the many organized b e
in Egypt betvyeen 1918 and 1924. Several mixed nationalit y WOrbers
ship labor unions were formed, though several involved “ez'lnllem el:
rather than “‘workers.” Greeks were prominent in almost a]Ip ?Yﬁes
unions. For instance, the Association of Bank Employees wa Of those
in 19'19, with 523 members employed in the fourteenth bankss_ Ogiwd
a.ﬂdl'la' = they elected a Greek president. In the same yea in Alex-
orgamzatlon,’named the ““International Union of Bankiny Eznarllother
gnd Workers”’ was formed in Cairo; all four elected ogffic ployees
Greeks. Also, an international seamens’ union was establish Zr_s‘ were
20-man t?xecutlve there were sixteen Greeks and four E ed; 1ln the8
Other. unions formed at an earlier period also contained gS{Ptlans.
.t_i_'onzf\hty membership and a strong Greek presence Exama Imlxed na-
“Tailors Assmte'mts Union™ (1901), the “Associaltion o]; eBS arbe thf
(1901), the ““Union of Metal Workers’’ (1902). The ‘“Unio a%rTers
Worker‘s” and the “Union of Railway Workers” were el
“Egyptian’’ unions.’ predominantly
\ W‘hﬂe the stn_kes in the transport sector during this period were th
IPOSt lmpo.rtant in terms of size, degree of disruption and pa ‘:‘Ie‘t e
I a4 i, Egyptian workers, the strikes in the Cigarettp' I'C;CIDa-
were crl_1c1al in breaking down ethnic divisions among the ‘: Hll(fustry
Ir_lt'eresgngly enough, according to one Egyptian nfws a O o
strikes in Alexandria were more militant, better Organizelzl :j; ;ZEZ{E

succes§ful b.e‘cause the work force there was made up of a broad

%f; ;?;orﬁhtle}sl. In Cairo, on the other hand, where strikes invi;\rf;
5 foGy, the s‘uccess c.)f the strike could be threatened by interven-
o ?t ! t{eek”dllplon.latw aythoritics.m Because of the system of
fe‘faiﬁe éltalxl ;ic;nsat'm e;l(.lstence in Egypt up to 1937, foreigners not only
B 4 ionality but were also politically and judicially depen-
dent on the Consular authorities of their own country °

The ready participation of Greek workers and employess in mixed

Lo . ;
ationality labor unions contrasts with the behavior of most Greek small

Th i
ere are at least two explanations which can be offered for this

cont i i
= th};!astr.ag‘tl.le first refers to -the widely known and studied divirgence
practices of the working class and the petty bourgeoisie accor-

—
*Taxuip,
o pouog (Newspaper, Alexandria) 27/9 June-30/12 June 1919

_:-'J_‘U-Sayici Rifaat
tation Karl Marx

““History of the Socialist M i

listor: : ovement in Egypt - 4 i

o ! University Lepzing 1970 English copy pgyé)S PSSR
XUdpSuog 10)23 Feb, 1918, o
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ding to their social position, their interests, their working conditiong,
their non-ownership or small scale ownership of the means of produe.
tion and so on. Those reasons need not be repeated here.

The second explanation supplements the first. Workers do not
automatically acquire a ‘‘working class consciousness.”” Strikes may
be produced spontaneously, but the movement in Egypt, especially bet.
ween 1918 and 1924, with its widespread unionization and inter-uniop
solidarity, displayed a level of sophistication far above that achieveq
by spontaneity. The level achieved was at least partially the result of
efforts of two groups working towards the development of the labor
movement in Bgypt, the anarcho-syndicalists and the communists-,,:

Compared to a number of studies on the communist movement in
Egypt, the influence of the anarcho-syndicalists remains unknown. Thig
second group drew the attention of the British authorities at that time
as much as the communists did.! This in itself however does not pro-
ve much because diplomatic reports on radical movements throughout
the world around the time of the Bolshevik revolution tended to exag;
gerate the potential strength of such groups. Several Greeks were in-
volved in the small communist movement. The anarcho-syndicalist fac-
tion was even smaller and represented by two Italians, Pizzuto and Col-

lalto. Significantly, both groups made inroads in the labor movement
and became influential, playing an important role up to 1924. In that
year a general crack-down on Egyptian nationalists brought with it é,
number of measures against radicals who were either imprisoned or
deported.? .

Greek socialist intellectuals had set up the Group d * Etudes Sociales
in Alexandria which was mistakenly misrepresented by British ins
telligence officers as the forerunner of the communist party. In actual
fact this was more of a book club for radical intellectuals and was not
directly involved in the formation of the communist party. The only
living survivor of this group, Maria Iordanidou, a prolific novelist in
her later years with a love for caricature, has written that a membet
of the group ‘“walked into the offices of the club one evening and told
us: ‘You know, they have just opened a communist party down the
road,’ talking nonchalantly, as if he were announcing the opening of
a grocery store.”””* Two members of the group in fact did participae

i
i

in the formation of the Communist Party in Egypt, known h
Socialist Party until it accepted the twenty one conditic,ms of th ﬁ‘é -
jntern in 1923. One of those members was Maria’s future hueb Ofg-
Ioannis,_ Iordanidis, a Greek teacher at Victoria College (the Esnalr'1 1';
school in Aiexand_ria, run on public school lines) who was in c:oftls
with the Communist Party of Greece. He asked Maria, who knew Ralct
sian, to draft a Is:tter to the Comintern asking for his h;:lp and guid ce
in the activities in Egypt. Arragements were made for the let%e tanlfe
smuggleq to Moscow with Athens. The other member in‘.foalvedrinothe
communist party was Sakellaris Yannakakis, a self-educated spo :
merchant from the island of Kalymnos who had close contacf ng:};
the Greek Alexandrian literati. He frequented the I pduuata publsi g'l
house and on more than one occasion attempted, unsuccesfully t oon.
vert the poet C. P. Cavafy to “historical materialism.’’!* v
’I:hose two Greeks were the most influential Europea-ms in the
munist party together with the German Jew J oseph Rosenthal Cl?m_
anmcho-spricalist tendencies cause him to be expelled from t,those
ty on explicit instructions of the Comintern. The European comrne s
in Egypt were fully aware of the need for Egyptians to lead th o
munist mf)vement there. They tried to remain in the backgrouncel: C‘;lf_fll'
encouraging Egyptian members to shoulder more responsibilitiesWBl e
?fgw years after the party was broken up by the authorities in 1.94;t
it fell to Y.al}a.kakis to begin to reorganize the communist network ,
The activities of communists and anarcho-syndicalists on beha(l)§ -f
thg.uforkers were recognized by a number of unions that elected sev. C;I
activists of both groups as their union officers. For instance PSﬂ etr
became se‘cretar){ of the ‘‘Federation of Workers’’ which inco;' IZut tg
twelve unions with a total membership of 1,500 workers Ro];:;etlhel
ﬂzs ell:;:cted as h01_10ra.ry president of the Tailors Assistants. 'At the Firzt
weri m&;}((j ce;eil;-bratl?n in Alexandria, held in 1921 and at which “‘speeches
i So;liiz;rr 1):: 3lel0 tfhe\iﬁ?]%:fgis spoken in Egypt to celebrate the
Skouphopoulos, secretary of the i"lstﬁmr:: S;age ety fmm' DI’.;
was read out by Rosenthal. The message coic?ﬁl;zdvzgr?cflrli)g;?mn

:‘:0::; :i(:indf cg] thIe v;lorker’s song and amid fine enthusiasm, the
of the Isthmus of Suez salut i

! e their comrades of th

. e

gllexandna General Federation of Labor. Long live May Day and

: ¢ workers of every country.' ’

W. Laqueur Communism and Nationalism in the Middle East (London, 1961);85

Bashear Communism in the Arab East 1918-1928 (London, 1980). L

2pritish diplomatic reports on ‘‘Bolshevism in Egypt” FO 371/13150 and | ¥

371/6313.
11 ordanidou Zav @ Tpeiid [Moviid (Athens, 1978).
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To sum up, Greek workers in Egypt distinguished themselves from
the larger petty-bourgeois element within the community by engaging
in mixed nationality labor union activity. The petty bourgeoisie wag
much more concerned with appealing to ethnic sentiment among their
group. An example of this mentality is provided by a speech of the
secretary of the Greek Grocery Owners Association. He was address-
ing a meeting of the association of Greek Grocery employees as a guest
speaker and he concluded his speech by asking for his audience’g
demands on their Greek employers to be restrained, in the name of “‘na-
tional interests.”’

What are the more general conclusions pointed to by the Greek ex-
perience in Egypt? Firstly, it is clear that evenin a multi-ethnic sociey
such as the one which existed in Egypt up to 1952, ethnic obstacles were
overcome and a class-based workers movement did make its presence
felt. Much like the Ottoman experience (where there was a large urban
concentration of workers) despite relatively low economic development
in Egypt, the labor movement did become a political force of some
significance. This is not to suggest that vertical, ethnic links were com-
pletely obliterated — especially in Egypt those links survived at least
up to the abolition of the ““Capitulations’” just before W W II. More-
over, at the time when the Ottoman and Egyptian multi-ethnic societies
were disappearing, other multi-ethnic societies were being formed, ad-
mittedly with a larger working class element and at a higher level of
economic development. Those new multi-ethnic societies witnessed

powerful immigrant labor movements. Some of the obstacles faced;_
in particular the s‘othpic”’ type divisions, were in many ways similar
for Ottoman, Egyptian as well as American and, later on, other labor
movements. Perhaps it is time to stop treating the emergence of the
labor movement in the eastern Mediterranean as part of a quaint pre-
history of more modern labor movements and award it the status of
a direct ancestor whose experieces are well worth learning about and
bearing in mind. !
Secondly, there are certain conclusions relevant to the study of ethnic.
communities as a whole. The Greek experience in Egypt showed that
despite an appearance of ethnic solidarity, there were serious class divi-
sions within the ethnic fold. In some cascs, where Greek employe
Greek, there were relations of exploitation. In other cases there was
simply a relationship of dominance of the rich over the poor through
the network of ethnic public benefit establishments (schools, hospitals
etc), paid for by the wealthy for the benefit of the less privileged. Whe
one talks about class differences within an ethnic community one ne d
not imply direct opposition and exploitation. But the differences init:
terests which did exist, within the ethnic shell, can help us understand
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why in times of crisis (as in E i : .
_Se"eva alll alt; e PI'OIEOS&lS togg)}tl nllI:; Zl:i :gt:fwar period) there are
at has been said above impli c )

how czz‘is‘s and et,hnicity can “coharl):ilteasts’ ’t I;i‘:jrgi(:lnl::ir:;andl_{lg of
B ?lther or” relationship. This cannot be elaborated f Siiarliy aig
e ccittosay that if one thinks of class as economicall (;1  otine
a.nd etpnlclty as f:glturally determined one is able to a y lt;termlned
tionship of ethnicity and class not as a mutually exclﬁlsj'mac o it
two d%fferent sets of factors shaping the history of an ;:; n‘;ne,lbut as
Pver tlmg. Those.two influenes shaped the behavior of Gr. i minority
in Egypt m‘two different ways. One was labor union acti -:e ]WOrkers
lives ‘of horlzontgl, class interests. Later on, during the d bv1 y along the
.mu‘mty’s future m.Egypt, the workers and ,SOCialist intelfe E;te a(laver com-
their own set of views as to what was to be done (just aC “h s evolved
merchants did, 'the industrialists, the shopkeepers, the GSt i wealthy
and the Greek dlplomatic authorities) to ensure the.:,future re: hChurch
of the Greek entity. The class conscious workers were alsg ct()r?c‘:;:}(gg

about their ethic community.




