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Street Politics
♦ •

Ayse Oncii

A group of police mutinied in protest against the death of their 
colleagues. They marched to the palace. At the same time groups of 
people in Cairo began to go on the rampage. This was the beginning 
of Black Saturday, 26 January 1952. At the end of the day over 750 
establishments had been burned, at least thirty people were dead 
including eleven British and other foreigners, and hundreds injured. 
... The main thrust of the attacks was on British property—Shepherds 
Hotel, BOAC, Barclays Bank, Cook’s, British car showrooms—but 
the mob went beyond these. Other symbols of the Western presence 
and decadence, were also attacked—cafes, cinemas, bars, luxury 
shops. Organized or not, encouraged or not, Black Saturday was an 
outburst of frustrated fury, vented on symbols of that frustration.... 
Black Saturday was the death spasm of the monarchical regime.

The government announced in 1977 the ending of several subsidies— 
including those on flour, rice, and cooking oil—together with the 
cancellation of bonuses and pay increases. . . . The result was 
immediate and shocking. On 18 and 19 January there was heavy 
rioting,... variously described as the biggest upheaval since the rising 
against the British in 1919.. . . There was apparently little animosity 
towards foreigners: targets were institutions such as ASU offices and 
police stations and signs of wealth and corruption such as large cars 
and nightclubs. It was the uprising of the ruled against the rulers.... In 
Cairo alone, seventy-seven people were killed. The price rises were 
immediately rescinded, the bonuses and pay increases retained. The 
rioters had won.1

These passages frame the problem I wish to identify and address in this 
essay—a difference in ‘repertoires’ of political protest and activism at the 
grassroots level among workers in Egypt and Turkey. From the burning of 
Cairo in 1919 to the food riots of 1977, we witness the crises of Egyptian 
politics spilling over into the streets of Cairo and Alexandria. The propensity 



of various segments of Egyptian workers to unite in spontaneous mass action 
taking their grievances into the streets to fashion the course of political 
events, has few parallels in Turkish history. How can we explain the 
difference?

The Name of the Phenomenon: Street Politics
‘Street politics’ refers to a phenomenon that is difficult to pinpoint and 
capture in the current language and discourse of various social disciplines. It 
brings together a diversity of social groupings—students, elements of the 
‘bazaar’, segments of unionized l^bor, employees from the lower rungs of 
municipal and state bureaucracy, as well as vast numbers of workers engaged 
in the myriad of floating occupational pursuits associated with the Third 
World city (‘marginals’, ‘proto- or sub-proletariat’, or ‘informal workers’, 
etc.). It manifests itself as a bonding of emotions, fury, euphoria, or jubila
tion, translating itself, literally, into waves of motion and movement on the 
streets. It signals and articulates a prevailing mood of impatience with 
established authority and defiance of conventional practice, triggering a 
chain of official political action and reaction. It is thus a political phenom
enon that lacks a name in the vocabulary of political science, in the absence 
of institutional underpinnings, ideological coherence, hierarchy, or leader
ship.

In its ephemeral and episodic manifestations, it reminds us of the 
sociologists’ fascination with mobs, riots, crowds, panics, crazes, wildcat 
strikes—grouped together with fads and fashions under the category of 
‘collective phenomena’ in the literature. Ever since Le Bon and Gabriel 
Tarde, ‘collectivities’ have captured the imagination of sociologists because 
they fall outside the institutional realm. In numerous contemporary case 
studies, the words ‘crowd’, ‘mob’, and ‘craze’ remain imbued with conno
tations of irrationality, simultaneously intriguing and fearsome, symbolizing 
a defiance not only of authority and officialdom but of common sense, sanity, 
and logic. They continue to remain encapsulated in the historical accounts of 
Victorian cities or Paris barricades, aberrations of a distant past in Western 
society, only to reappear, in all its diabolical destructiveness, in the teeming 
cities of the contemporary Third World.

In suggesting the name ‘street politics’, I wish to emphasize the political 
nature of the phenomenon, extending its connotations beyond episodic 
incidents to encompass street action in all the variety of its manifestations, 
often clustered in time, and cumulative in its reverberations, to propose that 
it is a paradigmatic form of articulating discontent. In defining the ‘street’ as 
an arena of politics, I wish to draw attention to its increasing importance as 
a mode of political action against established authority in contemporary 
politics.
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Street Politics as a Focus of Comparison
For a T urkish student of contemporary Egyptian history, the way momentous 
political events are bound up with street action in all the variety of its 
manifestations is striking. This is not only because it lends Egyptian history 
a drama against which the milestones of Turkish politics remain insipid. The 
kind of street politics in Egypt that the Turkish comparison beckons us to 
explain is of broader significance.

As a specific mode of articulating discontent, street politics transcend 
diverse lines of cleavage, structural and ideological, to mobilize and unite a 
variety of social groupings in joint action against established authority. What 
lends analytical interest to the Egypt-Turkey contrast in this context is that 
each social formation is one of a family sharing common traits associated 
with peripheral capitalism. The fault lines dividing and fragmenting the 
urban workforce are more or less the same in the two countries.

Table 1 Structure of the Labor Force: Egypt-Turkey

Economic sector

Egypt
(1984)

No. of persons Share of total

Turkey
(1985)

No. of persons Share of total
(millions) (%) (millions) (%)

Agriculture 4.8 36 9.4 51

Private non-agricultural 3.2 23 4.3 22

Public enterprises 1.3 10 0.7 4

Government 2.5 19 1.6 10

Migrant workers 0.7 5 - -

Unemployment 0.8 6 2.3 13

Total labor force 13.2 99 18.3 100

Note: As a percentage of the total labor force, agricultural employment appears to be much 
more significant in Turkey (51 percent) than it does in Egypt. But absolute numbers tell a 
different story. In both countries, the non-agricultural labor force is about 8-9 million. The 
total population of each country is about 50 million. But the total labor force in Turkey is 
about 18 million as opposed to 13 million in Egypt. The inevitable conclusion is that the 
Turkish census tends to count women as part of the agricultural labor force, while the 
Egyptian census does not.

Sources:
Egypt: Ragui Assaad, “The Unemployment Crisis in Egypt: Trends and Issues,” 
unpublished paper, Cairo, 1989, p. 14.
Turkey: State Planning Organization; TUSIAD, 1980 Sonrasi Ekonomide Kamu-Ozel 
Sektor Dengesi, 1988.
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Egypt and Turkey 
countries, a ]arpp

The highly segmented nature of labor markets in both 
is self-evident from table 1. We observe that in both 
proportion of the labor force remains in agriculture.2 In both, the category of 
the private nonagricultural sector subsumes vast numbers of small, family 
owned enterprises together with a floating population of self-employed, next 
to (and in stark contrast with) capital-intensive, large-scale enterprises 
Hence, a thriving ‘informal economy ’ is a characteristic feature of large cities 
in both countries. The most important single difference between the two 
cases is in state-sector employment. Both in absolute numbers and also as a 
proportion of the total nonagricultural labor force, the Egyptian state is a 
much more significant employed.

The parallelism in the labor-force profiles outlined above points toward 
similar structural cleavages—between unionized labor in large scale enter
prises and casual workers in small-scale production, between public- and 
private-sector employees; between the quasi-employed in petty services and 
trades and formal wageworkers. Hence to try to ascertain how closely 
Turkish and/or Egyptian workers approximate the paradigmatic case3 of 
‘genuine’ working class development would be a debilitating exercise both 
analytically and empirically.4

The contrast between the Egyptian and Turkish cases leads away from 
accounts based on such criteria as wage levels, regularity of work, trade union 
membership, etc. It forewarns against the assumption that patterns of 
political mobilization and activism reflect ormirrorunderlyingsocialstructural 
cleavages. Instead, it raises the question of why some lines of social cleavage 
are politicized rather than others, why some potential group identities are 
activated and reinforced, but not others. Hence we must turn to history and 
its variations to try to understand the distinctive political experiences of 
workers which have served to accentuate divergent modes of articulation of 
discontent. But what history and what variations?

An Outline of the Argument
This essay focuses upon variations in the timing and sequence of three 
transformative processes which have shaped the historical trajectories of 
Egypt and Turkey in the first half of the twentieth century. In both countries, 
popular wars of liberation against a foreign power were followed by the 
establishment of postcolonial, independent state structures. In both countries, 
traditional agrarian export economies were substantially transformed under 
the impact of the Great Depression and initial industrialization attempts. 
Finally, both countries experienced massive dislocation of agrarian populations 
and rural exodus, transforming the shape of urban space.

The thrust of my argument is that owing to differences in sequence and 
timing, these same historical processes have combined to produce distinctive 
sociopolitical configurations in the two cases. In Turkey, the earlier success 
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of the nationalist movement meant that interwar industrialization efforts took 
place under the aegis of a centrist-bureaucratic state, before substantial 
dislocation from agriculture. In Egypt, important political and economic 
breaks with colonial powers were postponed until the end of World War II, 
after major rural exodus had occurred and a sizable industrial sector was 
already in existence.

These variations are critical for identifying the broader matrix of social 
forces that have shaped the distinctive content, definition, and ‘repertoires’ 
of political action among urban workers in the two contexts. The specificity 
of the Egyptian experience (in contrast to Turkey), resides in the articulation 
of the forces of anticolonialism, nationalism, and Islamic fundamentalism, 
mutually reinforcing one another in an interactive pattern and uniting various 
segments of the urban workforce in recurrent upsurges of militant street 
action. In the case of Turkey, the earlier consolidation of a nationalist
secularist state in the 1920s yielded a different political matrix. It served to 
reproduce and reinforce small-scale peasant ownership in agriculture. It gave 
birth to a state-owned industrial sector composed of large manufacturing 
enterprises deliberately located away from Istanbul, and hence yielded an 
isolated, dispersed workforce. Thus peasant exodus from the rural countryside 
and urban industrial agglomeration were postponed until the 1950s in Turkey 
and coincided with the postwar boom. In Egypt by contrast, major agrarian 
dislocation began much earlier, during the interwar period of stagnation in 
world trade for cotton. The subsequent residential ordering of space in large 
cities of Cairo and Alexandria differed dramatically from Istanbul, Ankara, 
or Izmir, whose growth gained momentum in the post-1950 period.

To elaborate and link these arguments to street politics, I have organized 
the substantive sections of this essay in two major parts. In the first part, I 
focus on the contrast between the two cases in terms of the sequence and 
timing of independent state formation in relation to industrialization. How 
did they lead to major differences in the kinds of political struggles which 
shaped the first popular mobilization experiences of workers in the two 
contexts? Drawing on sources of labor historiography in Egypt and Turkey, 
I discuss different patterns of opposition and confrontation which initially 
served to mobilize workers, uniting and/or dividing them, depending upon 
the nature of other dominant social forces in the political arena. In the second 
part, I am concerned with how repertoires of political action acquired in the 
past are produced and reproduced in the present. Hence I turn to contemporary 
differences in the social organization of residential space in large cities, and 
discuss variations in the timing and patterns of the dislocation of labor from 
agriculture which gave birth to them. Here, I draw on sources of historical and 
contemporary Cairo and Istanbul. My emphasis is on the ways contemporary 
organization of urban social space conditions potential social cleavages and 
group identities, and serves to reconstruct past experiences in the present.
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1. Industrial Transitions and Independent State Formation
A parallel reading of Turkish and Egyptian labor historiography reveals a 
remarkably similar story, up to World War I. In both cases, the beginnings of 
labor unrest and agitation can be traced back to the emergence of a new group 
of urban wageworkers towards the end of the nineteenth century. While 
based on agricultural exports, integration into world markets spurred similar 
kinds of investments in transport (tramways and railways), public services 
(light, gas, etc.), enterprises processing agricultural products, as well as in the 
manufacturing of limited kinds of goods for the Europeanized segments of 
the urban population. Despite their small numbers, wageworkers employed 
in these enterprises came to constitute an active core of organized and 
politicized workers who, along with some of the artisans, began to engage in 
collective action in the period leading up to World War I.5

Two features of this early period of labor activism become significant in 
light of subsequent developments. First and foremost was the cleavage 
between domestic workers and foreign management. Not only were virtually 
all the large private companies owned by foreigners or Levantines, but in 
state-owned enterprises, public-service companies, etc., the supervisory 
personnel and technical staff who oversaw the workforce were also usually 
foreigners. Hence in both countries, the members of the active core of 
laborers were united by the fact of their employment in relatively large-scale 
enterprises under foreign and/or Levantine management. The fact that Egypt 
was directly colonized lent foreign investment in Egypt a more prominent 
role. But in both cases, the center of gravity of labor activism resided in 
foreign-owned and/or -operated enterprises.

A second important feature of this early period of labor activism concerns 
the ethnic heterogeneity of indigenous workers themselves. The skilled, 
relatively high-wage workers such as electricians, machinists, plumbers, etc. 
were predominantly of Armenian, Syrian, or Greek origin in both cases. 
Workers of Egyptian and Turkish ethnic origin were mainly concentrated at 
the bottom, in the unskilled and low-paid, often temporary jobs. Thus ethnic 
cleavages among indigenous workers overlapped with variations in job 
security and benefits as well as skill levels. And, it was from among workers 
of non-Turkish/non-Egyptian ethnic origin that labor m ilitancy and radicalism 
initially germinated and later spread.

Thus the ‘first wave’ of labor activism unfolded in broadly parallel lines 
in the two countries during the prewar decades. The common matrix which 
served to define this parallelism was dramatically altered, in theTurkish case, 
by the early success of the nationalist movement. Had the Turkish War of 
Independence been postponed until the end of World War II, the Turkish 
labor movement would perhaps have evolved along the same lines as the 
Egyptian. Egypt’s continued domination by British colonialism during the 
interwar years forged an inextricable link between the nationalist movement 
and the workers’ movement during the interwar decades. In Turkey by 



contrast, the devastating War of Independence, which followed immediately 
upon the ravages of World War I, constituted a dramatic rupture—economic 
and political. The subsequent industrialization efforts during the interwar 
decades brought peasants from the countryside into state-owned manufacturing 
plants, and fashioned an industrial workforce but not a labor movement.

A. Interwar Decades: The Political Nexus of Early Industrialization Efforts 
In Egypt and Turkey

The broader sociopolitical matrix of the interwar decades in Egypt, in 
contrast to the Turkish case, may be rendered in summary terms as follows:

EGYPT TURKEY

(Official Independence from
Britain in 1922)
A quasi-colonial state with 
the Wafd as the ruling party
A powerful commercial 
bourgeoisie with organic 
links with international capital
An entrenched landed 
oligarchy (dominating the Wafd) 
Foreign capital and 
investment

Emergence of an increasingly 
politicized labor movement

(Establishment of Republic in 1923)

Military-civilian bureaucrats 
in control of the state apparatus 
Muslim merchants seeking to 
replace departed minorities

Provincial landed notables and 
small peasantry
Absence of foreign capital and 
investment
Growth of an industrial 
workforce under state tutelage

This crude summary chart pinpoints the divergence in the matrix of social 
forces within which interwar industrialization efforts began in the two 
countries. In the case of Egypt, the gathering momentum of a nationalist 
movement meant that workers were rapidly mobilized in the struggles 
against the ancien regime, against colonial presence, and against foreign 
capital. In the Turkish case, by contrast, interwar industrialization efforts 
took place within the nexus of a nationaliststateandgave birth to an apolitical 
workforce. Below I will highlight these differences.

Turkey: Creation of a New Industrial Workforce under State Sponsorship 

The Turkish War of Liberation was essentially a peasant war. It entailed four 
years of devastating struggle, following upon the heels of serious Ottoman 
defeats in the Balkan Wars of 1911-13 and later World War I, entered and 
lost. Between 1912 to 1922, the population of Anatolia fell by about 30 
percent: approximately 20 percent died and 10 percent emigrated.6 After the 
military victory of the nationalist movement, what remained of the dismem
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bered Ottoman empire consisted of Anatolia and Thrace, with a population 
of less than 15 million, ravaged by wars, massacres, and migrations.

The nationalist struggle had been waged as much against the great 
Western powers as against other ethnicgroups of the empire which had hoped 
to benefit from the partitioning of the Ottoman empire in order to realize their 
own nationalist aims. Hence the military struggle simultaneously entailed the 
expulsion andemigration of Christian minorities which had hitherto constituted 
the metropolitan commercial bourgeoisie of the empire, with organic links to 
international capital. The vast majority of the non-Muslim merchants and 
industrialists disappeared from the scene, together with a large segment of the 
skilled labor force and artisans.7 The devastation in agriculture was equally 
dramatic, with significant declines in land under cultivation and production, 
due partly to the loss of rural population and partly to the loss of export trade 
in foodstuffs. In short, the economy was in shambles, burdened with the 
Ottoman debt as well as the Capitulations which continued until 1929.

It is against this background of social and economic devastation that the 
transformational ‘success’ of the Kemalists in their nationalist, secularist, 
and modernist project must be couched. The theory and practice of the 
Kemalist ‘transformation’ was stamped by the ideology and peculiar gestalt 
of its military-civilian bureaucratic cadres. It combined corporatist legisla
tion and institutions with state-capitalistic economic policies. But it was the 
weakness of a resistance matrix of opposing social forces which enabled the 
centralist-bureaucratic consolidation of the state apparatus to proceed in a 
fairly autonomous fashion, insulated from the‘pulls’of com promise. Among 
the groups aligned behind the nationalist struggle, both the provincial landed 
notables (never a landed oligarchy to begin with) and also Anatolian 
merchant-commercialists, stood to benefit from centrist consolidation, ini
tially to expropriate and replace Levantine and minority interests, and later 
to increase their accumulation through political connections with the center. 
The only real threat lay in Islam, in whose name the War of Liberation was 
fought. The cooperation of the Kemalists with the local clerics and religious 
authorities, a key element in the successful mobilization of peasantry during 
the war, was short-lived. The success of the Kemalist cadres in eliminating 
the institutional underpinnings of Islam (administrative, legal, educational, 
and economic) in a series of radical, militant steps indicates that the religious 
establishment was strong enough, on its own, to be threatening, yet al the 
same time lacking powerful allies to forge concession and compromise 
towards some sort of accommodation. The militant secularism of Kemalist 
cadres, in succeeding in reducing Islam to its ‘folk’ variety and purging the 
center of its institutional vestiges, ensured ideological consolidation around 
ethnic nationalism.

The emergent configuration of the interwar decades entailed a single
party system, incorporating major segments of the most strategic social 
forces—military, bureaucracy, local notability—into a ruling coalition. 
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astride an overwhelmingly rural society of peasant cultivators. The party 
itself formed the organizational link between the military-civilian bureau
cratic cadres and the local notables, who represented its core support and its 
link to the peasantry. Istanbul- and Izmir-based economic interest groups, 
now composed of ethnic Turks moving into the vacuum left by the departed 
commercial and industrial bourgeoisie of the Ottoman empire, were soon 
stifled by the onset of the Great Depression. The Ankara regime consolidated 
its power, cut off from political networks based in the previous Ottoman 
establishment, and increasingly isolated from international markets. The 
political powers and social status of the bureaucracy reigned supreme, 
pristine in its ethnic nationalism and militant secularism, for nearly three 
decades.

The balance sheet of etatist industrialization efforts during the interwar 
decades added up to an impressive figure of more than a hundred state-run 
enterprises by the end of the 1940s.8 By 1950, when etatism theoretically 
ended, these public enterprises employed 76,000 workers, or 45.9 percent of 
the manufacturing labor force, in enterprises employing more than ten 
workers. The remaining 54.1 percent of the workers were distributed among 
2,515 private manufacturing establishments (see table 2).

In terms of both the numbers of large-scale plants as well as the size of the 
labor force employed, the accomplishments of the etatist decades were 
impressive. But given the ban on any form of labor organization—unions, 
voluntary organizations, etc.—among workers from 1928 to 1946, this was 
a labor force with no experience in any form of mobilization. Since the new 
plants were almost exclusively located in Anatolia, the workforce was 
composed of peasants recruited from nearby villages who were allowed to go 
back during harvest to help out on the family farms. The geographical 
dispersion of large-scale mechanized production away from Istanbul, as a 
deliberate state policy, isolated the labor force from the urban wageworkers

Table 2 Emergence of an Industrial Workforce: Interwar Decades

Egypt
(1946)

Turkey
(1950)

public private total

Number of enterprises 
(employing 10+) 3,381 103 2,515 2,618

Number of workers 271,000 76,033 86,826 162,859

Sources:
Egypt: J. Beinin and Z. Lochman, Workers on the Nile, Princeton University Press, 
Princeton, 1987, p. 265.
Turkey: SSI, Tilrkiye’de Toplumsal Gelismenin 50. Ankara: Ylll.l973, p. 206.
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of the metropolis. The politically repressive mono-party decades allowed 
little scope for diverse ideological currents which may have, in a more liberal 
environment, drawn the workers into the arena of political contestation. In 
sum, interwar industrialization efforts in Turkey yielded a geographically 
dispersed, semi-peasant labor force but not a workers’ movement. It is the 
absence of labor as a historical actor until well into the 1950s that marks the 
specificity of the Turkish case.

Egypt: Politicization of Workers Through Nationalist Struggles

By contrast, Egyptian workers evolved into a highly visible and politically 
significant force during the interwar decades, the continuation of colonial 
presence serving to lend it coherence and a common front.

Though Britain was unilaterally forced to declare Egypt an independent 
state in 1922, following the popular uprisings of 1919, its active presence 
continued until the 1952 Revolution. The political configuration of the 
interwar decades, as represented by the ruling Wafd Party, entailed a 
narrowly based alliance between large landowners, who controlled the 
peasantry in the countryside, and a foreign-resident bourgeoisie that managed 
Egypt’s links to external markets through ownership and control of banking, 
insurance, transport, and communication facilities. This narrow alliance, 
which was exclusively centered upon the cultivation and export of a single 
cash crop—cotton—dated back to the mid-nineteenth century, and continued 
to prevail after Egypt’s official independence in 1922.

The impetus for initial industrialization efforts was broadly parallel to the 
Turkish case. The onset of the World Depression towards the end of the 1920s 
was accompanied, in the case of Egypt, by a dramatic decline in export 
markets for cotton and a fall in cotton prices. The sharp reduction in trans
Mediterranean trade stimulated local manufacturing, allowing scope for 
indigenous investments and an enhanced role for Egypt’s nascent local 
bourgeoisie. The enactment of a series of protective tariffs for manufactured 
goods in the early 1930s was followed in 1937 by the abolishment of the 
Capitulations, which reduced the advantages of foreign investors vis-a-vis 
local capital. Thus, increasing numbers of Egypt’s indigenous capitalists 
joined the ranks of Cairo's ‘haute bourgeoisie’ ’ throughout the interwar 
decades, during what is often referred to as Egypt’s Liberal Age. In the early 
1920s there was only one Egyptian-run joint-stock company, Bank Misr, 
which had been established on nationalist principles. By the conclusion of 
World War II, among purely national companies, Egyptian firms outnum
bered other firms. But despite the impressive growth of native Egyptian 
industrial capital, foreign and Levantine capital continued to play a major 
role. Foreign participation in industrial development (while a minor share of 
total foreign investment) remained considerable. Some of the major mo
nopolies or semi-monopolies in key sectors of the economy remained under 
foreign control.
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Similarly to the Turkish case, interwar industrialization efforts in Egypt 
took the form of early industries of import substitution—primarily in textiles, 
cement, and processed food. The presence of Allied armies in Egypt during 
World War II served as an additional stimulus, by temporarily expanding the 
internal market for Egyptian manufactures, as well as creating additional 
employment. Thus by the end of World War II, the numbers of Egyptian 
wageworkers employed in relatively large-scale manufacturing establishments 
were appreciably higher than in Turkey (see table 2).

Given the recent origin of this industrial workforce, it is not difficult to 
surmise that the peasant ethos remained strong—as in the Turkish case. What 
proved to be a much more crucial difference was the geographical concen
tration of wageworkers in Egypt, which served to increase their importance 
and visibility for various ideological appeals, and enhanced possibilities for 
political mobilization. Among textile workers, for instance, who became the 
strength and center of gravity of the emergent labor movement, it was the 
medium-sized, poorly capitalized spinning and weaving mills around Shubra 
al-Khayma, where labor militancy was strongest. Shubra’s proximity to 
Cairo, and the prevalence of foreign and Levantine capital, enhanced its 
importance for nationalist politicians as well as labor activists.1" By contrast, 
at the giant mills of the Misr Company located in the Delta, the combination 
of distance from large urban centers, a largely illiterate peasant labor force, 
and the ‘national’ character of ownership meant that labor activism was much 
slower to develop and did not gain real momentum until into the 1940s.

It would undoubtedly be misleading to read undue cohesiveness, orga
nizational unity, and consciousness into the labor activism of the interwar 
decades in Egypt. What served to mobilize Egyptian workers was the 
growing momentum of the nationalist struggle. The continuing dominance 
of foreign capital in Egypt meant that nationalist sentiment came to play a 
major role as a justifying framework and ideology for political activism and 
militancy. The demands of Egyptian wageworkers merged with the political 
movement for national independence in a mutually reinforcing pattern. Trade 
unions existed, regardless of how corporatist, paternalistic, or passive they 
were. And most important, wageworkers gradually became the focus of 
contestation to competing ideological appeals. While the liberal nationalism 
of the Wafd Party continued to be the hegemonic ideological and organizational 
force, both communists and Muslim Brothers emerged as rival, new, political 
forces. Thus workers became the testing ground for diverse political currents, 
and participated in recurrent upsurges of militant street action. They were an 
important component of the social and political upheaval that undermined the 
monarchy and ended the era of British colonialism in Egypt. Together with 
the emergent new middle classes of the interwar decades and the peasantry 
in the countryside, they formed part of the broad constituency upon which the 
Nasser regime consolidated its power.
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B. The Post-World War II Era: Developmentalist Strategies and Populist 
Dilemmas
For states at the periphery of the international system and the global 
economy, the post-World War II decades offered new possibilities. The new 
cycle of expansion in world markets opened the way for industrialization of 
the import-substituting variety. Bolstered by a faith in the efficacy of 
bureaucratic technoplanning, the thrust of the developmentalist strategies of 
the 1950s and 1960s hinged upon the expansion of internal consumer markets 
simultaneously with massive industrial investments. The benchmark of this 
new era of developmentalism was, the political and economic inclusion of 
various segments of the working classes through increasing state expendi
tures and redistributive measures. The dilemmas and stalemates of the model 
itself resided in the clash between investment demands of rapid industrial
ization and the consumption demands of ‘populism’. Hence its sustainability 
was contingent on substantial infusions of foreign aid in the favorable 
international conjuncture of the 1950s and 1960s.

The distinctive political configurations within which the quintessential 
dilemmas of a ‘populist’ economy unfolded in the two countries led to 
progressively divergent political outcomes. Egypt evolved towards an 
avowedly socialist path and a mono-party regime. Turkey by contrast 
professed to embrace capitalism, and developed a crisis-prone multiparty 
system. The emergent patterns of political incorporation of labor differed.

Egypt's Populist Interlude: Charisma and Co-optation
It is tempting to start by referring to parallels between Nasserism inEgypt and 
Kemalism in Turkey. In both, radical officers of petit-bourgeois origin were 
at the forefront of the nationalist movement, initially spearheading popular 
wars of liberation to throw off Western political power, and later furnishing 
the political cadres of military-bureaucratic, single-party structures. The 
ideological and intentional content of both revolutions was typical of the 
petit-bourgeois style of politics as embodied in the catchword ‘third way’— 
between capitalism and socialism. The defining essence of their initial vision 
was a capitalist society without a liberal rationale, a bourgeois society 
without bourgeois politics and economics."

These similarities in the vision and/or ideologies of their political cadres 
notwithstanding, the two revolutions were products ofvery different historical 
moments, both in terms of the matrix of the domestic social forces they were 
located in as well as the international context. The scries of choices that 
charted the path of Nasserism in Egypt entailed juggling a much more 
complex set of political forces and alliances. Nasser had to deal with much 
stronger opponents—the old landed aristocracy and the metropolitan bour
geoisie—because of Egypt’s interwar legacy. He was also able to develop 
and mobilize a much wider constituency, owing in no small part to the new 
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opportunities of economic growth in the post-World War II era. Until around 
the mid-1950s, Egypt was riding comfortably on the cushion of sterling 
balances which were accumulated during World War II, and later, beginning 
with the first Soviet loan for industrialization in 1958, it received substantial 
amounts of aid from all sources, East and West. Between 1960 to 1974, 
foreign aid financed perhaps “one-fifth to one-third of Egypt’s investment 
and growth.”12

Much has been written on the “alliance of popular working forces,” (to 
use the well-known slogan espoused by Nasser), which took shape in the 
political struggles against the dominant forces of the interwar era. It included 
the trade unions and organized labor; the middle peasantry which emerged 
through the land reform of 1952, or what Leonard Binder calls the “second 
stratum”13 and the “new middle class” of professionals and bureaucrats who 
were a key group among the original supporters and, later, beneficiaries of the 
regime. For the purposes of the present analysis, a number of specific features 
of Nasser’s mobilizational formula vis-a-vis the labor force are worth 
reiterating briefly.

One of the key elements in the equation was Nasser’s awesome charisma 
and his remarkable success in forging a psychological bond with the masses. 
Nasser’s stature as a leader extended far beyond those around and below him. 
He was a popular hero with a mass following. His direct personal identifi
cation with the common people, capable of inspiring faith and trust as well 
as rallying mass support, was a “tremendous fund of political capital.”14 It 
served simultaneously to mobilize and channel the activism of the working 
classes in support of the regime.

A second important dimension of the regime’s relationship with the labor 
movement was a combination of repression and co-optation which served to 
create a cadre of loyal trade-union leadership. In the years 1952-56, bracketed 
by the collapse of the monarchy, the Suez Crisis, and the 1956 War, when the 
winds of revolution were blowing in various directions, the RCC government 
moved to harness labor militancy by purging the ‘extremist’ elements from 
the trade unions to replace them with cadres loyal to the RCC.15 Simultaneously, 
a series of long-standing demands of the trade-union movement were 
legislated to improve the status of labor. This pattern of co-optation of the 
trade-union leadership aligned the labor movement behind Nasser in the 
struggles among the various wings of the RCC. The nationalist, anti
imperialist fervor of the Suez Crisis and the 1956 War solidified the 
relationship. Later, when the corporatist instruments of government control 
were in place, syndicate elections could be counted upon to produce ‘co
operative’ leadership.

The last, but most important, component of workers’ support of the 
regime was the real, tangible benefits it extended. The ten years which 
marked the height of Nasser’s social experiment, beginning with the 
Egyptianization of foreign interests between 1956-57, and continuing with 
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the implementation of the comprehensive national plan of 1960-65, consti
tuted a period of genuine redistribution. The redistributive impact of the 
radical social reforms of this period—nationalizations, educational expan
sion, and consumption subsidies—have been well documented.16

The nationalizations in both industry and services brought organized 
labor into the fold of the public sector, new industrial investments serving to 
expand the organized labor market. Public-sector employment grew from 
about 10 percent of the entire workforce in 1960 to nearly one third by 1976.'7 
Job security, provisions for pensions, and health and accident insurance, 
coupled with politically determined high wage rates, meant real and substantial 
gains for organized labor.

Egypt’s populist interlude thus robbed the formal union movement of 
much of its raison d’etre, with the Egyptian Trade Union Federation strictly 
supporting of Nasser’s economic policies. It was only after an interplay of 
internal and external forces emasculated the thrust of Nasser’s social ex
periment, and began to threaten the gains workers had made in the 1960s, that 
union organizations acquired a fresh breath of life.18

Turkey’s Populist Interlude: the Politicization of a Labor Movement 
By contrast, the three decades following World War II gave birth to an 
increasingly politicized trade union movement in Turkey. Its timing proved 
crucial in two important respects.

First, it meant that the genesis and subsequent evolution of Turkey’s 
trade-union movement were defined within the parameters of a ‘mixed 
economy’ with a large state manufacturing sector. Emphasizing Turkey’s 
economic liberalism in contrast to Egypt’s socialist course serves well as a 
heuristic device making the divergence between the two cases more trans
parent. But it can also be misleading. Critics of Egypt’s social experiment 
never fail to remark on its shortcomings in achieving a genuine socialist 
economy. Nor did Turkey’s choice of ‘capitalism’ in the conjuncture of the 
1950s diminish the importance of state investments.19 Rather, it implied the 
nurturing of a private sector behind protective state barriers.

Second, the emergence and politicization of Turkey’s trade-union 
movement coincided with decades of expansionist growth in the Turkish 
economy. In its broad contours, the 1950-75 was the period when the 
exuberance of the import-substituting drive, coupled with substantial infu- 
sionsof foreignaidandcredit, made redistribution through public expenditure 
affordable. The descriptive account below will try to elucidate exactly how 
these broader features of the post-1950 conjuncture shaped the unfolding of 
Turkey’s trade-union movement.

Trade unionism was legislated into existence in the early 1950s, introduced 
under US auspices. Its initiation was more of an attempt to preempt potential 
labor mobilization in state enterprises than to curb existing ferment. The 
establishment in 1952 of Turk-Is as the first union confederation, with its 
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leaders trained in the United States, was little more than a political move to 
put on a democratic face in the new era of liberalism in Turkey. It was only 
in the 1960s, and coinciding with capital concentration in private enterprise 
and the consolidation of Turkish family-owned holdings, that a labor 
movement in the political sense of the term, began to gain momentum.

Turk-Is, the original giant of Turkish unionism, never transcended the 
state sponsorship which marked its birth. Drawing its membership over
whelmingly from among the ranks of workers in state economic enterprises, 
it rapidly developed a highly oligarchical leadership structure and acquired 
a conservative ideological cast from the very beginning. Its functions 
remained confined to negotiating ‘pace-setting’ agreements in key state 
enterprises. ThusTurk-Is evolved as an appendage to state labor-management 
policies. Inflationary state fiscal policies meant that wage levels in the state 
sector were invariably higher than in private enterprise, throughout the 1950- 
80 period. The practice of using state enterprises as sources of employment 
patronage in electoral politics served to further consolidate the clientelistic 
powers of the Turk-ls oligarchy, its survival becoming more dependent on 
governmental grants of patronage than its own activism.

The beginnings of opposition and ferment at the grassroots level, which 
surfaced immediately after the 1961 Constitution granted unions the right to 
strike, initially took the form of extreme organizational fragmentation. An 
estimated two million registered union members were divided among some 
eight hundred rival local unions by the end of the 1960s.20 The rank-and-file 
members, unable to consolidate broader opposition against the entrenched 
union oligarchy, tended to switch from one local union to another to register 
dissatisfaction. Hence, to maintain membership commitment, local unions 
were forced to demonstrate strong action vis-a-vis employers, rapidly moving 
into and organizing workers in large-scale private enterprises.

It was from among these affiliated local unions of Turk-Is that a second 
labor confederation, DISK, was born in 1967, much more radically oriented 
in ideology, and prominently based in private enterprise. This was followed, 
in the 1970s, with the establishment of Hak-Is (affiliated with the religious 
right National Salvation Party) and MISK (affiliated with the nationalist 
right). Thus the ideological spectrum of trade-union confederations began to 
approximate the four major ideological divisions in the political party system 
of the 1970s.

The ‘ideological flowering’ of the Turkish trade-union movement in the 
1960s and 1970s coincided with increasing capital concentration in private 
enterprise, next to, and interlocked with, a vast state sector. Joint ventures 
with the state, rather than international capital, provided the motor of growth 
and accumulation. The extensive interlocking of private and state-owned 
banks with corporations, which resulted in a series of family-dominated, 
oligopolistic, public-private conglomerates—the Turkish family holdings— 
is beyond the scope of discussion here. What is significant in this analysis is 
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that, while capital concentration in Turkish private enterprise was heavily 
reliant upon foreign loans and credit, it did not entail direct foreign invest
ment. Organic links with the state, rather than with international capital, was 
its salient characteristic.

In the absence of foreign capital, nationalist sentiment never assumed 
importance as a major justifying framework and ideology for iabor activism 
in Turkey. The labor movement was mobilized against domestic capital from 
the beginning. Its ideological ‘radicalism’ was shaped and dominated by the 
secular left. The Islamist appeal of Hak-Is was emasculated not so much by 
direct repression (which was equally valid for the militant left) as by the 
absence of the‘infidel.’

When Turkish labor did become organized against large-scale domestic 
capital, ‘bigbusiness’ proved essentially a ‘soft’ opponent. Under conditions 
of high inflation, coupled with rapid expansion of the domestic consumer 
market, large-scale manufacturing enterprises of the import-substituting 
variety tended to opt for short-term benefits of continued production rather 
than risk lengthy strikes. Employers’ associations which were organized in 
the early 1970s consistently failed to come up with industry-wide collective
bargaining agreements, because the larger enterprises among their ranks 
refused to dig in the ditches for an extended fight or risk intransigent counter
action.21 The ease with which large enterprises could absorb wage hikes, and 
thereby set the pace for increasing wage concessions, depended upon the 
cycles of the import-substituting economy. Tense confrontations surfaced 
towards the end of the 1960s, concomitantly with a major foreign-currency 
crisis, but were suspended in the early 1970s when remittances of Turkish 
workers abroad provided temporary relief, to be reactivated much more 
dramatically in the latter half of the 1970s.

Hence it was only when the import-substituting economy was squeezed 
from the mid-1970s onwards, with all its usual manifestations—rampant 
inflation, dramatic reductions in consumer demand, actual negative rates of 
growth, and the IMF at the doorstep—that organized labor encountered its 
first real test of confrontation. And it seemed equal to the challenge of 
contestation; a real force, mobilized and organized. The number of strikes 
was phenomenal, workers occupied factories, their footsteps echoed on the 
streets—years of ‘sound and fury’ which were later described by the 
engineers of the Turkish Infitah as the reign of anarchy and terror.

Yet in the 1980s conjuncture, it became apparent that at the grassroots 
level the labor movement had acquired little capacity of its own to withstand 
and combat repression. The apparent radicalization and militancy of the 
masses of workers proved to be a myth. With the hindsight of the 1990s, what 
seems remarkable is the ease with which the labor movement was totally 
leveled and reduced to quiescence. True, the labor movement was the 
primary target of attack by the military, its leaders imprisoned, its organizational 
base dismantled, and corporatist controls imposed. But it seems as if the labor 
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movement itself was legislated out of existence. Once the workers who 
provided leadership in trade unions, pressure groups, and political-party 
machines disappeared from the arena, the Turkish working classes appear to 
have succumbed into apathy. In the progressively widening political arena of 
the postmilitary period (1983-90), labor has been noteworthy for its absence 
more than anything else. And this is so despite the dramatic and continuing 
real reductions in wage levels and worsening income distribution which has 
accompanied the Turkish Infitah.22

Why the total lack of intransigence, wildcat strikes, mob action, riots, etc., 
on the part of Turkish workers? Why the absence of street politics? This 
question brings me back to the original puzzle set forward in the introduction 
of this essay. Differences in the first popular mobilization experiences of 
workers in Egypt and Turkey, and the kinds of political struggles which 
shaped them, constitute only one component of the explanation, and provide 
a partial answer at best. Unless we resort to a kind of historical and cultural 
essentialism which assumes that events and configurations of the past 
determine or limit future possibilities, the question of how earlier experiences 
are reconstructed in the present remains to be answered. Hence, the second 
substantive part of this essay will focus on differences in the social organi
zation of urban residential space in the two contexts and argue that it has been 
a important factor in reinforcing divergent potential group identities.

2. Patterns of Agrarian Dislocation and the Organization of 
Urban Residential Space
The major concern here will be the ways in which the contemporary social 
order of residential space in large metropolitan agglomerations, notably of 
Cairo and Alexandria in contrast to Istanbul and Ankara, serves to reinforce 
diverse social cleavages and potential group identities, and lends itself to 
alternative modes of articulation of discontent in moments of crisis. My 
assumption is that the initial political mobilization experiences of workers, and 
the kinds of political struggles which shaped them, condition—but do not 
determine—contemporary patterns of political activism. The significance of 
urban social space resides in facilitating the reproduction of past experiences in 
the present.

I have already provided a lengthy descriptive account (albeit all too brief 
and oversimplified for the informed reader) of variations in patterns of 
industrial growth in the two contexts. To start from the beginning, describing 
concomitant changes in agriculture is neither my intention nor is it necessary 
for this analysis. It is clear that the two processes are inextricably interlinked 
parts of what constitutes, in each case, a unique drama of change. But at the 
expense of breaking up the temporal unity of the account at this point, I would 
like to highlight two historical dimensions of agrarian dislocation, which led 
to differences in the residential order of space in large cities and thereby 
served to reinforce different cleavages among workers in the two cases.
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Differences in the Timing and Patterns of Agrarian Dislocation

In Egypt, population pressure on land began much earlier than it did in 
Turkey. Egypt had reached the limits of cultivable land by 1900, so that in 
1950, when Egypt’s total population was still 20 million, Cairo had already 
reached the 2.5 million mark. By contrast, Turkey was able to extend 
cultivable land up until the late 1950s. In 1950, Istanbul’s population had yet 
to reach one million, and Ankara was about half a million—although the 
population of the two countries was identical, i.e., 20 million (see table 3).

Currently, with its population of more than 10 million, Cairo accounts for 
one fifth of Egypt’s population. But much more significant for our purposes 
is that roughly 70 percent of this population was born in Cairo. Of Istanbul’s 
current population of approximately 6.5 million, 70 percent were born 
outside Istanbul according to recent estimates. Thus Cairo’s current expansion 
is predominantly a product of its own population growth. Istanbul remains a 
city of immigrants.

Equally significant has been the pattern of dislocation of labor from land. 
In Egypt, the rural exodus of interwar decades was predominantly composed 
of landless, destitute fellahin, given the dominance of the traditional landed 
elite in the countryside and the prevailing pattern of large ownership. Never 
having been landowners to begin with, their ties to the countryside were 
totally severed. They constituted a bloated lumpen segment, much exceeding

Table 3 Patterns of Population Growth

Total population Metropolitan Cairo Istanbul province

Censuses Egypt Turkey Percent 
of Egypt

Size 
(1,000)

Percent 
of Turkey

Size 
(1,000)

1927 14,178 13,648 11.1 1,572 5.8 794

1947; 1945 18,967 18,790 14.7 2,779 5.7 1,078

1960 25,984 27,755 17.5 4,530 6.8 1,802

1986; 1985 48,205 50,412 20.2 9,754 11.5 5,843

1990* 52,061 56,473 20.5 10,679 12.9 7,309

1995* 57,396 61,643 20.7 11,887 14.3 8,815

* Projected for Egypt; census for Turkey for 1990 and projected for 1995.

Sources:
Egypt: F. Shorter, “Cairo’s Leap Forward,” Cairo Papers in Social Science, volume 12, 
monograph 1, Spring 1989; Eduard Bos, My T. (Ju, Ann Levin, and Rudolfo A. Bulalao. 
World Population Projections: 1992-93 Edition, Johns Hopkins University Press for the 
World Bank. Baltimore 1992.
Turkey: Turkish Population Censuses, 1927-1990. Projections by the State Institute of 
Statistics.
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the absorptive capacity of the interwar economy where the mass standard of 
living fell continuously, per capita income dropping almost 50 percent in the 
first half of the century.

This is in contrast to the Turkish case, where rural exodus began in the 
early 1950s, its major thrust coinciding with the inflationary-expansionist 
decades of the 1950s and 1960s when the Turkish economy grew at the rate 
of 6-9 percent per annum. Rural exodus in the Turkish case was predomi
nantly an outgrowth of the process of fragmentation of landownership among 
small peasantry. Thus in each generation some members of the household left 
while others stayed on to manage the family holding, the continuity of ties 
becoming a part of the strategy for survival and maximization at both ends. 
Differences in the timing and pattern of agricultural dislocation thus generated 
different social configurations in the urban arena.

Transformations of Urban Space 23
The divergence in the residential ordering of space in large cities becomes 
more transparent in the contrast between Cairo and Istanbul—cities which 
dominate the economic and demographic landscapes of their respective 
countries.

The influx of landless fellahin into Cairo during the interwar decades 
paved the way for unprecedented congestion and density in inner-city slums. 
Cairo had already developed into what is often considered the paradigmatic 
case of a dual colonial city by 1900s. The ‘traditional’ core of Cairo, in and 
around the medieval center of the city, had deteriorated sharply by the turn 
of the century, as the movement of the original upper-income groups was 
followed by the middle classes in the 1920s, thus leaving the old quarters to 
the urban poor. The interwar flux of immigrants led to further concentration 
of population in inner-city slums, flowing over to semi-vacant areas sur
rounding the medieval core, once the subdivided structures in the traditional 
quarters could no longer accommodate the soaring densities. The notorious 
slums of interwar Cairo were an outgrowth of a combination of factors which 
prohibited low-density peripheral sprawl. In what was essentially a pedes
trian city, proximity to the railway terminals leading up the newly emergent 
manufacturing zones remained crucial. But also land on the fringes of the 
built-up city was either desert or, if arable, was under the control of powerful 
landlords who could police encroachment.24

The resultant residential configuration of interwar Cairo, with all its 
concomitant social cleavages, was an important catalyst in giving the initial 
spark to the 1952 Revolution. It was from the inner slums of Cairo that the 
mass revolt and rampage of Black Saturday in January of 1952 began and 
culminated in the burning of Cairo’s modern business district. The massive 
social housing projects of the subsequent Nasser decades, which were mainly 
oriented towards industrial workers to begin with, (together with the ‘new 
middle class’ which constituted its base) did not begin to alleviate the 
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congestion in Cairo’s inner-city slums. Paradoxically, it was Nasser’s ‘land 
reform’ in the early 1950s, which created a stratum of middle peasantry, that 
paved the way to the much-lamented peripheral sprawl towards arable land 
during the Infitah decades. Peasants benefiting from the 1952 land distribution 
found that income obtainable from using land for building was much higher 
than that obtained from its use for agriculture, and began to sell on a large 
scale in the 1970s and 1980s.25 Hence some of the groups long-trapped in the 
inner slums of Cairo began to move towards the periphery.

In contrast to Cairo, whose sociohistorical legacy intertwined with its 
distinctive physical ecology to produce a city of working-class slums 
Istanbul exploded in the postwar decades to become a city of peasants.

Istanbul’s population explosion coincided with its ascendance as the 
major growth pole of the economy in the post-World War II decades. The 
swift progress of large-scale plants in the outer zones of the metropolis during 
the 1960s and 1970s was accompanied by the growth of a flourishing 
‘informal economy’—a proliferation of vast numbers of labor-intensive, 
small-scale manufacturing, and petty commercial activities which formed a 
refuge sector for the bulk of the urban poor.

It was in the residential patterns of the urban poor that Istanbul’s growth 
differed markedly from Cairo. The expansion of immigrant neighborhoods 
took the form of peripheral sprawl from thebeginning, given the possibilities 
of motorized transport in the decades of microbuses and the availability of 
agricultural land on the fringes of the city. The initial ‘squatments’ on vacant 
state land in the 1950s were succeeded in the 1960s by subdivisions of 
privately owned agricultural land, older neighborhoods progressively be
coming rapidly absorbed into the expanding fabric of the city. There were two 
implications of this residential patterning from the point of view of working
class politics. First, the majority of incoming rural immigrants (who retained 
their social and often economic ties with their villages of origin through 
‘family holdings’, however small) became landowners in the city, security of 
tenure virtually guaranteed by successive party governments. Delivery of 
basic services—roads, electricity, and water—as well as legalization of 
property rights, formed the basis of urban populism of the postwar decades.26 
A second important dimension of this pattern was the replication, in the 
residential order of the large city, of the various ethnic, religious, and regional 
differences. A first-generation ‘immigrant’ population, engaged in a variety 
of pursuits ranging from factory work to the marginal pursuits of the large 
metropolis, remained embedded in village-based communal networks. With 
continuing roots in small peasant agriculture, and security of land tenure in 
the city, they remained essentially peasants, seeking and accepting state 
intervention in periods of crisis, and returning back into the fold of regional, 
ethnic, and sectarian neighborhoods.

292 Ayse Oncil



Concluding Remarks
1 have attempted in this essay to weave together various factors which have 
shaped the distinctive political content and repertoires of action among 
workers in Egypt and Turkey, emphasizing street politics as a specific mode 
of articulation of discontent. The significance of street politics resides in 
transcendingdiverse lines of cleavage, structural and ideological, to mobilize 
and unite workers in joint action against established authority. The propensity 
of Egyptian workers (including segments of unionized labor, petty-service 
employees, elements of the bazaar, as well as a vast substratum of semi
employed or unemployed) to unite in joint action on the streets of Cairo and 
Alexandria, has rendered them a visible political force on the arena of 
Egyptian history, a critical social actor—howevervolatile and unpredictable—- 
in shaping the course of events. By contrast, moments of crisis in republican 
history have tended to accentuate the fault lines dividing Turkish workers; 
instead of mobilizing into sweeping waves of motion, emotion, and move
ment on the streets of Istanbul and Ankara, to demand voice through direct 
action and confrontation, Turkish workers have tended to retreat from the 
arena of politics, quiescent and marginalized in the course of momentous 
historical events.

In attempting to develop explanations, 1 have tried to avoid the pitfalls of 
the proletarianization problematique, i.e., trying to compare the two cases in 
terms of a theoretically constructed proletariat to assess which is ‘weaker’ or 
‘stronger’. In both Egypt and Turkey, workers have been and continue to be 
segmented into disparate labor markets, fragmented along di verse ideological 
appeals, and divided among competing allegiances of class and community. 
Hence I focused upon the distinctive political experiences of workers in the 
two contexts, experiences which have served to produce and reproduce 
alternative modes of articulation of discontent and political action.

The initial popular mobilization experience of workers in the two con
texts and the nature of the political struggles which shaped them was my 
major concern in the first substantive section of the essay. In Egypt, the newly 
emergent industrial workforce of the interwardecades was rapidly politicized 
in the context of competing ideological currents. It was mobilized in 
struggles against colonial presence, against foreign capital, against an ancien 
regime of monarchy and landed aristocracy. In the gathering momentum of 
the nationalist movement, wageworkers and the unemployed, elements of the 
bazaar, and unionized labor were united in repeated upsurges of militant 
street action. In Turkey by contrast, the initial political mobilization of 
workers occurred in the post-1950 period, coinciding with a cycle of 
inflationist expansion and exuberant growth in the broader economy. The 
prior existence of a vast state-enterprise sector (where cost-cutting and 
profitability were never the primary concern), coupled with the vigorous 
expansion of private industry oriented towards agrowing domestic consumer 
market, meant that the demands of unionized workers couldbe met relatively 
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easily and rapidly. Hence political mobilization paved the way for increasing 
ideological fragmentation, accentuating structural cleavages—between 
unionized workers in large enterprises and nonunionized labor in small-scale 
production; between public- and private-sector employees; between the 
floating quasi-employed of the informal economy and the formal job market.

Crucial and formative as they are, these differences in the kinds of 
political struggles which shaped the initial political mobilization experience 
of workers do not account for contemporary differences. Unless we assume 
that earlier, and ultimately earliest, events determine what comes later, the 
question of how past experiences are reconstructed in the present remains. 
‘Traditions’ are not simply tracesx)f a distant past, surviving in the recesses 
of a collective memory; they are produced and reproduced in the present. 
Hence in the second substantive part of this essay, I turned to contemporary 
differences in the social organization of space, contrasting Cairo and Istanbul 
as the two major metropolitan agglomerations. I tried to elucidate how 
variations in the timing, sequence, and patterns of agrarian dislocation in the 
two contexts have been solidified in the social organization of urban space, 
accentuating and politicizing, in the Turkish context, ethno-communal 
cleavages.

At the more analytical level, the substantive themes I have elaborated in 
different subsections of this essay are interlinked components of a broader 
comparative scheme. The logic of the comparative analysis I have pursued 
throughout has been based upon variations in the sequence and timing of 
three general, transformative processes which have shaped the historical 
trajectories of Egypt and Turkey in the twentieth century. In both countries, 
popular wars of liberation against colonial powers paved the way for the 
establishment of independent, nationalist state structures. Both countries 
have undergone substantial industrialization. Both have experienced massive 
rural exodus and urban migration. The analytical centerpiece of my argument 
is that owing to variations of timing and sequence, the same processes have 
unfolded to generate and shape different political forces, actions, and 
solidarities in the two contexts. Hence, instead of emphasizing the special 
affinity of certain classes to particular ideological positions, or attributing 
permanent political significance to communal loyalties on a basis of religion, 
ethnicity, or tribal origin, I have sought to understand how the interaction of 
various social groupings within particular historical conjunctures have 
served to produce and reproduce divergent political cleavages and repertoires 
of political action. The puzzle of street politics is, from a methodological 
point of view, a heuristic device enabling me to select and juxtapose case 
materials on Egypt and Turkey, to build and follow through a comparative 
scheme which I believe to be of broader relevance in understanding the 
divergent political trajectories of the two countries.

At the expense of a tidy substantive conclusion, I will end with a 
methodological caveat. A proclivity for what Skocpol and Somers call 

294 Ayse Oncii



‘genetic determinism’ inevitably creeps in when contrasting two historical 
cases which are distinctive wholes, each a unique configuration in itself.27 
The tendency is to look for earlier happenings and configurations, and 
ultimately the earliest, to explain contemporary differences. I have sought to 
avoid the pitfalls of such historical essentialism, by breaking up the chro
nological unity of what constitutes a unique drama of change in Egypt and 
Turkey, and introducing analytical distinctions between general social pro
cesses which are inextricably interrelated. In centering my analysis on 
variations of timing and sequence in the unfolding of historical events and 
their distinctive combinations, I have emphasized the specificity of particular 
historical conjunctures in redefining paths of change. My own intellectual 
aversion to historical inevitabilities aside, the cases of Egypt and Turkey 
underscore the importance of timing and conjuncture in redefining the 
parameters of political choice and action. If past continuities condition but do 
not determine future alternatives, then the divergent political experiences of 
workers in Egypt and Turkey do not foreclose, in either case, future 
possibilities in the arena of street politics.

Notes
1 Quoted from Derek Hopwood, Egypt: Politics and Society 1945-1981 

(London: George Allen and Unwin, 1982), pp. 31-32, 109.
2 As a percentage of the total labor force, agricultural employment appears 

to be much more significant in Turkey (51 percent) as opposed to Egypt 
(36 percent). But absolute numbers tell a different story. In both countries, 
the nonagricultural labor force is around 8-9 million. The total population 
of both countries is around 50 million. But the total labor force in Turkey 
is around 18 million as opposed to 13 million in Egypt. The inevitable 
conclusion is that the Turkish census tends to enumerate women among 
the agricultural labor force, whereas the Egyptian census does not.

3 In discussions of labor, the paradigmatic case is almost always based upon 
British working-class history. In analysis of the emergence and develop
ment of a ‘bourgeoisie’, by contrast, the paradigmatic case is invariably 
built upon the French experience.

4 We would first have to identify the ‘real’ proletariat. The minimalist 
definition favoured by labor legislation and by planners or international 
agencies is often ‘those working in full-time wage employment in es
tablishments employing over ten persons.’ This would immediately lead 
to the question of how state employees are to be classified, and the whole 
labor aristocracy debate. Given that in both countries state employees 
constitute a privileged group, do they act as a conservative force against 
the underlying radicalism of masses of workers; or do they constitute the 
radical element vis-a-vis the apathetic majority? What about the rest of the 
workers—semi-, sub-, lumpen- or proto-proletariat?, etc.
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5 My main sources on labor activism before and during the interwar period 
in Egypt is Joel Beinin and Zachary Lockman, Workers on the Nile 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987); and Ellis Goldberg, Tinker 
Tailor and Textile Worker: Class and Politics in Egypt (Berkeley: Uni
versity of California Press, 1986). On pre-World War I labor activism in 
the Ottoman empire, a very useful summary and extensive bibliography 
is available in “Isgi Hareketleri,” in Tanzimat'tan Cumhuriyet’e Tiirkiye 
Ansiklopedisi, vol. 3, pp. 791-830.

6 See Justin McCarthy, “Foundations of the Turkish Republic: Social and 
Economic Change,” in Middle Eastern Studies, vol. 19, no. 2, April 1983 
pp. 139-51.

7 The ethnic composition of such major manufacturing and commercial cities 
as Istanbul, Izmir, and Bursa was dramatically altered. Izmir, for instance, 
with an estimated 60 percent non-Muslim population in 1912, had become 86 
percent Muslim according to the 1927 census. Ibid. pp. 142-43.

8 Notably among these were a stock of twelve spinning and textile mills 
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Sugar Factories Co. (Tiirkiye Seker Fabrikalan A.O.), eight mining 
industry groups managed by Etibank, seven industry groups with a steel 
complex, and twenty-two factories under the jurisdiction of Sumerbank. 
For a succinct account, in English, of the mono-party decades, with an 
extensive bibliography, see Stephane Yerasimos, “The Monoparty Period,” 
in Irvin Schick and Ahmet Tonak, eds., Turkey in Transition (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1987).

9 I borrow the term from Robert Tignor, “The Economic Activities of For
eigners in Egypt, 1920-1950: From Millet to Haute Bourgeoisie,” in Com
parative Studies in Society and History, vol. 22, July 1980, pp. 416-49.

10 Beinen and Lockman, pp. 273-75.
11 Various interpretations of Nasser’s social experiment would require an 

inventory of their own. I have found Fouad Ajami’s work most inspiring, 
probably because it fits nicely with my own understanding of Kemalism. 
See Fouad Ajami, “The Open-Door Economy: Its Roots and Welfare 
Consequences,” in Gouda Abdel Khalek and Robert Tignor, eds., The 
Political Economy of Income Distribution in Egypt (New York: Holmes 
and Meier, 1982).

12 Gouda Abdel Khalek, “Foreign Economic Aid and Income Distribution 
in Egypt, 1952-1977,” in Abdel Khalek and Tignor, pp. 435-68.

13 Leonard Binder, In a Moment of Enthusiasm: Political Power and the 
Second Stratum in Egypt (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978).

14 Quoted from Raymond Hinnebusch, Egyptian Politics Under Sadat (New 
York: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc., 1988) (updated edition), p. 14. 
According to Hinnebusch, Nasser’s “finger over the pulse of public 
opinion” was in part responsible for the failure of the regime to develop 
institutionalized channels of participation. It also enabled Nasser to 
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intervene periodically in struggles among various wings of the ASU in the 
name of ‘public interest’. Television enhanced Nasser’s appeal by projecting 
him as a leader of world stature. The ‘people-ism’ of the Kemalist decades 
in Turkey seem emasculated by contrast.

15 For an extended account, see Joel Beinin, “Labor, Capital and the State in 
Nasserist Egypt, 1952-1961,” in International Journal of Middle East 
Studies vol. 12, no. 1, February 1989, pp. 71-90.

16 See articles by Ali Hillal Dessouki, “The Politics of Income Distribution 
in Egypt,” and Saad Eddin Ibrahim, “Social Mobility and Income Dis
tribution in Egypt: 1952-1977,” in Abdel Khalek andTignor, pp. 55-87 
and 375-434.

17 See Samir Radwan and Bent Hansen, Employment Opportunities and 
Equity in Egypt: A Labor Market Approach (Geneva: International Labor 
Office, 1982), p. 62. Ragui Assaad provides evidence that public-sector 
employment rose equally rapidly during the Infitah decades. See Ragui 
Assaad, “Labor Underutilization and Segmented Labor Markets: The 
Case of Egypt,” paper presented at the Cairo University Conference on 
Unemployment, January 1989.

18 For more details, see Marsha Rosusney, “Workers Against the State: 
Wage Protest in Egypt, 1952-1988,” paper presented at MESA Annual 
Meeting, Los Angeles, 1988, and “Labor as as Obstacle to Privatization: 
The Case of Egypt,” paper presented at the MESA Annual Meeting, 
Toronto, 1989.

19 Between 1951 and 1960, the government’s share in total investment 
increased from about 38 percent to 56 percent.

20 See Maksut Mumcuoglu, “Political Activites of Trade Unions and Income 
Distribution,” in Ergun Ozbudun and Aydin Ulusan, The Political 
Economy of Income Distribution inTurkey (New York: Holmes and Meier, 
1980); and Alpaslan I§ikh, “Wage Labor and Unionization,” in Schick and 
Tonak, pp. 309-32.

What makes estimates of aggregate union membership in the pre-1980 
period so unreliable is the possibility of multiple registration, with 
workers belonging to several unions simultaneously. Competition among 
the major confederations inclined them to exaggerate their membership; 
their combined claims adding up to some five million unionized workers. 
When the military regime legislatively enforced a centralized registration 
system in the aftermath of the 1980 coup, membership figures dropped 
down dramatically. But once again, it is difficult to assess how many 
former union members simply failed to register, with DISK permanently 
closed down. For a detailed account of post-1980 changes in labor 
legislation and its implications, see Taha Parla and Ayse Oncii, “Milita
rism and Corporatism in Turkish Politics,” paper presented at the Confer
ence on “History and Society in Turkey,” Berlin Institute for Comparative 
Social Research, Berlin, December 1981.
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21 Ataman Aksoy, on the basis of a comparative analysis of wage levels in 
unionized versus nonunionized workers in private manufacturing, has 
argued that without unionization, labor would have lost tremendously 
against other groups in the post-1963 period. But in assessing the potency 
of unionization during this period, the broader economic conjuncture 
which made large business a particularly ‘soft’ opponent must also be kept 
in mind. See Ataman Aksoy, “Wages, Relative Shares, and Unionization 
in Turkish Manufacturing,” in Ozbudun and Ulusan, pp. 409-54, 630.

22 See Merih Celasun, “Income Distribution and Employment Aspects of 
Turkey’sPost-1980 Adjustment,” in ME TL/Studies in Development, vol. 
16, no. 3-4,1980, pp. 1-30.

23 My point on the significance of residential ordering of space is inspired 
by Katznelson’s comparison of American and British working-class 
politics. See Ira Katznelson, City Trenches (New York: Pantheon, 1981), 
and his extension of the argument in “Working Class Formation and the 
State: Nineteenth-Century England in American Perspective,” in Peter B. 
Evans et. al., eds., Bringing the State Back In (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1985), pp. 257-84.

24 On the historical evolution of Cairo’s social ecology, see Abu Lughod, 
Cairo: 1000 Years of the City of the Victorious (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1971); and also Saad Eddin Ibrahim, “Cairo: A Socio
logical Profile,” in The Expanding Metropolis: Coping with the Growth 
of Cairo, Proceedings of the Aga Khan Seminar, held in Cairo, 1984. The 
volume contains a series of other useful articles on the ecology of 
contemporary Cairo.

25 See Galila el Kadi, “Market Mechanisms and Spontaneous Urbanization 
in Egypt: The Cairo Case,” in International Journal of Urban and Regional 
Research , vol. 12, no. 1, March 1988, pp. 22-37.

26 For a discussion of informal land and housing markets in Istanbul from a 
planner’s perspective, see Ayse Yonder, “Informal Land and Housing 
Markets: The Case of Istanbul,” in American Planning Journal, Spring 
1987; on its political implications, see Ayse Oncii, “The Politics of the 
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