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Abstract
From the end of the 1960s until the outbreak of the Civil War (1975), Lebanon experi-
enced a phase of relatively sustained industrial expansion. Albeit the “boom” did not mod-
ify significantly Lebanon’s tertiarized economic structure, it was anyway sufficient to
create the structural conditions for the emergence of a new militant working-class able
to become one of the most relevant contentious actors of its time. This new working
class was made primarily of very young and recently urbanized unemployed of rural ori-
gin, brutally injected in a crude and hyper-exploitative productive cycle where formal
labor unions were, for the most part, absent or scarcely effective. The input for their grass-
roots, transgressive organization into factory-based Workers’ Committees came from the
Organization for Communist Action in Lebanon (OACL), i.e. the most important force of
the so-called Lebanese New Left, within the framework of a broader process of militant
penetration of the “revolutionary classes” produced by the contradictions of Lebanese cap-
italism. This created the precondition for the Committees to affirm themselves not only as
the radical avant-garde of the Lebanese labor movement but also as an integral part of a
broader process of contestation of the existing status quo by the subaltern groups emerged
from - or activated by - the structural and cultural changes that the country was experi-
encing. By retrieving the forgotten history of the Workers’ Committees, the article wants
to examine the forms and the trajectories whereby such a new working class became an
integral part of this process. In particular, by adopting a Gramscian methodology, the arti-
cle will first expose the structural changes in the Lebanese industrial sector in the exam-
ined period and their labor implications. Then, it will focus on the dynamics which
superseded the Committees’ birth and affirmation, reserving particular attention to the
role played by the OACL. Finally, it will conclude by examining the impact of their agency
on the political developments that the country was experiencing. The paper contends that
the emergence and the affirmation of counter-hegemonical and transformative working-
class activism on the eve of the Civil War, along with representing a direct by-product of
structural stresses and constraints, was significantly debtor also of the new ideological and
militant infrastructures that the emergence of an Arab New Left had contributed to
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popularize and deploy. The paper wants also to intervene in the historiographical debate
on the Lebanese Civil War, stressing the importance of both subaltern actors and class
phenomena in its outbreak, which have generally been widely disregarded by the domi-
nant understandings of the conflict.

Keywords: Lebanon; Labor History; Arab New Lefts; Popular Politics; Industrial History; Working-Class
History

Introduction

On November 11, 1972, the southern periphery of Beirut woke up amid chaos.
Around 8:00 AM, a disproportionate Internal Security Forces (ISF) unit showed up
at the gates of the Gandour chocolate and sweets factory to disrupt a wildcat strike
that rank-and-file workers had been staging for a week. In the clashes that followed,
ISF answered workers’ refusal to demobilize with shotguns, leaving two dead and sev-
eral injured on the ground. The popular reaction to the event was disruptive. In the
aftermath, a succession of mass demonstrations propagated quickly from Beirut sub-
urbs to the rest of the country, storming the main Lebanese cities for days.1

Meanwhile, a general strike was held to ask for political accountability.2

By virtue of its bloody end and its contentious backlash, the Gandour strike repre-
sents one of the few episodes in the long chain of labor struggles marking the
Lebanese “long-1960s” to have found an established place in the historical writing on
the country. There are in fact very few scholars who, when called to give an account
of the turbulent pre-Civil War years, have felt immune from the obligation to include
the strike among the landmark events of the decade. Still, paradoxically enough, in
most of these historiographical incorporations the strike rarely appears as a history of
workers. Rather, whereas not reduced to one of many—and, indeed, secondary—violent
episodes in the accounts of the Lebanese crisis,3 the strike has at best been represented as
a sheer byproduct of the coeval crisis of Lebanese capitalism.4 In both cases, the strike
appears as an isolated and reactive event, misleadingly abstracted from the broader pro-
cess of grassroots organization of the new class of young rank-and-file produced by the
coeval Lebanese industrial expansion within the form of Workers’ Committees (WCs).
The political experience of WCs has remained on the margins of the limited and piece-
meal body of scholarship on Lebanese labor history, whose attention has largely focused
on the investigation of the formal trade union movement5 either on more recent mobi-
lizations and forms of organization.6 This has contributed to canonizing a dominant
mode of historiography on Lebanese rank-and-file activism of the early 1970s doubly
problematic, for along with denying the rank-and-file a place “as subjects of history
on their own right, even for a project that was all on their own,”7 it has failed to give
due account of two broader sociopolitical phenomena characterizing Lebanese popular
politics in that delicate period, whereof the WCs represented a direct emanation.

In effect, starting from the late 1960s, Lebanon’s capitalist model entered a deep
structural crisis, resulting in a dramatic saturation of the labor market against rising
inflation, and the rapid disaggregation of the rural world. Social tensions were further
heightened by the stubborn unwillingness of the dominant classes “to surrender any
of their privileges for the causes of reform,”8 which took the form of a veritable class
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struggle “from above” enacted by low wages, systematic violation of labor rights, and,
above all, a systematic obstructionism against any redistributive state initiative. The
result was a decade of relentless social agitation, whose ideational and organizational
frames were soon provided by the wide array of progressive forces (Marxist, Socialist,
Arab Nationalist), which, in the same years, were living their golden age. As a result,
new transgressive social forces, solidarities, and repertoires of contention emerged,
succeeding in influencing from below the articulation of the political developments
in which the whole country was involved. In the case of the new rank-and-file, the
leading role was played by the Organization of Communist Action in Lebanon
(OACL), under whose initiative, starting from 1970, the first WCs were established
as an alternative to the formal trade unions represented by the General
Confederation of Workers in Lebanon (CGTL).

By retrieving the political experience of WCs, this article examines the forms and
the trajectories whereby the expanding industrial working class became an integral
part of the process of transgressive activation of Lebanese subaltern groups on the
eve of the Civil War (1975–1990). In particular, building on Antonio Gramsci’s
methodological criteria for the study of subaltern groups,9 and the investigation of
unexplored primary sources in Arabic, the article will first focus on analysis of the
structural changes that the expanding Lebanese industry underwent from the late
1960s, and its labor implications. It will then proceed to reconstruct the political
dynamics that enabled the WCs’ birth and affirmation, reserving particular attention
to the role played by the OCAL and its ideological framing. Finally, it will conclude by
examining the impact of WCs’ agency on the articulation of the political develop-
ments the country was experiencing.

The article contends that the emergence and affirmation of a transgressive and
transformative rank-and-file activism, together with representing a direct by-product
of structural stresses and constraints, was significantly indebted also to the new ideo-
logical and militant infrastructures that the emergence of an Arab New Left had con-
tributed to deploy and popularize. In so doing, the article seeks to bridge the existing
body of scholarship on the political economy of postcolonial Lebanon with the new
body of studies on the Arab10 and Lebanese New Lefts11 that has flourished in recent
years where investigation of the transformative sociopolitical impact of the ideological
and political ferments so carefully reconstructed remains a widely under-explored
topic.

An “old” new industry, a brand new workingclass: The industrial boom of the
1970s and the social origins of a new rank-and-file generation

Historically, industry has occupied a pretty marginal position in the economic struc-
ture of independent Lebanon.12 Inhibiting industrial development was the combina-
tion of restricted internal demand, the adoption of loose and non-protectionist
customs duties, and above all, the reiteration of economic policies fully devoted to
the development of the service sector. These policies resulted from the dominant
position occupied in the postcolonial state by the commercial-financial bourgeoisie
that arose in the Mandate period, whose capturing of political power was exploited
to serve its economic interests to the full detriment of the productive sectors.13
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In particular, reflecting the pattern typical of dependent peripheral capitalism,
Lebanese industrial development mostly concentrated in branches of light industry
to satisfy the internal demand for essential goods (textiles, food processing, and build-
ing materials most notably), which required a low level of specialization and techno-
logical investment. Furthermore, due to the limited dimensions of the sector, the
overall number of employed never surpassed 15 percent of the active population.14

The development was also characterized by the maintenance of a sharp dualism
between a large and scarcely productive semi-artisanal craft sector, and a restricted
number of big mechanized plants, holding most of the overall production, as well
as the monopoly or semi-monopoly over the production of a specific good.15 In
1969, for instance, 85 percent of the national production of dairy products was con-
trolled by a single company, 94 percent of cotton spinning and weaving by three com-
panies, and three factories controlled 100 percent of the national production of
cement.16 Concentration walked also along marked familial lines. In 1971, the
three major families of Lebanese industrialists were estimated to control between
15 percent and 20 percent of the whole national production.17

This statical cadre started to rapidly change with the June War, in 1967,18 when,
following the closing of the Suez Canal, the expanding Gulf markets opened to
Lebanese merchandise, inaugurating a phase of significant industrial expansion.
Between 1967 to 1973, the share of industry in the national GDP rose from about
10 to 17 percent, value-added production increased by 111.4 percent, and the volume
of investments rose by at least 50 percent.19 Particularly impressive was the rise in the
volume of exports destined for the Gulf, which in the same time period went from
87.4 million LBP in 1967 to 446.3 million.20 Providing the capital for such rapid
growth was the rising influx of Western money in favor of Lebanese industry, within
the framework of a broader economic strategy aimed at turning the Lebanese indus-
trial sector into a “relais industry” to further penetrate the Arab markets by taking
advantage of the geographical proximity, the inter-Arab custom and commercial
agreements, and the cheaper labor costs.21This further enhanced the dependent
nature of the Lebanese industrial sector, keeping its development limited and crude.

The industrial boom of the late 1960s and its specific modes of articulation had, of
course, important consequences on industrial labor. The first on was the rapid crea-
tion of a brand-new working class vehiculated by the rapid expansion of mechanized
industries with more than one hundred workers.22 The growth was outstanding. In
the triennium 1972–1975 alone, the yearly average of new actives in industry reached
a quota of 20,000 units (+18 percent per year), a number equivalent to the whole dec-
ade 1960–1970, to achieve 113,000 actives and a 20 percent share in the employment
structure.23

The second main one was the increasing exploitativity24 and precarization of
industrial labor. In effect, despite a substantial nominal increase in investments in
technological advancement, in order to compete with foreign concurrence and be
assured of profits equivalent to those of the hegemonic commercial and financial sec-
tors, the main source for the extraction of plus-value in Lebanese industry remained
solidly located in the heavy pressure applied to the workforce. Such pressure was exer-
cised first and foremost through the adoption of wage policies maintaining average
salaries at the edges of the existing legal minimum. In 1974, for instance, industrial
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wages and the legal minimum almost equated. In the garment sector, where reliance
on subcontracting and female and daily labor was particularly high, the average wages
were below the legal minimum by 15 percent, and for unspecialized daily working
women by up 30 percent.25 Second, the reliance on overtime work was structural,
with average weekly working hours in Beirut’s industrial suburbs swinging between
50 and 53 hours, against a legal maximum of 48 hours as of 1970.26 This was paral-
leled by the adoption of a veritable “consuming and waste” employment policy
whereby workers, having been exploited to the bones during the best of their
youth, were expelled in mass so that employers could pick again from the thousands
of young unemployed people entering the job market every year. To feed this appar-
ently endless industrial reserve army was the inexorable disaggregation of the rural
world that the country had been experiencing since the achievement of independence,
in the shadow of difficult credit, lack of adequate facilities and infrastructures, and the
progressive appropriation of control over the marketing of crops by an oligarchy of
traders speculating on purchase prices. This disaggregation underwent a steady accel-
eration from the mid-1960s onward, as the developmentalist rural policies promoted
by President Fuad Chihab ultimately ended up improving exploitability and fostering
the rise of monopolistic agribusiness to the detriment of small landowners and land-
less peasants.27 As a consequence, thousands of rural migrants reached the suburbs of
the capital every year in search of better opportunities. There, the saturation of the
labor market left them little recourse beyond swelling the army of informal
jacks-of-all-trades, and seasonal workers in the tourist industry. Still, knocking at
the factory gates, if successful, remained one of the most profitable options for a
young unemployed person to contribute to household needs, afford education, or
to enjoy from the margins part of the leisure of the “cosmopolitan metropole of
the Arabs”.

Enabling their hyper-exploitation were the numerous loopholes in the Lebanese
labor legislation. According to Article 50 of the Lebanese Labor Law, it was a right
of the employer to arbitrarily dismiss employees under the payment of a sole termi-
nation indemnity. This obligation was often skipped by hiring de facto permanent
workers on a daily basis, as the law excluded from payment of termination indemni-
ties those workers employed for less than a continuous documentable year.28 This
expedient allowed employers to avoid paying for rest days and leave, or to speculate
downward on social security fees. Furthermore, the Labor Law exempted employers
from paying workers under twenty years of age the legal minimum.

The ubiquity of these policies clearly resonated in the demographic profile of the
industrial population. In 1970, 35 percent of industrial workers were under twenty (4
percent were under fifteen), and the section of under-twenty-fives overcame the
twenty-five–thirty-four slot. Furthermore, about 80 percent of them were of rural ori-
gin, and 95 percent had had at least one professional movement in the past five
years.29

Extract, discipline, and punish: Labor conditions in Lebanese “big” industry

Along with low wages, permanent job insecurity, and structural exploitation, the new
working class also had to cope with poor working conditions, routinized abuse, and
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the systematic violation of labor rights. The most important terrain of violation was
that of social security.

The Lebanese Social Security Law was approved in 1963 per an initiative of
President Fouad Chihab, as the main backbone of his project of modernization of
the state. Since its very discussion, the law had met with strenuous opposition
from entrepreneurial circles, who were hardly disposed to give away part of their prof-
its, or to tolerate what represented, in their eyes, an unacceptable interference of the
state in the arena of the free market. This opposition translated into a series of oppo-
sitional initiatives meant to delay the executive enforcement of the law, and renego-
tiating the established indemnities and coverage criteria according to their desiderata.
This put waged workers at the center of a class war between state and entrepreneurs,
where they paid the highest price. In 1970, for instance, after a year of lobbying and
threats, entrepreneurs answered the implementation of the first part of the Law’s pro-
visions with the mass dismissal of workers employed for more than two years, which
was the established threshold for employers to start paying social security fees.30 A
similar scenario resurfaced the following year, when implementation of the second
part of the law’s provisions was countered with an open-ended boycott of the pay-
ment of social security indemnities.31 If, by 1972, this last boycott was lifted, another
was implemented against payment of the cost-of-living allowances Parliament had
approved in 1971.32

Industrialists’ unscrupulous “no cost at any cost” policy was also reflected in the
poorness of labor conditions. Especially for what concerned rank-and-file workers,
adequate protective equipment (clothing, masks, gloves, etc.) was rarely provided.33

The same can be said for the general conditions of working environments, often lack-
ing adequate air conditioning and ventilation, sanitary units, and drinkable water.34

Discipline was exerted through an oppressive-repressive dispositive of surveillance
and punishment pivoting around the police use of wukalā’ (sing.: wakīl), i.e., the
supervisors charged with coordinating the functioning of a productive unit.
Veritable omnipresent eyes and ears of the management, in fact, wukalā’ were used
to pressure workers, foster reporting, and aliment suspicion and mistrust. Their
main disciplinary weapon was the application of arbitrary wage curtails, applied
for the most insignificant reasons such as a few minutes delay at the entrance, real
or alleged “low” daily productivity, or a moment of rest outside of the (indeed, min-
imal) allowed breaks. Their application was so routinized that at the end of the month
curtails could cost a worker up to two or three full working days.35 Finally, insubor-
dination, including political, was generally punished via arbitrary dismissal.

It should be noted that both hiring and firing practices were pretty basic, brutal,
and unformalized. As for hiring, the selection occurred at the factory gates where,
on an established day of the week, a crowd of young unemployed people would gather
before the opening hour in search of jobs. Here, a responsible member of the admin-
istration would choose the required number of new workers, and send them straight
to the assigned productive line for a probationary period. The selection criteria were
generally limited to conformity with the age and gender requirements to perform the
task needed. As for firing, in case of disciplinary terminations a verbal notice was suf-
ficient by law. For nondisciplinary terminations, the law established that formal
notice had to be given at least one month in advance. However, following the
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informality of contracts and the difficulty for employees to testify on abuses, this obli-
gation could be easily skipped, and it was not uncommon to see the interruption
communicated on the very day of payment.

Such poorness of labor conditions was also related to the lack of strong industrial
unions. In the agri-food sector, for instance, which employed about 23 percent of the
waged industrial workforce, no sectoral unions had ever been licensed. Lacking a sec-
toral union were also workers in the furniture, glass, and metal sectors, which
together accounted for another 20 percent of overall workers.36 Furthermore, even
if a union was present, this was not an automatic guarantee of better labor conditions.
A case in point is the workers in the textile sector. Representing another 20 percent of
the overall waged workers in the industrial sector, textile workers were endowed with
a national union of right-wing orientation, plus a smaller regional one of Communist
allegiance. In 1969, after lengthy bargaining, the unions succeeded in obtaining a
national collective labor agreement. However, because of the scarce combativeness
and presence in the factories of the main union, abusive practices remained unvaried.
The vulnerability of the new working class was further enhanced by the marginal
weight that the industrial unions occupied within the CGTL,37 as well as by the inter-
nal contradictions of the CGTL itself.

Since the very enforcement of the Lebanese Labor Law in 1946, Lebanese trade
unions underwent a constant recrafting from above aimed at disempowering their
transgressive power, and possibly turning them into sites of hegemonic incorporation
by the ruling elites.38 The main mean of this recrafting was the political use of union
licensing according to a two-fold strategy addressed to contain the political weight of
leftist unions while fostering workers’ adhesion to corporatist or—at best—reformist,
anticommunist ones. This produced over time a formal trade union landscape
severely tilted in favor of the crafts and tertiary sector and, above all, of scarcely rep-
resentative corporatist federations tied to prominent political leaders.

Against this backdrop, starting from the early 1960s, a new generation of reformist
union leaders emerged from the existing licensed federations, managing to earn the
workers’ consensus.39 Their political rise was backed by both the Chihabist apparatus
and the United States, which, within the framework of the Cold War, saw in these
new unionists a much more effective alternative to the old corporatist guard to con-
tain the influence of the expanding leftist unions.40 The latter, in turn, in the same
period entered a phase of sustained mobilization and organizing, which, thanks to
a favorable political conjuncture, in 1966 ultimately brought about their legal licens-
ing.41 This paved the way for a long process of unification culminating in 1970, with
the convergence of all the licensed union federations within the pre-existing CGTL,42

which became the largest official representative body of Lebanese workers.43

The unification had the great merit of coalescing Lebanese workers and employees
around a common program of demands, envisaging among its major claims the abo-
lition of Article 50 of the Labor Law and the defense of social security rights.
However, the internal predominance of conservative-corporatist and reformist
unions44 created a vicious circle whereby the CGTL’s political effectiveness remained
circumscribed to the periodic receipt of—indeed meagre—wage increases, leaving all
questions related to labor rights on the margins. Such predominance was guaranteed
by the adoption of a “one union, one vote” internal representative rationale,
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engineered during the process of unification according to the same anti-leftist con-
tainment strategies which had informed the union policies of the previous thirty
years. This prepared the terrain for the united CGTL to quickly lose legitimacy in
the eyes of the most vulnerable waged labor constituencies, including the new work-
ing class, who would ultimately search elsewhere for a solution to improve their labor
conditions.

“To pivot around the working-class”: The OCAL and the organization of
Workers’ Committees

While the stances of the rank-and-file struggled to find satisfaction and adequate rep-
resentation in the formal trade union arena, the question of their labor conditions
and, above all, their organizing earned increasing centrality in the militant agenda
of the Lebanese Marxist Left.

Resonating with the revolutionary momentum of the Global 1960s, starting from
the end of the 1950s, the Arab region witnessed a significant growth of radical leftist
groups. Among them, a prominent position was occupied by the so-called New Arab
Lefts (NALs), a new generation of radical activists and organizations that emerged
and split from the existing Socialist, Communist, and Arab Nationalist parties
throughout the 1960s, searching for new organizational and ideational paradigms
to push forward the struggle for radical emancipation of their societies.45 Their
rise developed as a reaction to the bureaucratic-autocratic shift of the Arab socialist
regimes in power (Baathist Syria and Iraq, Nasserist Egypt, among the most impor-
tant) and, above all, the latter’s failure to fulfill the promises of social justice, Arab
unity, and anti-imperialist commitment legitimizing the respective authoritarian
pacts. In the process of detachment and radicalization, the last drop in the cup was
notoriously the Arab defeat in the June War (1967) or Naksah (the “catastrophe”),
which, in the eyes of these young militants, offered the ultimate evidence of the neces-
sity of a radical change in pace. Amid the subsequent intense soul-searching, the hori-
zon of their revolutionary imaginary shifted quickly from Cairo and Damascus to
Havana and Hanoi, with Third-Worldism, Maoism, Eurocommunism, and above
all, Marxism-Leninism cleared of the Soviet doxa providing the new ideological fram-
ing for action.46

As for Lebanon, the two most important New Left organizations were the collec-
tive of intellectuals Socialist Lebanon and the Organization of Lebanese Socialists—
the Lebanese Marxist-Leninist splinter of the Movement of Arab Nationalists.47 In
1970, the two organizations merged together into the Organization for Communist
Action in Lebanon (OACL).48 The programmatic bases of the merger stemmed
from a radical critique of the international situation and the political meaning of
the Naksah, which, according to the organization, required Arab revolutionaries to
redefine their political agendas so as to conciliate “the elimination of imperialist dom-
ination with the consolidation of the construction of socialism, and the construction
of the foundations of socialism with the construction of socialist relations of produc-
tion,”49 like in Vietnam and Latin America. This implied first and foremost the cre-
ation of a new historical bloc stemming from—and organic to—the “revolutionary
classes” (i.e., students, peasants, and the working class), to be turned into the new
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leading force of the struggle for class and national liberation. For this goal be
achieved, a radical shift in the dominant modes of organization and mobilization
was necessary in favor of direct action and militant solidarity, as it was only from
the practical unity of the “revolutionary classes” that, according to the OACL, the
dominant social relations could be radically transformed.50 This programmatic
urgency was framed in a direct critique of the “old” Lefts and their labor agenda,
including the Lebanese Communist Party (LCP), accused by the OACL of “right-wing
opportunism” for having preferred institutional politics to grassroots militancy, turn-
ing itself “into the party of the interests of petty bourgeois and intellectual elements
connected with the government, and of inherited groups of laborers and petty
employees.”51 The OACL also accused the LCP of a reductionist understanding of
the crisis of Lebanese capitalism as one of “economic stagnation and improper polit-
ical structure” rather than originating from “the involvement of ruling elements in the
country with imperialism.”52

Within this framework, immediately upon the merger, Labor Cells (LCs) specifi-
cally devoted to the organization of rank-and-file workers were created within the
OCAL. The organizational model they sought for was influenced by the working-class
and “workerist” experiences germinating in the same period in Europe, most notably
in Italy, knowledge of which was conveyed to Lebanon via the intense circulation of
European New Left periodicals, such as Jean Paul Sartre’s Les Temps Modernes.53

There, against the backdrop of a sustained industrial expansion, from the end of
the 1960s a new generation of young rank-and-file of rural origin began to rise
and self-organize into autonomous, grassroots committees (the so-called Comitati
Unitari di Base), pitting direct action against the ineffectiveness of formal trade
unions to improve their labor conditions.54 Their mobilizations soon swept in the
militant solidarity of the workerist vanguards stemming from the 1968 student move-
ment, laying the foundations for a new radical sociopolitical bloc meant to become
one of the most transformative of the next decade.55 This resonated with OACL’s ulti-
mate ambition of organizing “the dedicated, fighting communists through an ideolog-
ical and practical alliance that would bring the working masses, the farmers, and all
the struggling masses together on a daily basis to learn from them and permit them to
learn from each other.” In so doing, the organization set itself “on the road toward a
fuller participation in the progress of the democratic national movement and toward
establishing the working-class in a firm position within that movement,”56 conceived
as an integral part of the revolutionary movements fighting against class and impe-
rialist oppression worldwide.

This double tension was ultimately condensed in the programmatic slogan “to
pivot around the working-class,” under whose auspices the first steps toward creation
of the Workers’ Committees were taken.

A specter haunting the factories: Diffusion, action, and internal organization of
the Workers’ Committees

In the passage from theory to practice, the OCAL found itself in front of two major
challenges. The first one was to actually reach the working class and its stances, since
the OCAL body of militants was largely comprised of students, intellectuals, and
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petite bourgeoises. This was paired by the practical impossibility of using the factories
as spaces for organization and politicization, due to capillary control by the wukalā’
alongside workers’ job vulnerability.

Acknowledging these difficulties, the organization’s first step was to launch a “mil-
itant enquiry”57 among the rank-and-file in order to learn directly from their mouths
about their labor and living conditions.58 The enquiry was part of a broader, totaliz-
ing process of “penetration” of the working class engaged by OACL militants
whereby, after having created small contact groups, the latter began to hang out in
working-class neighborhoods and attend workers’ leisure spaces, so as to establish
a first interaction and build mutual trust.59 The core of this early activity was
Beirut’s industrial suburbs, where about 85 percent of the national industrial capacity
was located, and most of the rank-and-file resided. The face-to-face approach was
soon coupled with the capillary distribution of loose leaflets and then a bulletin,
Nid āl al-ʿUmmāl (Workers’ Struggle), meant to raise awareness among workers
about their rights, acknowledge the importance of unity and organization, and
emphasize the strategic centrality of direct action. Its aim was to circumvent the polit-
ical inaccessibility of the factories and connect and organize workers on a large scale.
From the very first, instructions on why and how to form committees were spread.
Once committees began to be formed, Nid āl al-ʿUmmāl was used to circulate calls
for action, share reports about labor conditions or the progress of the mobilizations
from one factory to another, and host declarations, analysis, and updates from the rest
of the mobilized social forces. This made the bulletin a veritable “paper comrade,”
acting as an indispensable megaphone and avatar for the WCs whenever the interme-
diation of the living body and word was inhibited.

The work of penetration of the working class walked in parallel with the equally
intense work of organizing among students and peasants,60 which, in the same
period, entered a phase of intense mobilization. On the plain of Akkar, starting
from 1969, landless sharecroppers arose against absentee landlords, arbitrary evic-
tions, and the rise of monopolistic agribusiness. In a similar vein in the South,
tobacco growers activated against the Régie to ask for better purchase prices, the
granting of new licenses, and the right to unionization as well as to social security.61

Alongside, in schools and universities an increasingly radical student movement
emerged to challenge Lebanese “merchant society” and its social costs, as well as
Lebanese foreign policy and the positionality of Lebanon vis-à-vis the Palestinian
question, which, in that period, represented the mother of all struggles and a prom-
inent polarizing force within the Lebanese political spectrum.62

Against any initial OCAL expectation, the diffusion of the Wcs was particularly
rapid. By 1971, active committees were present in all of the biggest industrial plants
of the southern suburbs of Beirut. By the end of the next year, they had an established
presence also in eastern ones. Furthermore, a presence in the factories of the South
and the Beqa’a63 as well as among a number of nonindustrial workers’ constituencies
was established.64

The basic unit for the creation of a WC was the factory section. Above the sections
stood the general committee of the factory, whose representatives (usually two per
cluster) participated in the interfactory gatherings. The latter, in turn, were coordi-
nated by OCAL LCs, which acted as a juncture between the WCs and the rest of
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the organization—most notably the Central Committee and the Political Bureau—
and between the WCs themselves. LCs were divided on a sectoral base (food,
wood and furniture, mechanical, textiles, etc.).65 At any level, meetings were usually
held on a weekly base, with committee and LC delegates acting as a bi-directional
transmission belt among the various layers. The LCs represented the political locus
where the strategic priorities to foster were discussed and adopted. It was also the
LCs that acted as bridgehead for the organization of new committees, as well as
the forefront for workers’ integration within the OCAL. Meetings were rigorously
held outside of the factories, usually in militants’ private houses or alternatively in
public spaces such as Beirut’s Horsh. It should also be noted that, as a result of
the police climate reigning in the factories, the WCs were veritable specters within
the plants to the point that, with the exception of the delegates themselves, committee
members did not know the identity of any members other than those in their own
cluster. Furthermore, political activities and talks during working hours were strictly
avoided. The moment of “unveiling” was represented by on-site mobilizations, and
most notably by strikes, where the wall of anonymity surrounding committee mem-
bers was broken.

The organization of a strike was articulated grosso modo as follows. After its neces-
sity was agreed in the LC and WCs meetings, “preparation of the terrain” was fostered
through the double channel of Nid āl al-ʿUmmāl and militants’ personal networks.
Once ascertained that the general mood was favorable enough, a date for action
was established with prior approval of the OCAL’s Politburo. Upon the chosen
day, the task of committees’ and LC militants was first to act as a detonator for
the mobilization, by declaring tout court the state of mobilization in front of the fac-
tory gates before the beginning of the work shift. If the call for action was successful,
committee and LC members proceeded to present a list of claims, organize the bar-
gaining, issue statements, prepare flags and banners, and do whatever else was needed
to carry out the mobilization.

During the first year of activity, most of the efforts of the WCs and the LCs were
devoted to the construction and consolidation of a militant and conscious working-
class base. The fruits of this politicization started to be capitalized from the second
half of 1971, when committee-driven wildcat strikes and mobilizations began to
shake the industrial world on a regular base. During the spring of 1971, for instance,
two strikes were staged at the Jaber-Pioneer (300 workers) and Unifood plants (food
processing) to obtain the right to a paid rest day on the Mawlid and higher wages and
better working conditions, respectively.66 Throughout the summer, further mobiliza-
tions were held at Seven Up (beverages), Sleep Comfort (furniture, 1,000 workers),
and Sinbois (wood) to demand better wages and working conditions, protest arbitrary
dismissals and violations of the labor law, and demand union freedoms.67 Strikes
were also paralleled by the first attempts to earn formal recognition as legitimate
workers’ representatives in the factories. A suitable occasion was offered in the
autumn by the elections for renewal of several industrial unions’ supervisory boards,
with whom the committees decided to compete.68 It should also be noted that,
despite the process of renovation that the LCP engaged in after the second congress
of 1968,69 in this phase the party and the OACL were still at odds. This competition
was, for instance, made evident during the elections of the union board of Décor w
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Listro, held in 1971, affiliated to FENASOL, whose delegates ostracized the participa-
tion of committee candidates by any means.70

Despite the growing diffusion and capacity of mobilization, the results achieved by
the WCs in this first phase remained pretty meager. Concerning the strikes, no major
gains were achieved except for the reintegration of some of the workers dismissed for
their political activism. Dismissals—whether threatened or executed—as well as the
circumstantial use of the police force and electoral frauds were also used to prevent
WCs from competing and being elected on unions’ boards.71 Nevertheless, the effects
of this obstructionism and repression ultimately fell short of the mass discouragement
that employers hoped to achieve. Rather, by progressively unveiling the organic rela-
tion and convergence of interests between the state, employers, and the CGTL in
maintaining the status quo, they acted as an accelerator for workers’ radicalization
and detachment from the formal trade union structures.

The Gandour strike and the end of the “age of innocence”
In the process of rank-and-file radicalization a fundamental breaking point was the
Gandour strike in November 1972.

By the time of the strike, the Gandour factories represented a perfect archetype
of Lebanese big industry. Established at the end of the nineteenth century as a small
family-run sweets factory, after the industrial boom of the 1960s it had become a
veritable national giant of confectionery, with the Gandour family entrenched as
the second most important industrial dynasty of the country. Such an expansion
was epitomized in the 1970 inauguration of a second plant with about 1,250 work-
ers in Choueifat, eclipsing the historical plant of Chiah (350 workers), in the south-
ern suburbs of Beirut. This made the Gandour factories the largest industrial group
not endowed with formal union representation, since neither a sectoral union for
the food processing sector, nor even a “yellow” union, had ever been licensed.
The Gandour group was also very representative of the close ties between entrepre-
neurial and political class characterizing the Lebanese power structure, sealed by the
appointment of Rafik Gandour to the presidency of the Makassed Society—the
Sunna charity giant founded at the end of the nineteenth century by the family
of the powerful Sunni leader and prime minister in office Sai’b Salam—in both
1966 and 1970.72

The first Gandour WC was established in early 1970 and represented one of the
very first committees established by the OACL.73 Since its very creation, it periodi-
cally spread on the pages of Nid āl al-ʿUmmāl, and the OACL’s weekly al-H urriyyah
punctual reports testifying to systematic violation of workers’ basic rights perpetrated
by the factory’s management.74 These included, among the most important, the
structural reliance on unpaid overtime work, the nonapplication of the social security
provisions established by law, and a particularly suffocating mechanism of control
and sanctioning carried out by wukalāʾ.

The decision to declare an open-ended strike matured after months of escalating
tensions, ultimately sparked by the reiterated refusal of the Gandour brothers to allow
workers a 5 percent salary rise approved by Parliament in June 1972. Discontent had
already undergone a steady shift from the end of August when, in the background of a
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stringent routine of wage curtails and labor shifts, a worker at the Chiah plant literally
died of fatigue under the pitiless eyes of a wakīl who, thinking that he was sleeping,
applied a sanction to his corpse.75 This provoked an escalation of resentment multi-
plying the existing discontent over irregularities in the application of wages and social
security provisions, structural and unpaid overtime work, and the abusive practices of
wukalāʾ. The open-ended strike was launched on the early morning of November 3 at
the Chiah plant, to extend the following day also to the Choueifat one, and immedi-
ately gained the workers’ full adhesion. The core of the mobilization was centered at
the gates of the Chiah plant, where a garrison was soon set up to coordinate the strike,
organize pressure activists, and welcome the solidarity of students and social activists.
Meanwhile, a group of delegates was charged with carrying out bargaining with the
management and the political authorities.76 The first talks started a couple of days
later when, after initial reluctance, the workers’ delegation was received at both the
Ministry of Labor and the Ministry of Social Affairs, and succeeded in establishing
a bargaining table. In the meantime, as the CGTL had limited its early intervention
to persuading workers to demobilize, a further rally was organized from the factory to
the central offices of FENASOL, searching for support.77

The intrinsic hecticness of the situation notwithstanding, the first week of strike
unfolded in a climate of relative calm. The general atmosphere drastically changed
on November 10 when, after a second meeting between workers’ delegates and the
Ministry of Social Affairs, the Gandour management made clear that it would not
satisfy any of the workers’ demands. Against this unilateral closure of bargaining,
workers decided to remain firm on their position and continue the strike until all
the requests were met. The counter-answer workers received, however, went far
beyond any expectation. On the morning of November 11, a disproportionate ISF
unit was sent to the factory to disrupt the strike by force. As clashes erupted, the
ISF shot at eye level, killing committee member Yousuf Ali al-Attar and the young
Fatmeh al-Khawejah.78 The wave of indignation and resentment that followed was
disruptive. Soon after the murder, a manif-sauvage exploded in the streets of the
southern banlieue. Meanwhile, as leftist and progressive forces called for a day of
national mobilization, pictures of the massacre leapt from one newspaper to another.
“The bullets shot against Gandour workers are indeed bullets shot against the whole
working-class,” wrote the OCAL. The organization was echoed by the daily PSP,
which, in the same tones, described the massacre as the umpteenth demonstration
of how “capitalist enterprises in a reactionary State exploit the State institutions
and the public force at the service of capital.”79 In this turmoil, as accountability
for the repression started to be demanded by public opinion and by parliamentary
opposition, a national demonstration was called for November 13.80 This exercised
enough pressure on the CGTL to finally call for a general strike.81 Adhesion to the
strike and the mobilizations was massive. In Beirut, about fifty thousand people
marched toward Parliament, where the slogans shouted the previous day by workers
turned into powerful speeches hitting without exception Lebanese economic policies,
colluding political leaders, and the abuse of force. Mass mobilizations occurred also in
the other Lebanese major cities, where likewise thousands of citizens took to the
streets.82 Wildcat strikes and demonstrations continued on a national scale over the
next days.
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Against this outstanding popular pressure, soon after the declaration of a general
strike, an official tripartite commission comprising the CGTL, the Ministry of Social
Affairs, and the Gandours was formed, with the task of studying and give satisfaction
to workers’ demands. In the meantime, the Gandour brothers suspended the lockout
declared during the mobilizations, and reintegrated the dismissed workers. Any
enthusiasm, however, was short-lived. As production resumed, a succession of disci-
plinary reprisals against workers, and above all those who had shown greater activism,
was inaugurated. At the same time, as a result of Gandour’s firm obstructionism, bar-
gaining in the tripartite commission got stuck around minor gains. Furthermore,
despite the numerous voices demanding accountability for the massacre, Prime
Minister Saʾib Salam refused to authorize even an internal investigation among the
ISF, honoring in this way his long friendship with the Gandour brothers.83

The breaking point was reached in mid-December when, after yet another arbi-
trary dismissal, a committees’ delegation was received by the Ministry of Social
Affairs. Gandour’s counter-answer, this time, was possibly more drastic than the
December one. Appealing to the “sacrosanct principle of contractual freedom,” a six-
month lockout was declared for both plants, accompanied by the dismissal en bloc of
all workers.84 This inaugurated another wave of massive mobilizations on a national
scale, which succeeded only in obtaining the reintegration of the dismissed workers.85

Nevertheless, the political management of the strike and its aftermath by both the
CGTL and the state produced an irremediable fracture between rank-and-file and
the ruling and trade union elites, powering a steady acceleration of their radicalization
and convergence toward the WCs. This change in political posture finds evidence first
in the increase in scale and strength of the mobilizations carried out by the WCs.
Between 1972 and 1973, for instance, three open-ended strikes were organized
with success at the Kesarjan (aluminum, 500 workers) and Pioneer-Jaber and Light
Metal Manufacturer (250 workers, light metallurgy) plants respectively, inaugurating
a long chain of victories for all the factory-based mobilizations to come.86 In the same
period, committee members finally managed to be elected to the directive boards of
the shoemaking and mechanic workers’ unions. Meanwhile, the pills of “Marxism for
dummies” silently hidden in the first numbers of Nid āl al-ʿUmmāl gave way to an
openly militant lexicon, more articulated analysis of the Lebanese and regional situa-
tion, and a collective agenda touching working-class life in many of its aspects.
Among them, the abolition of Article 50 and the housing question came soon to
occupy a prominent position. Finally, updates and declarations from students and,
above all, peasants became an established presence, in the attempt to build and con-
solidate mutual solidarities and a shared agenda of claims.

Tu quoue: The Mkalles days and affirmation of integral autonomy

As well as marking the end of the age of innocence for young rank-and-file workers,
the Gandour massacre inaugurated a sharp repressive shift in the state management
of labor dissent. In the month of January 1973, an umpteenth demonstration of
tobacco growers in Kfar Rumman, Nabatiyyeh, was disrupted again in blood by
the ISF, leaving two further victims on the ground.87 Almost simultaneously, after
two months of fruitless bargaining with the government, a mobilization by public
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school teachers was drastically disrupted with the dismissal en bloc of 324 educators
accused of “troublemaking.”88 Students’ protests were also systematically repressed by
force.

The state’s recourse to the iron fist followed the blatant failure of the so-called
Sa’ib Salam “youth government” (1970–1972) to carry out a number of socio-
economic reforms intended to mitigate the impact on the population of the
sharp rise of inflation and thereby prevent a “revolution from below.”89 The pro-
gram floundered under the heavy lobbying of politically connected commercial
monopoles who, thanks to the victory of the anti-Chehabist coalition in the parlia-
mentary elections of 1968, were able to escalate the class war from above inaugu-
rated in the previous years. Paradigmatic of this escalation was the shipwrecking,
in 1971, of the reform project undertaken by Minister of Health Emile Bitar to
reduce the inflated price of essential medicines through their import via the
National Social Security Fund. The project engendered a fierce counter-reaction
by the organizations of pharmacists and medical importers who ultimately man-
aged to score a victory by withdrawing from the market vital drugs such as insulin.
In a similar vein, following uncontrolled real estate speculation and the lobbying of
real estate cartels, the social housing projects launched by Fuad Chihab remained a
dead letter. The speculative practices of food importers were also behind the sharp
increase in prices of basic foodstuffs, which more than doubled between 1967 and
1975.90 This display, in the eyes of waged workers, of the brutality of the organic
relation between economic and political power, played a pivotal role in their radi-
calization. In the countryside, mobilized peasants were also rapidly organizing. In
the month of April 1973, under the auspices of leftist forces, the Unified Union
of Tobacco Growers was established. A month earlier, the first National Congress
of the Agricultural Workers was held. Finally, in May, the agricultural workers of
the Beqaʿa Valley convened their first congress.91

The CGTL, from its side, was well aware of grassroots impatience. A first tangible
taste of this change in mood was offered in the aftermath of the Kfar Rumman mas-
sacre, when, contrary to the post-Gandour demonstrations, popular protests escalated
in a wave of clashes all over the country involving peasants, students, workers, and
especially in the South, unpoliticized common people.92 This degree of pressure ulti-
mately compelled the CGTL to take action.

In the attempt to appease grassroots unrest, on August 28, 1973, the general strike
that workers had been demanding for years was finally held.93 The list of demands
included a comprehensive package of anti-inflation initiatives, including effective
actions against commercial monopolies, the regulation of consumer prices, and the
regular payment of subsidies. The strike also reiterated the demands that had so
far remained unaddressed, starting from the abolition of Article 50. This was paired
with the threat of an open-ended general strike starting in September if all the
demands advanced were not met. Even though the CGTL managed to achieve only
minimal salary rises, however, the open-ended strike was never finalized. Rather, in
the misguided attempt to kill two birds with one stone, the CGTL entered a vicious
circle of calls and last-minute postponements of the open-ended strike on a monthly
base. These threats succeeded to extort from the state some salary rises, as well as the
formal engagement to address the rest of the demands.94 However, the CGTL’s
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hesitant attitude did nothing but exasperate the most radical fringes of the labor
movement, who ultimately broke from the dictates of the General Confederation.
The first and most radical breach came precisely from the WCs, at the beginning
of 1974.

Having become by that time a contentious force that could hardly be ignored, the
committees had begun to show growing distress against the CGTL’s hesitancies since
September 1973, as it became clear that the threat of open-ended strike was meant to
remain unmaterialized.95 Their early answer was to try to exercise pressure from
below on the General Confederation and the formal unions in favor of the strike
by mobilizing their base on the eve of any announced date, as well as by escalating
their collective campaign against arbitrary dismissals.96 The breaking point arrived
on February 6, 1974 as, after the umpteenth CGTL last-minute postponement of
the announced general strike,97 the WCs ultimately decided that the time of following
the official “right-wing unions” was over.98 Participation in the WCs’ strike was
impressive. After days of hectic meetings and preparations, at sunset on February
6, ten thousand workers in Beirut’s eastern suburbs were already paralyzing the
industrial district of Mkalles. Here, a first rally in a long chain meant to last for
four days began to stretch throughout the eastern suburbs, as all the major traffic
hubs were blocked with barricades and burning tires. The slogans shouted out by
the crowd left no room to misunderstand that this time the General Confederation
itself was the great target of their anger.99 Meanwhile, in the city center, a big rally
brought workers’ grievances straight to Parliament and the doors of the CGTL.
Strikes and mass demonstrations took place also in the main peripheral cities from
north to south. In Tripoli, the regional office of the CGTL was raided. In the
South, the general strike order was maintained by the Federation of the South, gar-
nering a total adhesion.100 This anticipated the definitive dislocation from the official
CGTL agenda that leftist federations would undergo in the weeks to come.

The “Mkalles days,” through the radical and public re-appropriation of working-
class spaces by the working-class itself, marked the great act of affirmation of
rank-and-file workers’ integral autonomy. At the same time, they offered the tangible
expression of two further phenomena that the Gandour strike and its aftermath had
contributed to produce, and which played a major role in the making of the socio-
political bloc that ultimately coalesced in the Lebanese National Movement.101 The
first was the consolidation of the organic relation between students, workers, and
peasants that the OACL had tried to foster since the very beginning of its activity,
and that ultimately was cemented in practice thanks to the militant solidarity engen-
dered by common repression and living conditions. The second was the gradual rap-
prochement between “old” and “new” Left,102 which, in the labor arena, was reified in
the increasing proximity between leftist federations and grassroots organizations. The
rapprochement was facilitated by the definitive dislocation of leftist federations from
the CGTL from March 1974 onward, sealed by the organization of a march against
inflation to which the WCs also adhered and, more importantly, by the unilateral
organization of a general strike on April 2.103 This acted as fundamental pressure
weapon for the labor movement to finally achieve the first important collective
gains concerning rights. In 1974, peasants were integrated into the NSSF. In the
spring of 1975, Article 50 was partially amended.104
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Conclusions

By retrieving the political experience of WCs this paper has attempted to show how,
contrary to the dominant historical narratives, the mobilization of the class of young
rank-and-file that emerged on the eve of the Civil War represented neither episodic
and pre-political disturbances in the accounts of the Lebanese crisis, nor a sheer
counter-reaction to increasingly impactful socio-economic stresses. Rather, it was
the result of the progressive adhesion of rank-and-file workers to a project of self-
representation and defense that was at any degree political. In the making of this
mobilization, structural determinants were as functionally important as the political
and ideological ones, with the OACL playing a leading role in the organizational pro-
cess. From this last point of view, the history of the WCs is also a global one, rooted in
the transformative worldwide circulation of ideas, experiences, militants, and texts
defining the “Global 1960s.”

The political experience of WCs as a mass industrial force brutally came to an end
with the outbreak of the Lebanese Civil War in April 1975, which, together with sub-
stantially transforming the human and industrial geography of the country, also
shifted the political priorities of progressive forces and militants toward the armed
struggle. The latter also included former rank-and-file who, through the entry
point of the committees, ultimately ended up endorsing the project of revolution.
The majority, however, followed the destiny of displacement, which hit the inhabi-
tants of industrial neighborhoods. This, however, is another story.
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