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  At a two-day workshop in April 2016, the Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and 
International Affairs brought together researchers, activists, and academics from around the Arab 
world to review progress on an ongoing research project that seeks to document and analyze the 
role of labor unions and movements in the quest for social justice across the Arab world. The 
Labor Movements and the Quest for Social Justice in the Arab World research initiative was 
launched 18 months ago in partnership with the Asfari Institute for Civil Society & Citizenship 
at AUB, with inputs also from colleagues at the Arab regional office in Beirut of the 
International Labour Organization (ILO).  

  Preliminary findings of the research nevertheless identify several overarching issues that have 
emerged from the research to date. Workers have been protesting during the past decade in many 
Arab countries due to social inequalities that have stemmed partly from neoliberal policies, as 
some governments have been promoting economic growth and liberalization at the expense of 
social justice. Trade union cooptation by the state continues even after the uprisings, despite the 
emergence of independent -- whether de jure or de facto -- unions that have been struggling for 
workers’ and broader social and economic rights. This wave of ‘independent’ unions is relatively 
new and promising, yet the challenge lays in these unions’ ability to build new patterns of state-
labor relations in the context of an improved social contract.   

  Representational capacity and membership remain other major challenges for unions, as the 
majority of workers remain either completely outside any organizing body that defends their 
rights, or are officially represented by co-opted unions that do not, according to the researchers, 
always defend their rights or work to enforce labor laws. Employees of small enterprises or those 
working within the informal sector are also excluded from unionism, although they represent the 
majority of the labor force in some countries. Foreign labor is also largely excluded from local 
unions, although it impacts the local labor movement and thus should be taken into 
consideration. Unions struggle with questions regarding their internal politics, as there is a 
dilemma between pluralism and monism, and how democratic their governance should be. 
Moreover, trade unions struggle to strike the right balance between defending workers’ rights 
and interests, on the one hand, and remaining a relevant political actor, on the other.  



  In addition to the overarching issues, each of the seven country case studies brings unique 
lessons that correspond to the specific context of the country. For example, the case of Palestine 
serves to demonstrate the dynamics and struggles of the labor movement under occupation, 
which offers insights into the effect of imperialism and/or colonialism on labor movements.  

This was the third workshop for a two-year project studying labor movements in the Arab world. 
Its purpose was to evaluate the first drafts of seven country case studies written by commissioned 
researchers selected through the Call for Papers: Labor Movements and Unions and the Quest for 
Social Justice in the Arab World. The selected countries were: Algeria, Bahrain, Jordan, 
Lebanon, Palestine, Egypt, and Tunisia. 

  The call was based on the findings of a Closed Workshop on Labor Movements and the Quest 
for Social Justice in the Arab World, held in April 2015, whose primary purpose was to pinpoint 
the most important research questions worthy of exploring. In consultation with the ILO, the 
organizers of the project proposed a common research framework that aims to harmonize the 
distinct country case studies, while allowing for each country’s idiosyncrasies and unique 
experiences to be properly analyzed and conveyed. 

  Fawwaz Traboulsi, Visiting Professor at the American University of Beirut (AUB) and the 
faculty advisor for the project, emphasized the importance of the historical context of labor 
movements in each country, especially with regards to the impact of economic and ideological 
transformations on the labor movements. This is in addition to an analysis of labor unions’ role 
in recent uprisings and their relationship to other institutions. Rami Khouri, Senior Public Policy 
Fellow at the Issam Fares Institute, quoted Adib Nehme, Regional Advisor at ESCWA, noting 
that the context of the Arab world during the past several decades has been characterized by 
three major forces shaping events: the neo-patrimonial state, the neo-patriarchal society, and neo-
liberal global economic forces, hegemonic forces of control which should be taken into 
consideration when studying labor movements. Fateh Azzam, Director of AUB’s Asfari Institute 
for Civil Society & Citizenship, emphasized the need for a clear definition of social justice if we 
are to study the labor movement’s role in the quest for social justice. 

  The seven research teams presented their research design and methodology in a December 2015 
workshop; their first drafts in the April 2016 workshop received feedback from their peers, the 
organizers of the study, and academics acting in the capacity of reviewers during the workshops.  

The case studies are listed in the following table: 

 

Country 
Focus 

Proposal Title 

Lebanon Unions and Workers…Without a Movement! 
Tunisia From ‘Umbrella’ to ‘Host’: The UGTT and Labor in Transition 
Occupied 
Palestine 

The Labor & Trade Union Movement and the Quest for Social Justice: Occupied 
Palestine (Case Study) 

Bahrain Inside the ‘Duwwar al-Lulu’ uprising in Bahrain: The Bahraini Labor Movement’s 
Quest for Social Justice 



Egypt The Labor & Trade Union Movement in the Arab World and the Quest for Social 
Justice: Egypt as a Case Study 

Jordan Labor Movements and Unions and the Quest for Social Justice in the Arab World: 
The Case of Jordan 

Algeria The Labor Union Movement in Algeria: A Study of Independent Unions in Algeria 

 

  Each case study includes a brief history of labor during the past ten years; an analysis of trade 
unions; the relationship of the trade union movement to the local context, and to regional and 
international institutions; and, a general evaluation and recommendations for trade union 
movement activities. 

  The final expected outcome is a unified publication of the seven case studies. The publication 
will provide a comprehensive overview of labor movements in each of the seven Arab countries, 
with emphasis on challenges, opportunities, the impact of the political economy, an evaluation of 
the movement, and recommendations for moving forward in the quest for labor and social 
justice. 

The founders and organizers of this research initiative include:  

• Rayan El-Amine,	Assistant Director, Issam Fares Institute 
• Rami Khouri, Senior Public Policy Fellow, Issam Fares Institute 
• Leila Kabalan, Program Coordinator, Social Justice & Development Policy in the Arab 

World, Issam Fares Institute 
• Sarah El Jamal, Research Assistant, , Social Justice & Development Policy in the Arab 

World, Issam Fares Institute 
• Rania Masri, Assistant Professor & Associate Director, Asfari Institute for Civil Society 

& Citizenship 
• Roland Riachi, Economist, Researcher and Lecturer at AUB 
• Fawwaz Traboulsi, Visiting Professor at AUB 
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