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Abstract

The article is a case study of work organization at the Services d’Egypte of the Suez Canal
Company from the outbreak of World War II to the company’s nationalization in 1956. In this
multinational and multicultural workplace, organizational hierarchies and division of labor were
traditionally defined according to “national” identities, while maintaining a strict segregation
between européens and indigénes, to use the company’s terminology. Starting in the 1930s, the
company faced new measures of economic nationalism imposed by the Egyptian government,
including required quotas of Egyptian personnel. These measures progressively redefined the
political boundaries of the company’s action in the management of its workforce. Using unpub-
lished archival documents from the company’s personnel files, this article analyzes the processes
of feminization and Egyptianization of the company’s office workers during World War II and
the 1950s. The process was driven by a precise organizational strategy, based on both “racial”
and “gender” criteria, which aimed to redefine the company’s internal hierarchies and to keep
management and decision making in the hands of the “Europeans,” while complying with the
terms of the conventions of 1937 and 1949 that regulated the relationship between the company
and the Egyptian government.

Traditionally monopolized by studies of the communications revolutions of the 19th
century and by accounts of the crisis of 1956, the Suez Canal has recently returned
to the attention of historical research, either in the framework of the new global his-
tory of migrations and imperial connections' or from the perspective of economic and
business history,> which has reconstructed the fascinating experience of the Compagnie
universelle du Canal maritime de Suez (hereafter, the company), created in 1858.3 This
article explores the gender dimension of work organization at the Services d’Egypte
of the company during World War II and the 1950s. The aim is to provide a new
perspective on the history of the company’s controversial presence in Egypt, in the
framework of the making of Egypt as a nation-state in the first half of the 20th century
and in a context that still bore a “striking resemblance” to a “typical colonial economy”
at the beginning of World War I1.* As a workplace representative of that “multiethnic
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Egypt” which was largely dispersed starting in the 1950s,” the Services d’Egypte offers a
stimulating research ground to develop recent historiographical suggestions on patterns
of modernization at the intersection of local and global dynamics, empires and smaller
communities, and national political projects.®

Until the 1930s, the Suez Canal Company was a traditionally and typically “male”
workplace. For the construction of the canal, opened to navigation in 1869, the company
had relied extensively on a local labor force, mostly en corvée.” Subsequently, while
Egyptians continued to constitute the majority of the unskilled labor force (largely
daily or seasonal), the development of the canal and the company’s hiring opportunities
attracted a more diversified personnel. In part, it was drawn from European communities
already present in Egypt,® and in larger part from a new multinational, multilingual,
and multireligious community progressively settled along the isthmus thanks to a vast
professional immigration, mainly from southern and Mediterranean Europe: France,
Greece, Italy, Malta, and Austria-Hungary/then Yugoslavia.” This contributed to making
the canal zone an area of “international colonization.”!® The Greeks, defined by some
observers as the most “suited” for the canal’s work activities (“ingenious, fast, practical,”
they had “the qualities of Ulysses™),!! represented around 30 percent of the company’s
workforce until the 1920s; it was thus the largest “national” group on the payroll and
remained so in 1956.'2 The Italians were the second largest group (around 15 percent in
the 1920s).13

The company’s diverse employees worked side by side in its workshops, offices,
and other sites. At the same time, a rigid division of labor characterized the hierarchic
internal organization of the Services d’Egypte. The primary distinction was between
employés (white-collar workers and technical staff, engineers, pilots, foremen) and
manual workers. No Egyptians were among the employés until the 1930s. Among
manual workers, the division of labor usually followed national lines, always within the
clear distinction between européens and indigenes, to use the company’s terminology. It
was a “racial” and segregated model of work organization, favoring social control of the
workforce—social peace—and the minimization of labor costs.'* This division of labor
also contributed to the construction of a “Europeanness” that provided a community of
non-Egyptian workers with a common identity,'> according to mechanisms that have
typically been observed in more properly colonial contexts'® and have been elaborated
by recent research.!” This article does not deal, however, with the long disputed and
periodically revised question of “cosmopolitanism” vs. isolation/self-isolation of foreign
communities in Egypt.'® Rather, its aims are to address the dynamics of “cultural racism”
as an organizing principle, including the ways it works “to channel different peoples into
specific economic roles,”!” and to appraise the role that gender plays in these dynamics.

Starting in the 1920s and 1930s, the company was confronted with Egyptian nation-
alism and the imposition of quotas of Egyptian personnel (so-called Egyptianization),
as well as with forms of labor unrest and social demands that progressively led to a
redefinition of the political boundaries of its action in the management of personnel. I
will argue that the feminization and Egyptianization of the company’s offices between
World War II and the 1950s was inscribed in a revision of the company’s business stra-
tegy and the renegotiation of its political relations with the Egyptian government. The
postwar organization of personnel inserted women into the traditional européens/indi-
genes dichotomy: gender thus provided an additional organizing principle, which
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contributed to tracing the new boundaries of occupational segregation and the division of
labor.

This perspective confirms the centrality of work as a powerful vantage point from
which to explore mechanisms of production and power and the ways these mechanisms
change and interact according to internal and international circumstances. As Robert
Vitalis has written, “It should no longer be possible to leave labor out of the familiar
(and not so familiar) stories of how firms and states transformed the 20th century world
... economy.”?® The gender dimension of work offers a particularly revealing vantage
point for understanding patterns of modernization in a global perspective. As Alice
Kessler-Harris has suggested, one of the challenges is to highlight “how racialized-
gendered power relations infuse the distribution of work,”?! and “the sometimes subtle
ways” that gender functions to legitimize and order power relationships.??> This is a
particularly stimulating research agenda in colonial or semicolonial settings, such as
the Suez Canal in the period dealt with in this article. Recent research on “gender and
empire” has demonstrated the relevance of a gender perspective for exploring social
processes, while also “repopulat[ing] the stage with a more diverse set of historical
protagonists.”??

This brings us to the question of sources in writing women’s history in the con-
text of global and colonial history.>* This article is based on the records of the Suez
Company Archives, and in particular the Personnel Department files. The records are
rather diverse, and incomplete with regard to personal information about individual
workers and their career paths and social conditions. Nevertheless, these files provide
an institutional perspective and show how the interaction between race, nationality, and
gender was perceived and used by the company as an organizing principle. The utility of
subjecting traditional archival sources to new questions and novel interpretive methods
has been underscored by historiography on the Middle East,”> which has also invited
further research on women as “economic actors” in changing economies and on the
ways in which ideologies of gender and material histories “permeate and shape each
other.”?® This applies in particular ways to the history of middle-class women’s work, a
subject practically ignored by global labor history?’ and underexplored in Middle East
studies. Indeed, the social and political history of the Middle East has often been written
“as though middle social strata did not exist or were unimportant.”?® Egyptianization
was originally meant to favor the access of educated middle-class Egyptians to jobs
previously reserved for foreign/European individuals. Egyptianization had a gender
dimension, which has not been investigated in the existing scholarship and which was
linked to processes of middle-class formation, institutional modernization, and social
reform in interwar Egypt. The dynamics of feminization of the Suez Company’s of-
fices provides an original vantage point from which to expand our knowledge of these
processes.

THE SUEZ COMPANY’S CONTROVERSIAL LEGAL-POLITICAL
STATUS

The Compagnie universelle du Canal maritime de Suez was a French company created
in 1858 to pursue the cutting of the isthmus according to the 1854 firman (decree)
and the 1856 concession signed by Ferdinand de Lesseps, the founder of the company,
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and viceroy Muhammad Sa‘id. French subscribers and the Egyptian viceroy held the
majority of the company’s shares. The company had a complicated legal status. It was
the first limited liability joint-stock company created in Egypt. Since this typology did
not yet exist in Egyptian law, the firman recognized that the Suez Company was also
subject to French company law. With the agreement of the Ottoman sultan, in 1866 an
additional convention established further mutual duties and rights. In 1869, the canal was
opened to navigation; the concession was to last 99 years and thus to expire in 1968.%
In 1875, as a consequence of Egypt’s bankruptcy, the British government acquired
the khedive’s shares in the company, which thus became an Anglo-French enterprise,
and British administrators joined the company board.’® Starting that year, as a result
of judicial reform and the subsequent introduction of company law in Egypt, foreign
companies were subject to a single regulation (mixed codes) applied by mixed courts,
which replaced the system of multiple consular courts each applying its own national
law.>! After the British military intervention in Egypt in 1882, negotiations over the
status of the canal led to the signing of the Constantinople Convention of 1888 by the
“great powers.”3? The convention affirmed the canal’s neutrality, its “free use” in peace
and war, and its international status in a new international legal environment designed
to ensure the peaceful development of world trade.’® The convention, which was to be
renegotiated in 1936, also contained clauses for the defense of the canal, which was
from that point on in British hands.**

The company was granted the concession for the exploitation of an Egyptian public
service—the management of the canal—and provided the technology and finances to
pursue that goal. At the same time, it performed an international service for maritime
trade. These two legal-political dimensions would be a constant source of controversy
between the company and the Egyptian state, especially in the aftermath of nationaliza-
tion in 1956. According to French legal scholars, the international status of the canal was
meant to include the company, too. The Egyptian government’s position was that the
company was subject to Egyptian law, and that its status was to be considered separately
from that of the canal.®> As we shall see, this controversial legal status affected decisions
about work organization within the company.

In its early decades of operation, the company benefited from a stable political en-
vironment provided by British occupation, and showed relatively little interest in or
concern for the granting authority, whose role was consistently “neglected.”* In 1909,
in the context of rising nationalist sentiment, an attempt was made by Prime Minister
Boutros Ghali to renegotiate the convention, with the aim of increasing transit royalties
for Egypt. The proposal was rejected by the National Assembly in 1910. The episode,
which might have contributed to Boutros’ assassination, revealed the growing symbolic
politicization of the canal issue.?’

WORK ORGANIZATION AT THE SERVICES D’EGYPTE

La composition du personnel, dans la zone du canal est curieuse a analyser, car elle correspond a
une stratification de couches ethniques et sociales.*®

The Services d’Egypte managed the company’s activities in Egypt, implementing di-
rectives and decisions made by its executive headquarters in Paris. The organizational
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structure of the company was designed on the centralized and hierarchical model of large
French companies and consisted of four main bodies: the Conseil d’ Administration, the
General Assembly of Shareholders, the Comité de Direction, and the Agence Supérieure
(Superior Agency). The Conseil d’ Administration (CdA, that is, the Board of Directors;
hereafter, the board) consisted of thirty-two members (hereafter, administrators) nomi-
nated for eight years by the General Assembly of Shareholders (any person who held at
least twenty-five shares of the company). The board elected the president and outlined
the general strategy of the company on investment, tariff, and budgetary issues. All
presidents were French.?® No Egyptian was nominated to the board until 1938.4° The
Comité de Direction (CD) was the actual executive management board of the company,
and consisted of the president, the director general (a role established in 1893; also in
charge of personnel management), and four administrators. All members of the CD were
French, with the exception of one Briton since 1887. A London office was created in
1883. Located in Cairo, the Agence Supérieure linked the Parisian headquarters with
the Services d’Egypte. It was headed by the Agent supérieur (AS), who represented the
company vis-a-vis the Egyptian government and was in charge of the administration and
coordination of the company’s activities in Egypt.*!

The Services d’Egypte was organized into four main structures: Administration,
Transit, Works, and Technical Services (the last two were combined in 1946). The Ad-
ministration offices were first located in Alexandria and then moved to Cairo; the other
services were in Ismailia. Each service was under a chef de service, and hierarchically
structured on the model of the French administration of public works. In the Admin-
istrative Service, headed by the AS,*? were the relatively less qualified white-collar
workers (dactylographers, clerks, bookkeepers) along with some more qualified ones,
such as accountants and lawyers. It also included the staff of the company’s hospitals. The
administrative personnel were predominantly French. The bulk of the labor force (almost
half in the 1930s) was in Works.*> Headed by a chief engineer, it included workshops
(ateliers généraux) and the so-called annexed building sites (chantiers annexes), and
had the highest percentage of skilled workers in relation to the total labor force. Most
of the engineers and technical staff were French, the skilled workers and supervisors
mainly Greek and Italian, and the unskilled workforce mainly Egyptian. Workshops,
originally built in Port Said to guarantee the company’s technological independence
in spare parts and material and in repairing machine and tools, progressively became
a full industrial site that included brass and steel works, foundries, and workshops
for assembling, painting, molding, and repairing. In 1919, the site became a city, Port
Fuad.** The annexed building sites dealt with land, road, and urban improvement and
infrastructure for the canal zone, including electricity and gas plants as well as water
purification and supply to the cities on the isthmus and to vessels in transit.*>

Directed by the chef de transit, the Transit Service had the second largest labor force
among the services. It provided services tied to navigation, including the drawing of
the diagram of transit for every vessel, the placing and control of buoys and navigation
signals, and radio communications. Here were the employees with the most prestigious
jobs, such as the pilots who steered vessels through the canal. The passage, which took
from forty-eight to fifty-three hours in the 1880s and around thirteen in the late 1930s,
was dangerous because of the canal’s low waters, fog banks, and frequent currents and
winds.*® In the canal’s early years, vessels were accompanied by a towboat, and the pilots
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were actually the private owners of such boats, usually Italian, Greek, or Corsican. The
service was progressively entrusted to the company’s pilots, who were taken on board
at Port Said to navigate the ships to Ismailia, then to Suez. An elite corps who had “le
sens du canal,”’ pilots had to hold a master mariner’s license and were usually recruited
among British, French, Dutch, and Scandinavian naval or commercial officers. Only in
the 1930s, as a result of quotas imposed on foreign companies, were the first Egyptian
pilots accepted as trainees. The rest of the labor force in Transit, mainly Greek, worked as
sailors, shipmen, verifiers, ports officials, and skilled mechanics, and generally enjoyed
salaries higher than those of workers in other services. The Technical services were in
charge of the canal’s maintenance and improvement, the dredging of the sandy bed, and
the widening and terracing of the walls and embankments. Dredgers too were mainly
Greek.*8

In the interwar period, the company workforce (which at its peak in the 1920s
amounted to between 4,000 and 5,000 employees) was divided into the following main
categories: clerical workers, technical staff (including engineers, around seventy in
1938), pilots (100-120 in the 1930s), maritime workers (seamen, shipmen), foremen,
and manual workers. Manual workers were divided into company workers and out-
workers (that is, temporary or seasonal laborers, or so-called du tdcheron, recruited by
local middlemen mainly for construction works). This last category represented 30-35
percent of the company’s labor force until World War I, and was mainly Egyptian. All
the other categories were European. Initially, most foremen were recruited in France
and constituted the workers’ elite; in the interwar period such positions were gradually
taken over by Italians and Greeks, who comprised the majority of foremen after World
War IL

The company’s recruitment and training policies were designed to exclude Egyptians
from skilled and technical positions (especially those of pilot and foreman), and tended
to favor the sons and family members of European personnel. Only interwar legislation
on quotas for Egyptian personnel enabled the progressive access of Egyptians to training
for these jobs.*> Over the years, an efficient, paternalistic, and hierarchical system of
company welfare was established. It included housing, health care, residence allowances,
pension schemes, paid vacation, and other forms of individual and family benefits
that varied according to the different categories of personnel. Welfare measures were
an instrument for managing national and cultural diversities, and for building up a
sense of prideful belonging to the company, which was not uncommon even among
Egyptian workers. Although there are no comparative studies, there is evidence that
wages, salaries, and benefits were on average higher in the Suez Company than in other
foreign companies on the isthmus.>

A MALE UNIVERSE?

No woman figured among the official statistics of the personnel of the Services d’Egypte
until 1941. The company’s archives, however, reveal a number of female clerks (dames
employées) in the company’s offices by the 1920s. They were recorded as “temporary
trainees” (stagiaires temporaires) and worked mainly as telephone and telegraph oper-
ators, receiving a daily pay with no other benefits. I counted thirty such women during
the 1920s, compared to seventy-four men with the same status. The difference was that,
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for men, the status of “temporary trainee” could lead to official hiring, while for women
it was a somehow “permanent” condition. For them, there was no access to the official
staff, which explains why they do not figure in the official statistics. Although their
presence was not negligible in quantitative terms, women thus remained invisible in the
company’s offices for a long time. We do not have any additional information on their
work experience. However, a search by name that I conducted in the personnel records
identified a number of these women who were still employed (or had been reemployed)
during World War II. Despite being invisible as officially temporary employees, clearly
some of the women had rather long tenures.

Before the war, all of these dames employées were European: French, Greek, Maltese,
and Italian. They were mainly the daughters, wives, and sisters of the company’s white-
collar and skilled workers. As noted above, the practice of hiring relatives of the com-
pany’s employees was an organizational strategy, aimed to create ties of fidelity among
workers and limit Egyptianization. Some of the women were orphans and widows: this
kind of employment could have been a form of company welfare for the daughters and
wives of deceased personnel. No Egyptian woman figured in the company’s records
before World War I1.>!

THE SUEZ COMPANY AND EGYPTIAN ECONOMIC NATIONALISM
IN THE INTERWAR PERIOD

After Egypt’s formal independence in 1922, a series of nationality laws were adopted as
part of the process of building a modern independent nation-state.> From the decrees
of 1926 and 1929 (originally meant to settle the question of Ottoman subjects in Egypt
after the Sevres Treaty) to the abolition of the Capitulations in 1937 and the progressive
abolition of the mixed courts, these provisions established an Egyptian nationality and
the option of naturalization for foreign residents. They also accorded privileges of
nationality for certain occupations (e.g., the practice of some liberal professions and
access to public posts were reserved for Egyptians).’® The effects of this legislation on
foreign communities and individual identities have been extensively studied, though the
quantitative dimension of naturalization is still controversial.>* From a sociopolitical
perspective, these laws enhanced the division between Egyptians and foreigners who
kept (or Egyptians who opted for) foreign nationality.>> The policy of employment
quotas rested precisely on this division.

Measures of “economic nationalism” were adopted in this same context.”® Industrial
companies were largely dominated by foreigners, sometimes residing in Egypt. Both
“popular and populist opinion” and all political parties held that foreign ownership and
management of Egyptian enterprises was “harmful” to the country, politically as well as
economically, and that it should be replaced by domestic ownership and management.>’
Legislation was thus adopted between 1923 and 1927 to increase the share of Egyptian
capital, management, and employment in companies active in Egypt—the so-called
Egyptianization. The laws required that two members of the boards of directors of new
companies, 25 percent of shares, and 25 percent of white-collar staff (employés) be
Egyptian.”® Egyptianization was connected to the chémage des diplomés (unemploy-
ment of graduates) and the need to create modern Egyptian ruling elites. The lack of
diversification of the Egyptian economy and the propensity of foreign firms to hire
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foreigners limited employment opportunities for educated middle-class Egyptians, a
situation aggravated by the economic crisis of the 1930s. The Egyptianization of middle-
class employment was thus part of larger debates around national modernization and
social reform.””

The question of women’s work was a sensitive issue in such debates. It was also related
to the growth of Egyptian feminist movements and a women’s press.®° During the 1930s,
feminine journals such as L’Egyptienne produced a discourse linking women’s work—
specifically educated, middle-class women’s work—to an image of national feminine
modernity and emancipation.®! In this context, the first protective legislation for working
women was passed in 1933.92 Although it is difficult to establish a direct link between
this discourse and the official entry of women into the Suez Company’s offices, and
although more comparative research is needed on similar business cases, it is plausible
that a general cultural attitude favorable to middle-class women’s work, in combination
with wartime conditions, may have eased this organizational innovation.

In this increasingly nationalist context, the new Wafd government came to power in
1936, and (also as a consequence of the Italian invasion of Ethiopia) the Anglo-Egyptian
Treaty was renegotiated and signed in August 1936. In May 1937 the Montreux
conference abolished the Capitulations. The changing political framework forced the
company to renegotiate the Convention with the Egyptian government. For the first time,
the company conceded to reserve two seats on the board for Egyptian administrators,
and “to progressively introduce a certain proportion of young Egyptians” into the white-
collar staff of the Services d’Egypte.®* The Egyptian parliament ratified the accord
in August 1937, in a vote acclaimed as a Wafdist political success.®> On 1 January
1938 the company began to hire Egyptian white-collar workers and the first Egyptian
administrator joined the board.5

Although imposed by the government, this recruitment policy was also part of a larger
ongoing strategy on the part of the company to address worker demands, including those
of Europeans and Egyptians united in new trade unions, and to maintain social peace
in the workplace. The 1930s was a period of growing social discontent aggravated
by the contraction of commercial activity during the Great Depression and by widely
disseminated Islamist propaganda along the isthmus.%” In any case, the changing terms of
the “colonial” relationship between large, Western companies and the Egyptian govern-
ment in this period is evident, albeit complex.%® As Vitalis has observed, these changes
raised many questions around large fixed investments in countries ‘“where sovereign,
increasingly populist governments rather than colonial consuls or occupation authorities
ruled—the fundamental change in the world order in the twentieth century.” Outcomes
varied across place and time, but “the trend away from extraterritorial privilege to do-
mestication was clear.”®® The Suez Canal Company had to adapt to these new conditions.

THE WAR

During World War II a number of transformations occurred in the internal organization
of the company and in the composition of its workforce. After the fall of France in
June 1940, part of the company’s headquarters was moved to Chatel-Guyon, in Vichy
France. Under British pressure, and to counteract the Egyptian government’s moves to
take advantage of the situation by asserting greater control over the canal, the company’s
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management was entrusted to the London offices. The Services d’Egypte, with its firmly
pro-Allied management, developed a more autonomous decision-making structure. In
October 1941, the AS Louis de Benoist (also the head of the France Libre delegation
in Cairo) assumed the role of director of the Services d’Egypte. A bureau du personnel
was created in April 1942 in Ismailia in order to centralize all questions related to the
company’s employees, including their security.”

The war produced many personnel gaps due to mobilization, retirements, and volun-
tary resignations of workers of various nationalities, who left to fight under different
flags. Many Italians were dismissed after Italy’s entry into the war in June 1940, and
often confined to internment camps.’! Traffic in the canal zone was reduced; in fact, it
actually closed for seventy-six days during the war.”?> Between June 1940 and December
1944, the company’s labor force (excluding white-collar and technical staff) dropped
from 2,960 to 2,388.7% In order to fill the gaps, the Services d’Egypte recruited Egyptian
personnel, in particular clerical workers, whose “quality” was deemed “very satisfac-
tory.” In 1945, the proportion of Egyptian white-collar workers “greatly exceeded”
the proportion required by the Egyptian government according to the Convention of
1937.74

The wartime hiring of white-collar workers had a twofold objective. On the one hand,
it aimed to limit recruitment to temporary (auxiliary) personnel, who were provided
with temporary, thus reversible, social benefits. According to a directive of the AS in
December 1941, the Services could proceed with new hires of white-collar workers,
on the condition “of not creating new positions.” Wartime jobs should be considered
“fictitious.”” This category of personnel would receive a daily salary, and any absence,
including for holidays and sick leave, would be unpaid.”® The second objective was
to give priority to Egyptians and women: “in order to safeguard the future,” that is, to
avoid the establishment of new rights that could be claimed once the war was over, “the
auxiliary hires are, in principle, limited as much as possible to the feminine element
and to Egyptian-born candidates.””” Gender thus joined race/nationality as an additional
hierarchical criterion to define lower categories of clerical workers.

The difficult material conditions and labor shortages of the war years led to several
improvements in the conditions of the temporary auxiliary personnel, who benefited
from measures thus far reserved for the permanent staff. Beginning in October 1943,
auxiliaries were fully paid for three holidays (Lesser Bayram, Kurban Bayram, and
Shamm al-Nasim). The cost-of-living allowance granted to permanent staff in December
1942 was extended to auxiliaries in January 1944. In August 1944, following Law 41
regarding labor contracts, auxiliaries had the right to fifteen vacation days annually.
Measures regulating the “duration and conditions of absence due to childbirth” were
adopted for female auxiliaries. Women were permitted two and half months maternity
leave, an indemnity equal to thirty days’ wages, and free care and hospitalization in the
maternity ward of the Saint Vincent de Paul Hospital, which belonged to the company.’®
This signifies, too, that among the dames employées were married women. On 31
December 1944, there were sixty-nine male auxiliary clerks who had been hired during
the war, including forty-one Egyptians, and forty-seven women auxiliary clerks. If there
is minimal personal information for the men, for the women we do not even have their
nationality or hiring date, only the indication of the Service to which they belonged:
thirty-three were at the Works, including ten at the ateliers généraux; five at the general
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store (magasin général); one at Transit; and thirteen in the Agence supérieure and
Administration.

POSTWAR REORGANIZATION AND THE NEW CONVENTION
OF 1949

Immediately after the war, and as a result of the restoration of full powers to the Paris
headquarters, the company underwent an internal reorganization. The autonomy that
the Services d’Egypte and the AS had enjoyed in wartime was substantially reduced.
The new internal organization was not only functional but also political: it was meant to
elude the increasing pressures from Egyptian authorities and to resist the Egyptianization
of personnel. This course of action was shared by the new (and last) president of the
company, Francois Charles-Roux (from 1948 to 1956); and the new deputy director
(in 1945), then director general (in 1953), Jacques Georges-Picot. In this context, the
first American administrator joined the company board in 1948.7 The reorganization
of labor was intended to address several changes that occurred during and after the war.
New hires became necessary because of the many displacements and losses caused by
the war and by the postwar revival of traffic through the canal. Conditions of labor
unrest—Law 85 of 1942 had legalized trade unions for the first time3’—and the scarcity
of experienced personnel led to the introduction of a pension plan for official workers
in 1945, and it was deemed essential that “a certain number of technically qualified
personnel” be sent from France.?!

The company then had to deal with the question of the auxiliary personnel hired
during the war, who were exerting pressure to be included in the official workforce.
This was a politically sensitive issue linked to the postwar wave of renewed economic
nationalism. The promulgation in 1947 of Law 138, which included manual workers
in the categories subject to employment quotas, marked a further step in the trend
toward Egyptianization. The law required that, within three years, 40 percent of boards
of directors of new companies, 51 percent of shares, 75 percent of white-collar staff,
and 90 percent of manual labor be Egyptian. More politically than economically mo-
tivated, the law paid special attention to foreign concessions of public utilities (water,
gas, and electricity), oil extraction, transportation (railways, tramways), and the Suez
Canal Company. Most of these concessions were renegotiated. Although these measures
implied a redistribution of value added in Egyptian joint-stock companies “in favor of
native Egyptians,” their effects in terms of investment, employment, and productivity
are “difficult to appreciate.”$?

Law 138 opened a new chapter in the legal-political controversy between the Suez
Canal Company and the Egyptian government, leading to the renegotiation of the Con-
vention of 1937. According to the law, Egyptian members of the company board would
be increased from two to twelve or thirteen, but the company was not willing to accept
a provision that would substantially alter its top-level decision-making structure. It
thus appealed to the Egyptian Conseil d’Etat (the supreme administrative authority),
established in 1946. Once again, the company put forward the international status ar-
gument, refusing to be considered an Egyptian company.®? The argument was probably
“juridically weak,”3* but the issue at stake was political, and it was related to the future
of the management of the canal in the postwar world. Not surprisingly, the opinion of
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the Conseil d’Etat was that Law 138 was applicable to the company. After a three-month
negotiation, a new Convention was signed on 7 March 1949. The Egyptian government
obtained seven percent of gross profits. Regarding employment quotas and Egyptian-
ization, the Convention exempted the company from some provisions of Law 138 and
postponed the adoption of some others. With regard to the administrators, it was decided
to proceed only with two immediate nominations (Egyptian administrators would thus
increase from two to four). Subsequent nominations would be made gradually and
according to future vacancies.> With regard to the workforce, it was agreed that there
was “no total proportion to meet in a specified period.” The company pledged to recruit,
in the following years, four Egyptians for every five vacancies in the technical sector
and nine Egyptians for every ten vacant clerical positions. The Convention recognized,
however, that the company needed to safeguard technical capacities and responsibilities
“independently from nationality, French, European, or other,” and continued to allow
the recruitment of “skilled European personnel.” Exceptions to quotas were also agreed
upon for maritime personnel and pilots (the most firm-specific skilled personnel). As for
manual labor, the company would continue to recruit “all the skilled workers it would
need regardless of their nationality and would even recruit, for ordinary jobs, a certain
proportion of Europeans. This would allow us to welcome some sons and grandsons of
former workers, as in the past.”3°

Some commentators saw the Convention of 1949, meant to remain in force until the
end of the concession in 1968, as a political victory for the company (which explains
its difficult ratification in the Egyptian parliament).?” President Charles-Roux, for his
part, believed the company had made “considerable” concessions in order to adapt “to
the circumstances and to the evolution of Egypt in the political, economic, and social
domain.”®® Between 1949 and 1955, the Egyptianization of the Suez Company’s white-
collar staff increased from 24 percent to 42 percent, a proportion lower than that of other
French companies in Egypt. There were, however, substantial differences according to
categories, with higher levels of Egyptianization among clerical workers (from 31.5 to
50.2 percent) and doctors (from 27.3 to 52.9 percent) and lower ones among pilots (from
7.1 to 15.4 percent) and foremen (from 2.9 to 4.8), as partly allowed by the Convention
of 1949.%

THE FEMALE STAFF

Women had been employed as wartime auxiliaries in clerical positions, on a daily pay
and with no other benefits. During the course of the war, benefits originally offered only
to personnel on the official payroll (e.g., cost of living allowance, paid vacation) were
extended to the auxiliary personnel. In November 1945 the auxiliaries were granted new
regulations and pay arrangements, in particular the shift from daily pay to monthly salary.
These decisions were the outcome of pressures coming from the AS, and motivated by
the fact that auxiliary personnel worked “side by side with officially enrolled personnel.”
It would thus be right to offer them “more generous” conditions. Besides the shift to
monthly pay, auxiliaries were granted full salary in case of illness for up to thirty
days. These improvements would not mean, however, a change in the temporary nature
of their employment. Since the shift to monthly salaries and sick pay were benefits
normally acquired in case of official hiring, it was emphasized that in these wartime

https://doi.org/10.1017/50020743814000592 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020743814000592

564 Barbara Curli

conditions such benefits “should not allow any ambiguity as to the specific character
of the employment of auxiliary clerks, as it is formally stipulated in their contract that
this category of workers is excluded from the permanent workforce.”® In 1946, the
company proceeded to regulate the terms of employment of auxiliaries hired during the
war. Seventy office clerks (thirty-nine Egyptians and thirty-one non-Egyptians) were
confirmed, while a certain number of women “will be retained in the future under a
special permanent framework.” All the other auxiliaries were laid off.”!

Thus women entered the company’s offices as permanent, official workers. How-
ever, this entailed an organizational innovation. In May 1946, a specific category of
“permanent female auxiliaries” (DAP, Dames auxiliaires permanentes) was created; it
included female office clerks, nurses, and maids. The vast bibliography on the dynamics
of feminization of clerical work in Europe and the United States as a result of organi-
zational change has revealed structural similarities in different national cases and time
periods. It has convincingly demonstrated that the creation of a separate (female) staff
was a common organizational measure of large, hierarchical organizations (banks, large
companies, public administrations) in all industrialized Western countries until World
War II (and even thereafter). Essentially, the separate staff sought to hinder women’s
access to higher levels and (better paid) managerial positions. Feminine “careers” were
defined exclusively by seniority within the female staff. This system provided the com-
pany/organization with a less costly, interchangeable, low-level group of workers whose
raises were tied only to seniority and whose turnover was generally guaranteed by the
introduction of a marriage bar.”> The female staff created at the Suez Canal Company
in 1946 was designed according to this same rationale and was an important part of the
company’s internal postwar reorganization. Status on the permanent payroll represented
a considerable improvement in the working conditions, social identity, and visibility of
these women. However, given the rigid rules governing the female staff, women would
somehow remain in an “auxiliary” status, segregated in their own staff. Though on the
official payroll, they continued to be defined as auxiliaries, a synonym for female clerks.
During the war, married women had been hired and even granted maternity benefits.
By contrast, the new postwar regulation of the female staff introduced a marriage bar,
justified as conforming to “Egyptian customs,” according to which married women
generally “did not work.”%3

All dames employées received the same basic salary (thirty EL), irrespective of
their tasks. Salary increases were exclusively tied to seniority. However, in order to
ensure efficiency and motivation, a system of bonuses was introduced. A monthly
bonus of five EL. was granted to those women “occupying a position of confidence”
or those “who perform tasks where higher professional skills are required: editing,
record-keeping, secretarial.”®* Nurses and maids had a lower salary—about half to
one-third less—than female clerks. Benefits and other welfare measures, like housing
allowances and pensions, were subject to limitations. Occasional requests from the
Services d’Egypte to extend to women some such rights granted to male personnel
were consistently rejected by the Paris headquarters. In September 1948, a request for
housing allowances for women who “cannot live with their parents,” and the introduc-
tion of merit-based salary raises for the female staff, met firm opposition. According to
the deputy director general, Jacques Georges-Picot, the goal of the proposed measures
was to “draw the status of auxiliary personnel closer to that of our permanent staff.
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However, current circumstances increasingly require a clear differentiation between the
two statuses.””>

The creation of the separate female staff had another fundamental motivation: favoring
the recruitment of Egyptian women. The Egyptianization of women clerks would have
helped the company fill the quotas of Egyptian personnel: hiring Egyptian women or
Egyptians in less skilled positions was the “best way to use the credit of non-Egyptians,”
thus allowing the company to continue to recruit Europeans for jobs involving greater
responsibility.”® The separate female staff thus contributed to a twofold goal: it created
a secondary, less expensive category of personnel, while at the same time confining
Egyptianization to lower categories: it was necessary to “improve as much as possible
the actual percentages of Egyptian women,” and “to ensure that they do not usurp the
functions reserved for the male personnel.”’ The combination of “racial” and “gender”
criteria thus became the basis of an organizational strategy meant to restructure the
enterprise after the upheavals of war, and to face the new political dimension of relations
with the Egyptian government.

A long note written by the director general in November 1950 explained the political
rationale underlying the creation of the separate female staff and its Egyptianization.
The “course of action” was, first, to have the existence of the female staff “officially
recognized by the Egyptian Administration.” This would permit female clerks to be
included in the fulfillment of quotas. Then, priority would be given to hire such workers,
especially the least expensive among them: “I consider it absolutely indispensable to
accelerate the Egyptianization of this auxiliary personnel, especially of Nurses and
Maids.” From then on, non-Egyptian women could be hired only as exceptions to the
rule: “until further orders,” the chefs de services could hire non-Egyptian female clerks
“only in exceptional circumstances and after having obtained the prior agreement from
Headquarters.”

Next 1 January [1951], we can estimate that the percentage of Egyptians in the white-collar
category [cadre des employés] will be approximately forty-three percent. As soon as our staff of
female auxiliaries reaches a percentage more or less equivalent to that of the Egyptian elements—it
only reaches twenty-three percent currently—I will put the Agent Supérieur in charge of contacting
the Egyptian Administration to request official recognition of this staff, the access to which ...
should be regulated in respect to the percentage of Egyptians and non-Egyptians likely to be
hired.”®

Thanks to Egyptian female clerks, it would be less painful for the company to honor
the Convention of 1949 requiring quotas of Egyptians, and therefore “to accommodate
monsieur Mahmoud el Haguine,” the director-general of the Department of Companies
in the Egyptian Ministry of Industry,” while reserving as many high-responsibility jobs
and positions as possible for Europeans.

FEMALE HIERARCHIES

Following these decisions, the number of Egyptian women within the company’s female
clerical staff jumped from four out of thirty-four, or 8.8 percent, in 1947, to thirty-
two out of sixty-six, or 48.5 percent, in 1952 (see Table 1). Other nationalities were
represented in more or less the same proportion as before the war, with a predominance
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TABLE 1. Evolution of female clerical employment (dames auxiliaires
permanentes [DAP]) at the Services d’Egypte of the Suez
Canal Company, on 31 December of each year

Year Total DAP Egyptian % Egyptian

1947 34 4 8.8
1948 51 7 13.7
1949 53 11 20.7
1950 61 20 32.8
1951 62 22 355
1952 66 32 48.5
1953 66 37 56.0
1954 72 45 62.5
1955 84 56 66.7

Source: “Effectif des dames auxiliaires permanentes de
1947 a 1955,” Archives historiques de la Compagnie
universelle du canal maritime de Suez, 2000 038 318.

TABLE 2. Permanent female auxiliaries (dames auxiliaires
permanentes [DAP]) at the Services d’Egypte of the Suez
Canal Company, on 31 December 1951, by nationality

DAP Nationality

22 Egyptian
French
Greek
Maltese
Italian
Yugoslav
Polish
British

—_

—_ = N O\ N

Source: Archives historiques
de la Compagnie universelle
du canal maritime de Suez,
2000 038 317/2.

of French nationals (see Table 2). Table 2 raises the question of naturalization. Some of
the “Egyptians” listed here could in fact have been naturalized “Europeans.” However,
some archival clues allow us to establish that the classification by nationality, as provided
in Table 2, shows an awareness of national distinctions that was not present in similar
prewar statistics, as one would expect given the new legal requirements. In two cases
reported in Table 2, a non-Egyptian nationality is specified (one Russian, the other
Lebanese), indicating that these were probably cases of naturalization and thus that all
the others were “real” Egyptians (see next section).

We have no personal information, other than age, about these Egyptian women
(Table 3). We have scant more about the Europeans, gathered mainly from some of
their correspondence with the Office of Personnel regarding retirement or dismissal,
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TABLE 3. Permanent female auxiliaries (dames auxiliaires
permanentes [DAP]) at the Services d’Egypte of the Suez
Canal Company, on 31 December 1951, by service

DAP Number
Agence 8
Supérieure

Administration 13
Works 24
Transit 17

Source: Archives historiques de la
Compagnie universelle du canal
maritime de Suez, 2000 038 317/2.

letters of recommendation for other jobs, or repatriation of their furniture when they left
for France, Italy, or Great Britain after the company was nationalized in 1956. Most of
these European women clerks were born in Egypt, probably enfants du canal,'® that
is, the daughters of previous generations of immigrants to the canal zone, as consistent
with all other findings in this research. Two of our Maltese clerks were sisters, born
in Port Said, and lived in Ismailia. Two Italian sisters were the daughters of an Italian
consular agent in Ismailia, where they lived, on rue Negrelli. One Frenchwoman hired
in September 1939 was born in Cairo in 1915 and lived in Ismailia, on rue Bucarest.
One Yugoslav, hired in October 1943, was born in Port Said in 1924.

Half of the women in the workforce in 1951 had been hired before or during the war
(see Table 4). The other half, hired after the war, were all Egyptian. Most of the female
clerks were unmarried, and the few exceptions had been hired before the war.!?! They
showed frequent bonds of kinship with other personnel in the company: a Frenchwoman
was the daughter of a company’s “retired clerk,” another Frenchwoman was the daughter
of a Transit worker, a Maltese was the daughter of a retired foreman, an Egyptian (the
one of Russian origin) hired before the war was the daughter of a retired worker, an
Italian had two employed brothers (one as a copywriter in the Administrative Service
and the other a measurer at Transit), and another Egyptian had a brother employed as a
copywriter in the Works Service. This practice was so common that a special measure
was adopted to exclude dames employées from family benefits if they were “daughters
of Company’s employees.”!??

In December 1951, the procedure for hiring clerical workers (male and female) was
further defined, in order to avoid any doubt about the question of nationality. First, a
written exam had to be passed in Cairo. Then, candidates admitted to the oral exam,
which was to be taken “in presence of a delegate of the Egyptian government,” had
to provide documentation attesting that “they are real Egyptians” (qu’ils sont bien
Egyptiens).'%3 These new rules were probably responsible for the further increase in the
number of Egyptian female clerks, which in 1955 reached fifty-six, or 66.7 percent of
the female clerical workforce (see Table 1).

As we have seen, the rules governing the female staff were rigid: all women (except
nurses and maids) had the same base salary irrespective of their tasks and could not
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TABLE 4. Permanent female auxiliaries (dames auxiliaires
permanentes [DAP]) at the Services d’Egypte of the Suez
Canal Company, on 31 December 1951, by seniority

DAP Seniority
20 >8 years (between 8 and 14)
15 Between 4 and 7 years
11 3 years
16 <2 years (all Egyptians)

Source: Archives historiques de la Compag-
nie universelle du canal maritime de Suez,
2000 038 317/2.

receive salary increases except for seniority. Nor was any career advancement foreseen:
indeed, the rationale underlying the creation of the female staff had been to exclude
women from high-level positions in the company’s hierarchy. However, the increasing
number of female clerks, the progressive Egyptianization of the female staff, and the
fact that some of them may in fact have performed tasks of some responsibility, which
could not be rewarded under the current rules, led in December 1953 to a revision
of the structure of the female staff. The revision provided for a hierarchization of the
female staff, which, beginning on 1 January 1954, was divided into two groups: dames
auxiliaries (DA), which was the bottom level, and dames auxiliaires confirmées (DAC).
The rules specified that the latter group should never exceed half the total female staff.
In order to be assigned to one group or the other, all female clerks in service had to
take an exam (writing, orthography, dactylography, stenography). For future hires, a
preliminary interview dealing with “general culture and professional attitudes” had to
be passed. After a six-month trial period, a regular exam would be taken. Exams for the
female staff would be held periodically.'®*

The salary structure was revised, too. For clerks hired before 1954, salaries would
range from 36.5 to 48 EL for DA; and from 40 to 60 for DAC. For those hired after 1954,
salaries were as follows: DA on trial (first 6 months), from 32 to 36.6; DA, from 36.5 to
52; DAC, from 44 to 60 EL. Since it was “more difficult to recruit in the isthmus area than
in Cairo,” women in the isthmus offices should be “a little better paid.” In any case, the
chefs de service had to make sure that they would perform only “feminine administrative
tasks” (travaux administratifs féminins), that is, “dactylography, stenography, minor
archival tasks and filing, incoming and outgoing correspondence.” They were to be
excluded from all “accounting tasks,” which were entrusted entirely to men.'® It is
evident that the hierarchization of the female staff and the strict definition of their
tasks and salaries were part of the postwar rationalization and modernization of the
company’s offices. And rationalization meant a redefinition of the gendered structure
of office work. As far as salaries were concerned, increases progressing “too quickly
towards the maximum salary for each group” were to be avoided. The maximum salary
should not be attained “prior to five years before the age of sixty.” Instead, the system
of merit-based bonuses was enhanced. Monthly dactylography prizes could be awarded,
amounting to one EL for DA, from two to three EL for DAC, with a maximum ceiling
of three such prizes assigned in the Agence Supérieure, four in the Administrative
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Service, four in Transit, and six in Works. DAC could be granted an additional monthly
“function bonus,” from three to five EL, “depending on personal merit and relevance
of responsibility or specialization.”!% The hierarchy within the female staff was thus
founded not in terms of “careers,” as no such thing existed for women, but on seniority-
based raises and on extra-pay bonuses for women who performed tasks of responsibility
or showed particular efficiency.

Although European and Egyptian female clerks (like other employees) continued
to work side-by-side in the company’s offices, the 1953 revision redefined informally
extant hierarchies between européennes and indigenes. Only Europeans were hired for
“top” female positions, that is, those with greater responsibility and higher bonuses: all
the personal secretaries of the chefs de service were European (the personal secretary of
the chief engineer was Italian and the two personal secretaries of the AS were French,
as were those of the chief of transit). Almost all the younger and newly hired women
were Egyptian. All women employed as telephone switchboard operators (an all-female
preserve) and as nurses and maids—the lowest grade of the female staff—were Egyptian.

CONCLUSION

We do not know whether there were Egyptians among the signatories of the collective
petition sent in August 1954 by the “female auxiliaries of the Agence Supérieure” in
Cairo to improve the conditions of their summer vacation, which most of them spent
in Cairo, where the climate was very bad for their “health.” For workers living on
the isthmus, the proximity to the sea made summer vacation acceptable and it was
relatively easy to stay “in good physical conditions”; moreover, the Company provided
subventions to allow its personnel to join the clubs along the isthmus. No such provision
was adopted in Cairo, where other large European and American firms and Egyptian
institutions (Shell, Socony, Bank Misr, and Crédit Lyonnais, according to the petition)
had created private clubs for their personnel or gave them subventions to join others.
The Cairo female clerks thus asked the company to help them “morally and financially”
to join the Cairo clubs.!?” The available documentation does not clarify the outcome of
the request.

This episode raises a number of questions about the social visibility of these middle-
class women, and of their consumption and social practices, that are beyond the scope
of this article, though certainly worth investigating.'% It is interesting to note, however,
that the Suez Canal Company promoted the visibility of its female clerks as a sign of
modernity to celebrate its new relations with the postrevolutionary Egyptian government.
Together with the Egyptian (male) pilots (who at the time constituted 31 out of 183 pilots,
or 17%), Egyptian women operators of the company’s telephone center in Ismailia were
the protagonists of the August 1955 issue of the company journal, Le Canal, written in
French with parallel text in Arabic, the last issue before nationalization. Enshrouded in
a rhetoric celebrating the company as an instrument of Egypt’s new modernizing effort,
the article was a collection of interviews with female operators, touching on preferred
books (Georghiou’s La vingt-cinquieme heure, de Musset’s Les nuits), favorite sports
(basketball, ballet performed with a sister “auxiliary at Transit””), what they would have
liked to do if not phone operators (journalism), and love for their work. Switchboards
appeared as the new technological frontier of “risk, the unknown, danger”: “My joy peaks
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when, before my very eyes, the board is stabbed with all of my electronic plugs . ..”'%
As we know, this project of shared modernization was short-lived.

The case of the feminization and Egyptianization of clerical work at the Suez Canal
Company may provide useful insights into more general patterns of economic and social
change in colonial or semicolonial settings, where “contested,” “alternative” modernities
are increasingly investigated by historians.''” As has been suggested, “global histories
of modernization must be written from the local—about specific projects and individuals
... without losing sight of regional, national, and international circumstances.”'!" The
aim of this article has been to trace the dynamics of the Egyptianization of female clerical
work, which used race/nationality and gender as criteria of exclusion/inclusion and of
business organization. The pattern of Egyptianization at the Suez Canal Company can
also be seen as a process of exclusion from the company’s internal managerial know-how,
with the goal of keeping decision making and jobs of higher responsibility in the hands
of Europeans. The company’s decision to create a specific female staff and to accelerate
its Egyptianization has been assessed here at the intersection of sociocultural change
related to the war experience, the Egyptian government’s postwar political priorities,
and the recomposition of gender and national hierarchies and roles within the company.

This article has thus situated the experience of the Suez Company’s first female clerical
workers at the intersection of local dynamics (Egyptian nationalism, national projects of
modernization and social reform), more general dynamics (cultural models, economic
growth, wartime conditions), and business strategies and structures (the organization
of a sui generis Western enterprise, policies of job stratification and segregation). This
experience shows how the “complicating categories” of gender, race, ethnicity, and
class are related to each other,''> and how they are redefined according to historical
circumstances. In particular, it confirms the relevance of gender as a methodological
category for understanding paths and practices of modernization.
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