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Introduction

“For the nation, For the workers, down with the rule of capital”

(chants in Beirut during the October 17 uprising)

Chants and slogans in support of the workers and
downfall of the capitalist regime were very much
present throughout the 17 October Uprising. Yet the
absence of the labor unions in the movement was
flagrant. The GCWL's refraining from participating
in the mobilization, and its counter-revolutionary
stance triggered old-new questions on the role
of the labour unions and professional orders in
the uprising in specific, and social movements in
general, and its casted doubt on the possibility
of any constructive role they could take in future
attempts for political changes. Indeed, questions
on the role and efficacy of labour unions in social
movement and revolutionary political change has
been a subject of debate, especially given the
unions movements’ global decline in the current
neoliberal global economy compared to their role
in earlier phase of industrial capitalism.

Research on labor unions in Lebanon have largely
focused on the political impact on union. Fewer
research investigated the impact of the neoliberal
turn in Lebanon politics pioneered by Hariri post-
war years and the impact it have had on labor and
union movement in the country1. With the naturally
unexpected eruption of the October 17 Uprising,
inquiries and interests in the role of the labour
unions and professional orders morphed beyond
those pertaining to their demands of just working
conditions, tapping into their role as primary
political actors pioneering a national revolutionary
movement.

This paper aims at providing a brief survey
exploring the divergences and convergences in
narrative of members of unions and professional
orders, independent political movements, and
recently established alternative organizing groups
(such as associations of professionals). Despite
the abstentions of the labour unions and most
professional orders from actively participating in

the October Uprising and the subsequent political

actions, the discourses within these bodies and
their thinking of the recent development, their
outlook on the role of unions and the general
economic and political situation is nonetheless
important, and is yet to be closely studies. We
hope that such endeavor could depict the current
narrative on union movement and labour collective
action beyond the research and academic sphere,
and ultimately contribute in orienting future
research and action on that matter.

1 See for example: Abdo et al., (2017). O'mal wa Nagabat Bila Haraka. (Workers and Unions without a Movement).AUB Policy Institute, Asfari Institute for Civil Society and

Citizenship.
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Methodology

This research used two sets of data: secondary sources and primary data.

Secondary Data:

The secondary data constituted a review of the
literature on the history of the union movement
in Lebanon; the structure of unions and union
confederations; the relevant legal frameworks;
analysis of recent labour mobilizations and union
activities; as well as research on class dynamics and
political economy of the Lebanese establishment
and its impact on the labour movement in the
country. The secondary data was used to present a
brief historical review, and to design and analyze the

primary data.

Primary Data:

The primary data is a set of qualitative in-depth
semi-structured interviews with members of unions,
professional orders, independent political groups,
alternative organizing groups of professionals, and
two media and research entities involved in workers'
related demands and causes. The interviewees
aimed at capturing the members’ opinions with
regards to the structure, conduct, challenges, and
prospects of the unions and orders in Lebanon.
Questions were divided between a set of technical
questions pertaining to internal processes, law and
regulation, representation and internal elections,
membership and participation etc. The second part
of the questions was focused on the broader political
and economic context, and aimed at understanding
the interviewee’s understanding of the role and
reality of unions and orders in the national scene.
Particular emphasis was given to the impact the
currently unfolding multifaceted crisis and the
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recent October 17 2019 Uprising on the union and
labour movement in general (see Appendix 1 for
the interview questions). Due to the Covid-19 crisis,
many of the interviews were conducted remotely via
extended phone calls. The length of each interview
was approximately 50 minutes.

List of the stakeholders’ group
affiliations:

Unions:

« The Confederation of Tobacco Cultivation Workers’ Unions

« The Confederation of Hotels, Catering, and Entertainment
Sector Workers’ Unions

« The National Federation for Employees and Workers in Lebanon
« Electrcite Du Liban Workers’ Union

* Unions’ Independents Bloc

- Confederation of the Bank Employees’ Unions

Professional Orders:
® The Order of Nurses
® The Bar Association

Independent Political Groups:

e Lihaggi Movement

e The Lebanese National Bloc

e Citizens in a State

¢ The Popular Observatory for Anti-Corruption

Alternative Organizing Groups:

¢ The Lebanese Association of Professionals (Engineers)
® The Lebanese Association of Professionals (Teachers)
e The Association of Alternative Journalism Order

Other:
¢ The Lebanese Monitor for Workers and Employees’ Rights
e Legal Agenda



Data Analysis:

Data collected in the interviews was transcribed,
memoed, coded, and then analyzed. Key themes
were identified based on the main topics addressed
in the questions of the interviews, and the recurrent
themes and ideas in responses. The content of
the interviews was juxtaposed against relevant
secondary data, and was analyzed in light of each of
the respondents’ membership in their unions/order/
organization and their political orientation.

U
] ko
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Limitations:

Although this paper briefly addresses the current
status and historic development of the existing
unions, it does not tackle the structure, conduct,
vision, and role of alternative organizing groups,
especially those of mandates specifically relating
to labor and unionizing action. Responses from
members of these entities were largely indicative
of their organizations’ general take on the current
status of the union movement rather than a
reflection of their direct involvement, experience,
and participation in labor related collective action.
As a result, they are less reflective of the overarching
narrative among these organization and their
respective constituents in relation to unions. As
indicated in the recommendations section, further
research should address the aforementioned topic.

In addition, this paper aims at providing a screenshot
of the current narratives and rhetoric pertaining

to unions and professional orders. As such, the
selection criteria of the respondents was random.
A more elaborate in-depth narrative analysis could
potentially take a larger sample and specific criteria
in the respondents’ selection process.
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Historical Overview

The labour movement in Lebanon dates back to
the early twentieth century, during the French
mandate. The fervor of labour movements
internationally and the rise of communist parties
in the Arab world, accompanied with the growth
of industries in Lebanon helped accelerate and
strengthen the labour movement and unions in
the country?. The union of typography workers
was the first union to be created in Lebanon
in 1914. It was led by Mustapha Al-Ariss, who
later headed the General Confederation for
Workers and Employees in Lebanon (founded in
1939)3. This period was marked by major labour
strikes and mobilizations in many emerging
industrial enterprises, and the creation of several
associations (unions) between the years of 1919
and 1924, despite the mandate authority’s
attempts to contain the labour movement.
Since its onset, the union movement has been
marked with ideological cleavages that dictated
the creation and divisions of unions. Although,
the communist party was leading in this regard,
all parties, including right wing parties joined
the race. Indeed, in the aftermath of the civil
war and the Taef accord, the political parties’
engagement in the union movement became
more systematized whereby each party had its
affiliated union(s)*.

The period following the independence in 1943
witnessed the Lebanese parliament’s issuance of
the labour law (1946), and the onset of the decline
of the industrial sectors®. Upon the stipulation
of the labour law, all unions created prior to its
legislation were dismissed and had to apply to
authorization of the Ministry of Labour as per
the provision of the law®. Subsequently, various
unions and confederations were authorized after
which the General Confederation of Workers in
Lebanon (GCWL) was established in 195878,

2 Bou Khater, 2015

3 ibid

4 Zbeeb & Bedran, 2001

5 The Consultation and Research Institute, 2016
6 ibid

7  ibid

8

deliberately excluded other leftist unions (Zbeeb & Bedran, 2001
9  Bou Khater, 2015
10 ibid
11 The Consultation and Research Institute, 2016
12 The Consultation and Research Institute, 2016
13 ibid
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Another surge in unions’ mobilizations took
place during the sixties and seventies. Unions
demanding establishment of social security
fund, paid holidays, reduction of working hours,
the right to establish unions without prior
authorization and supervision by the government,
wage increase®. Unions also called for was the
amendment of Article 50 of the labour code that
granted the employer the right to dismiss workers
arbitrarily™.

With the outbreak of the civil war (1975-1990),
large-scale labour mobilizations subsided. Despite
the spread of violence and the accentuation
of sectarian conflict, the GCWL maintained its
activities and managed to negotiate a wage
increase, and organized several strikes and
demonstrations calling for the end of hostilities'.
In the aftermath of the war, the dwindling of
the labour market, and the ultra-liberal policies
pioneered by the Hariri reconstruction plan,
and the establishment of a new political system
through the Taef accord contributed to the decline
of the movement, and exacerbated its preexisting
structural weaknesses, specifically in the GCWL.

The post-war period witnessed internal conflict
within the GCWL. Additionally, the new political
establishment authorized pseudo unions and
federations depending on political affiliation
to guarantee large number of loyalist in the
GCWL council and its cooptation of the unions’
movement'?. In addition to the abovementioned
factors, the sectarian political system sanctified
by the Taef also resulted in the decline of the
main incubator of the union movement, namely
the leftist parties, and more specifically the
communist party whose role dwindled drastically
since then'. Moreover, the GCWL internal
structure lacked two key democratic features that

It was not until 1970 that the GCWL came to resemble its current structure. Upon its establishment, the GCWL included right wing affiliated union federation, and



made possible and facilitated its control by the
political parties’.

The confederation’s council of representatives did
not elect the executive council. The proportional
representation of federations each according
to the number of their members was also not
adopted despite the significant differences in the
unions’ sizes'. The GCWL also relied entirely on
the Government and other donor agencies for
financial resource which further jeopardized its
independence'®.

The post-war monetary and fiscal policies clearly
stymied the development of the productive sector
and the private sectors, whereas it invested mostly
in construction and trade. Though the productive
sectors such as agriculture and industry did not
retain a large share of the economy even prior
to the war, these sectors remain nonetheless
irreplaceable sectors for job «creation and
redistribution of resource, and key pillars for a
strong economy'®. Thereby, small sized enterprise,
an inflated public sector, and informal labor
became dominant until present, which has in turn
limited the capacity for workers’ association across
sectors and within enterprises.

More recently, several significant labour
mobilizations took place. In 2012, workers of the
Electricte Du Liban (EDL) held a strike for 94 days
in light of threats of layoffs. In the same year
and until 2014, Union Coordination Committee,
including a coalition of League of Public Sector
Employees, primary and secondary public school
teachers’ leagues, and the Union of Private School
Teachers, launched large-scale mobilizations
demanding salary scale for civil servants, public
and private school teachers. Worker in Spinneys
also sought to create their union defying the
labour law’s imposition of a prior authorization;
their action succeeded in forcing the company to
register 450 workers in NSSF, and in guaranteeing
a judicial protection from dismissal due to their

14 Bou Khater, 2019
15 ibid

16 ibid

17  Kobeissi, 2012

18  Bou Khater, 2015

unionizing activities'. At present, the union
remains inactive and terminated workers never
regained their jobs. In 2013, the Confederation of
the Bank Employees’ Unions successfully sought
to retain their benefit from a collective contract.
Later in 2015, a union for domestic workers in
Lebanon was created, which was the first unions
of this sort in the Arab world's.
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Key themes and Discussion

of findings

A General Assessment of the role of
the unions:

All respondents agreed on the null effectiveness of
the union movement in Lebanon and its endemic
weakness.  However, several respondents,
members in newly emerging political movements,
alternative  organizing groups, and other
supporting entities, attributed a slightly higher
rating than the average. The differential rating
among the latter was justified by the recent role of
professional orders, earlier attempts of collective
action, namely the mobilization of the Union
Coordination Committee (UCC), as well as the
recent attempts to create alternative independent
organizing of professionals.

Similarly, there was a general consensus among all
respondents that the political intervention and the
ruling class’s deliberate weakening and cooptation
of the labour movement are primary spoiler
factors for a potentially effective and strong union
movement in the country. Although responses
were apparently in alignment, they nonetheless
revealed a rift in the respondents’ understanding
of the labour movement and unions and their
connectedness to social movements and the
broader socio-political scene. These divergences
were clearlyand mostly dictated by the interviewees’
political stance and their position and function vis
a vis the currently existing structure of the labor
unions.

19  Meardi, 2013
20 ibid
21 ibid

Labor unions, Labor Movements, and
social movements:

“l love old question

Ah, the old questions, the old
answers, there is nothing like
them!”

(Samuel Beckett, Endgame, 1994)

The role of unions and labor movements in a
globalized post-industrialist economy and the extent
to which they can retain some degree of power in
the social and political realm beyond the workplace
has been a subject of debate across several fields
of study. Some research argued that labor unions
would take defensive or conservative role in light
of the general sectoral shifts of economies'.
Opponents of the inevitable decline of labor
movements have argued for ‘union revitalization’ by
exploring new strategies to that end?°. Among the
strategies explored were organizational responses
of unions, as well coalitions building with social
movements?' 22, This strand of research thereby
calls for ‘social movement unionism’ meaning
unionism via activist social mobilizations that is
not limited to workplace-specific demands but
calls for social change. Other strands of research
are generally optimistic on the way globalization
could render labor movements inclusive of various
groups and nationalities and would allow their
praxis to expand to social and communal defense
mechanism against market disruptive forces?>.
Nonetheless, such outlooks raise questions on the
ability of labor unions and movements to build
coalitions with social and cultural movements
on one hand, and to contend with challenges of
variegated legal frameworks, informal labor, and
capital and workforce movement. Along the same
line, emphasis on revitalizing the role of labour

22 See for example: Frege, C. & Kelly, J. (2004). Varieties of Unionism: Strategies for Union Revitalization in a Globalizing Economy. Oxford University Press.
23 See for example: Silver, B. (2003) Forces of Labor: Workers' Movements and Globalization since 1870. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
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movements and unions has recently resurfaced in
activist circles and research in the Lebanese local
context in light of the October 17 Uprising in
2019. For example, Majed (2020) and Bou Khater
(2019) argued that labor movements and unions
are indispensable actors in any social movement in
order for the latter to be sustainable and achieve
change in the long term. Majed (2020) argued that
organization along class lines is the only way to fight
against the Lebanon neoliberal sectarian regime?“.
In the same vein, Bou Khater (2019) considered the
current limitations of civil society movements to be
the result of the weakened labor movement, and as
such considers the latter to be unequivocally a key
civil society actor. “The challenges and the current
conditions of the civil society in Lebanon cannot
be clearly understood without taking into account
the repercussion of a tamed workers’ movement
represented by the General Confederation of
Workers In Lebanon (GCWL) and its paralysis Vis a
vis civil society.”#

Elements of the abovementioned debates and
narrative were evident in the account of the
interviewees collected for this research. Generally,
responses oscillated between two extremes, identified
by Zbeeb and Bedran (2001) in their study of function
and structure of the GCWL. Although this research’s
main focus differs in that it aims at exploring the
narrative of various actors with regards to the union
and labor movement in Lebanon, the parameters of
the debate on the GCWL converges with that on the
labour movement in general. Zbeeb and Bedran lay
out two dominant opinions on the function and role
of the GCWL. The first hypothesis considers that the
unions could function and retain a vibrant role had
the political meddling in the unions’ internal affairs
ceased. The other hypothesis takes a radical approach
and considers the inner-workings of the political and
social makeup of Lebanon to be the core problem. In
this sense, the sectarian ties and affiliation to leaders
are considered to have replaced and weakened class
and interest-based allegiances and demands, which
in turn hollows out the union and renders it a mere
political tool. The narrative of the respondents in this
research largely fit in this diagnosis.

24 Majed, 2020
25 Ibid, page 2

Among the respondents interviewed for this
research, adherents to the aforementioned
radical stance were far more prone to view the
revitalization of the role of labour unions as part of
a broader social movement. Whereas, proponents
of reform of internal processes did not necessarily
presume a strong and organic connection between
the function of unions and a broader social and
political movement at the level of the society
as a whole. Indeed, both stances on that matter
were not mutually exclusive; various respondents
adopted a central approach, stressing the primacy
of the reorientation of the existing union structure
while simultaneously registering the importance
of a broader social and political praxis. Likewise,
emphasis on the necessity of legal reforms was
common between both groups, albeit sometimes
diverged in its extent and details.

Roughly speaking, members of the GCWL and other
federations and professional orders interviewed for
this research were more fixated on the administrative
steps that could be taken to enhance the role of
the unions and order. Whereas members of new
independent political movements, alternative orders
and organizing groups were keen on inscribing
the dysfunctionality of the unions in their broader
political, social, and economic context. It is also
worth noting that the political views of respondents
in both categories add yet another nuance to this
scheme. For example, respondents affiliated to the
communist party, and new political movements that
adopt a populist approach to their praxis both retain
a common approach despite their different function
and position vis a vis the union structure. A similar
nuance to the abovementioned observation could be
drawn between the new liberal political movement
and members of the GCWL and other established
unions and order. As such, both leverage internal
reform and restructuring as the primary solution and
the entry point to all efforts aimed at the revitalization
and/or reorienting the role of unions.

Yet, despite the relative lucidity of such a scheme,

this underlying divergence in the understanding
of the position of labour unions and movements
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and their relation to social movements is pivotal to
contextualize the data collected for this research.
The interviewees’ different takes in this regard has
proved to dictate their assessment of the conduct
of unions and their role within the broader political
scene, and most importantly configure their vision of
the unions’ future potential and trajectory.

Proponents of a bureaucratic role of unions
dissociated from larger social and/or labour
movements do not necessarily overlook the broader
political and economic context. Yet, they particularly
frame the agency of the unions within the confines
of the ministerial and legal mandate. As such,
two respondents from the Federation of Tobacco
Cultivation Workers’ Unions and the Federation
of Hotels, Catering, and Entertainment Sector
Workers' Unions highlighted the larger political and
economic context in which the unions operate and
are influenced by. Such outlook was mostly used
as an explanation of the decline of the role of the
unions and the decrease of the labour movements’
momentum in Lebanon and elsewhere in the
world. For example, members of the Federation of
Tobacco Cultivation Workers’ Unions indicated that
the current situation of the labor unions cannot be
studied dissociated from the international context:

"Certainly, we cannot isolate the
union movement in Lebanon from
reality and its surrounding after
the fall of the USSR-that is the Fall
of the two largest forces that were
competinginservicing the working
class- and the Fall of the class
struggle after the advent of the so
called predatory globalization”

However, upon discussing the needed steps to be
taken in order to revitalize the role of the unions
and a labour movement, such a holistic view is less
emphasized and at times completely disregarded?®.

Often, these respondents hold that the potential
revitalizations of trade unions in the broader political
scene can be achieved via the political parties, or
alternatively through administrative and bureaucratic
processes in the GCWL and relevant ministries and
institutions. It follows that they do not consider the
social movements or other independent political
parties as actors in the political scene. Subsequently,
the agency of trade unions is restricted to the state
apparatus and the political parties monopolizing it.
In the same vein, their recommendations and inputs
in this regard were mostly tackling administrative
and legal paradigms within the contours of the
currently existing political praxis and structure of the
unions and professional orders. For example, the
abovementioned interviewee spoke of an inherited
regime in Lebanon that enables the mushrooming of
trade unions. However, he then situated the reversal
of this modus operandi in the hands of the political
parties:

"Here, | think there is a
responsibility upon the political
parties in the country”

Member of the Federation of Hotels, Catering, and
Entertainment Sector Workers’ Unions emphasized
the security situation as a key impediment for the
revitalization of the unions. By considering the security
situation as the key hurdle for any unionizing work,
his approach aligns with the previously quoted one, in
that it rids the unions from agency. For, unlike political
parties, trade unions have little to no influence on the
grand security situation of the country;

“The country’s social, political,
security, and economic situation,
and we - the unions- our situation
in linked to that of the country,
specifically at the political and
security levels.”

26 Itis worth noting here that such an outlook on the means to change or alter the role and conduct of unions is partially dictated by these respondents’ position within the
current structure of the union movement. As such, their responses are largely configured by the processes made possible from within their respective position and their
interest in maintaining their role. In the same vein, the accounts of respondents outside this structure, such as alternative organizing groups, are largely in favor for initiative
outside this union’s structure, partially due to their lack of access to it and the absence of any direct stakes they have in maintaining or reforming it.
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Inscribing the dormant state of trade unions’
movement to the political and security situation
centers it in a realm where unions and workers have
negligible, if any, leverage. Thereby, such outlook
fails at envisioning an alternative situation conducive
of vibrant unionizing activity. In other words, the
realm of possibility becomes shackled within the
existing delineation and limitation of the political
regime and its modus operandi. Equally important is
the fact that such diagnosis of the unions and labour
movement reflects the respondents’ positioning of
unions and their prospects and expected role on a
national scale. In other words, it shows an
understanding of labor unions as actors in a
bureaucratic structure and of a limited role and/or
mandate i.e. bettering the working conditions and
living standards of workers. This approach was
partially common among members of professional
orders and members of union federation outside the
GCWL.

Lastly, considering the current turbulent political,
security, and economic situation in the country
as hostile conditions and crippling factors for the
revitalization of a labour movement and/or active
unionizing actions raises the question on what
conditions are in turn hospitable in this regard.
Additionally, it casts doubt on the willingness
and capacity of these bodies to engage in future
movements and efforts aimed at social and political
change. For instance, members of the alternative
organizing orders and associations, independent
political groups, and other anti-establishment entities
consider the current accentuation of the economic
crisis as incentives for such movements and a fertile
ground for unionizing.

Nature of the problem: Structural vs.
Functional:

The sweeping majority of the respondents
considered the problem with the labor unions to
be twofold: functional and structural. There was a
general consensus on the deviation of unions from
the role ascribed to them by the respondents i.e. the
protection and improvement of the workers’ rights

and working conditions. Notably, members of the
Lebanese Association of Professionals indicated that
the functional challenges are not restricted to the
existing union structures and professional orders,
but is also present among the newly emerging
alternative groups. The latter, as per her input, also
fail at mobilizing individuals within their profession,
and fall short at adopting a discourse to which the
people can relate. Furthermore, she indicated their
lack of data on their respective sectors in order to
inform their praxis.

Compared to members of the unions federations
and professional orders, most of the respondents
from alternative organizing and independent
political groups put more emphasis on the structural
problem Among the key structural problems
they identified were: the lack of the proper legal
infrastructure governing labor force and the unions’
work; sectarian norms practiced in appointments
and representations; the lack of the culture of
unionizing and collective action; and the internal
systems of the unions and orders; the structure of
the local economy (dominance of the small and
medium sized enterprises); civil war; immigration of
the workforce. These challenges were thought to
constrain and subsume internal attempt for change
and subsequently limit the extent to which individual
and group attempts for internal reform can be
sustained, let alone achieve their sought goals.

Member of the Association of Alternative Journalism
Order indicated that functional and the structural
challenges are mutually reinforcing facets of one
core problem i.e. the socio-economic structure;

“Part of our structural crisis, are the
private sector institutions that
remain largely small and Familial
businesses of a very limited
competitive edge in a globalized
economy. This is one of the reasons
that we have not achieved a
significantrevival as our engagement
has historically been in a globalized
system. At the same time, we were
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not able to build competitive
externally-oriented institution”

“It is not the unions that make the
structure; they are a reflection of
that structure.”

Furthermore, the aforementioned respondent, and
other members of alternative organizing groups,
spoke of the weakening of the productive sectors
(such as industries and agriculture) at the expense
of the service and trade sector, real estate, and
the later ascent of the financial sector. Member of
the Lebanese Monitor for Workers and Employees’
Rights indicated that a key structural factor impeding
the revitalization of the union movement is the lack
of trajectory of re-igniting a labour movement. He
then emphasized that the society is the entry point
for such an endeavor and is not merely a recipient:

“Unions are inherited bodies from
an era abundant with struggles, but
it has died with the death of the
society, for the interactions start at
the societal basis towards the birth
of wunions..As a person with
expertise, | can present my
experience Ffor others to benefit
from, but the people are who decide.
We are only catalyzing agents for
building professional environments.”

The reflection of the societal and political structural
factors in the role and conduct of the unions was
similarly highlighted by a member of the Popular
Observatory for Anti-Corruption who pinpointed the
reciprocity between the aforementioned structural
factors the conduct and messaging of the unions
themselves. Thus, he described a conformity between
the political parties’ rhetoric and that of the unions.
The latter, as per his input, have failed to upgrade
their discourse and are subsequently associated with
the political parties by the public. As a result, they

H © FRIEDRICH EBERT-STIFTUNG - 2021

are considered to be oblivious and detached from
the population’s concern, especially workers’, whom
they ostensibly represent:

“Theforcesthat wereatthe forefront
of unionizing work are forces that
could not revolutionize its political
messaging and it has become similar
to political parties. Consequently,
this has reflected on the union
movement.

As such, instead of progressing, the
union movement has become carried
on by political parties that regressed
or others that already suffer
ideologically and organizationally.
The latter has reflected on union
movement; there were no union
leader chosen by popular demand,
but rather all the union leadership
were selected from above, by forces
and political parties, so the process
becomes that of imposition detached
from reality.”



Key Impediments/challenges:__

Account of members of union federations and
professional order were largely concentrated on
the following factors as obstructive factors to the
function of unions: awareness of the workers;
the administrative process and bodies and their
malfunction; political intervention in the decision
making; sectarianism; the passivity of unions in the
protection of workers, especially in light of recent
increase of arbitrary dismissals; the apathy of media.

Administrative Dysfunctionality:

Members of unions and professional orders reflected
on the lack of responsiveness, delays, and the
dysfunctionality of the administrative bodies involved
in workers related matters. Their responses were
mostly based on their experience in unionizing. As
such, they referred to the lack of responsiveness of
the Ministry of Labour, and at times the reluctance of
unions themselves in being proactive in taking action
to support workers:

Awareness and the Culture of
Unionizing and Collective Action:

“"How could for raising awareness
tobe effective without any material
basis for it to be built on? How can
awareness/ideas be rooted in
people without an earth in which
these roots could spread? What if
the whole matter was not an issve
of awareness?” (Traboulsi, Social Classes in
Lebanon, 2014, page 17)

The general lack of awareness among workers vis a
vis their rights, the absence of a culture of collective
work, and the knowledge of the role of unions and
professional orders were highlighted by the majority
of interviewees. Members of the Order of Nurses and
that of the Banking Employees stressed the lack of
awareness among workers as a key impediment to
the work of unions. Member of the Order of Nurses
said the following:

“Certainly there is no awareness,
because there is no preparation.
Unionizing starts off and is
incentivized in an individual since
school. There is no proper civil
education in schools.”

Besides the role of education in inculcating general
knowledge among students on the importance of
unions and collective work, several respondents
were keen on highlighting the role of media in
raising such awareness. As per their answers media
channels are not granting unions and professional
orders enough exposure, nor are they acting as a
platform to further their cause and mission.

For example, member of the National Federation for
Employees and Workers in Lebanon (FENASOL) also
highlighted the role of media:

“The absence of media that does
not grant unions’ work enough
space. In addition to the absence
of printed material and tools that
help to publicize union work.”

Members of union confederations and professional
orders emphasized awareness.  Sectarianism
was considered to be the key impediment and
manifestation of the absence of such awareness.
Almost all respondents that referred to the lack
of awareness attributed it to the workers’ general
sentiment as part of sects and affiliates to their
respective political parties rather than their peers.
Several interviewees did not consider the political
affiliation of the members of the unions and orders
to be an obstacle, but stressed that such affiliation
should not play a role in their participation and
membership in the unions.

While the aforementioned respondents listed:

workshops, media, trainings and educations as a
means to achieve such awareness, respondents from
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alternative organizing groups, independent political
movements, and other anti-establishment groups
did not emphasize awareness at the individual level
of the workers nor did they refer to similar means
to better their knowledge of the importance of
labor mobilizations and collective action. Rather,
they linked such awareness to the direct practice
of collective work and its tangible benefit on the
workers’ lives. Hence, they highlighted the role of
the unions in linking the workers’ participation in
collective action with benefits and interests, as a
demonstration of the importance of interest-based
collective action. For example, a member of Lihaqqi
Movement stressed that the ‘lack of incentives in the
structure and laws of the unions” to join unions,
rather than highlighting an absence of awareness or
a presumed reluctance at the levels of the workers
themselves. Nonetheless, he underscored the
absence of the “demand culture” and the need to
redefine the role of unions and professional orders
for workers.

On that matter, a member of the Lebanese
Association of Professionals indicated that for such
incentive to be achieved unions and orders need not
only to reform their internal structure, but also have
a broader vision and trajectory. The accentuation
of the dire political and economic conditions will,
according to his response, ignite a transition from a
currently prevalent ‘consumerist awareness’ to that
of an "awareness of the political struggle’:

“The socio-economic situation and
the ruling class’s policies, rentier
economyinthelastdecade allowed
people to think that there is capital
coming into the country. So people
disregarded union and there
became some sort of ‘consumerist
awareness’ among people and a
regression of their awareness of
struggle and causes. Today people
need to go back to struggle because
there is no longer incoming money,
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and the regime and dominant
rentier economy has Ffailed... My
thinking is that, from now on,
unions have to produce internal
systemstoorganizeitselfinternally
and encourage people to
participate. Second, unions should
have a clear goal and vision in their
demands for people and they shall
not bet on the authorities.”

Given that unions and orders, including the newly
emerging attempts for alternative organizing groups,
remain, to date, incapable of taking adequate steps
to concretely translate the benefits associated with
unionizing, the workers’ enthusiasm and willingness
to participate in collective action via unions is expected
to remain low. On that matter, member of Association
of Alternative Journalism Order problematizes
awareness:

“To think of people’s awareness
as an intellectual matter is not
precise. Awareness is not a cause
but a result. The awareness of
people is a reflection of their social
reality, therefore the awareness is
constituted in the reality they are
living. We have to remember that
people have been linked with
interests and Zaa’'mat in modes
and forms of consumption and
production.... This regimes has
succeededinestablishingnetworks
with the society and broad social
bases.”

Considering awareness as the entry point for
analyzing the masses’, and more specifically the



workers’, reluctance or ambivalence to participate
or collectively organize in interest-based movements
and bargaining is a common popular local narrative.
A similar tendency was identified in the data collected
for thisresearch. Asshownin this section, the majority
of respondents hold the absence of awareness and
dominance of sectarian allegiances to be among
the primary impediments for effective unionizing
and collective bargaining specifically. Indeed, there
is truth to a diagnosis of a general apathy towards
unions and labor movement. A research conducted
by the Consultation and Research Institute in 2016,
surveying a representative national sample of 600
households across all districts, showed that only
11% of those surveyed were members of trade
unions and other associations or labor organizations.
26.1% of non-unionized workers never considered
joining a unions, and 22% were not aware of any
union to join mostly due to their lack of awareness
regarding the body to join?’.

However, the overarching argument, mostly
prevalent among interviewees among unions
and professional order, that a reversal of ‘false
consciousness’ primarily, and times exclusively,
necessitates raising awareness, at best overlooks
the means through which sectarianism has
penetrated the society. In ‘Social Protests and the
Political Economy of Sectarianism in Lebanon’,
Baumann (2016) argued that: “The politicization
of sectarianism requires the de-politicization of
alternative social vision, for instance along socio-
economic lines.” Bauman attributed the persistence
of sectarianism as the dominant political cleavage
in Lebanon to the regime’s coercive tactics against
any socio-economic struggle. More specifically,
Bauman argued that the depoliticization of socio-
economic struggles and actions is indispensable for
maintaining the politicization of sectarianism. The
regime exercises coercive tactics rather than mere
consent; namely the deliberate use of force against
labor movements, the cooptation of the GCWL,
and the fostering of pseudo unions?®. The regime’s
backlash against the recent mobilization of the Union

27 The Consultation and Research Institute, 2016
28 Baumann, 2016

Coordination Committee (UCC)?° in 20113, and its
reaction to the mobilization of workers in Spinneys
are both new examples of such coercion®'. Labor
movements and unions are specifically considered
to be the crux of the sectarianism engine machine
due to the political rivalry their demands hold for
they challenge the process of wealth accumulation
and distribution central to the political economy of
sectarianism.2

A Diagnosis of Class!

The majority of the respondents indicated that
there is a working class in Lebanon. Most of them
also indicated that the defining features of this
working force is that it is divided, mostly comprised
of foreign workers, and largely dependent on
informal work. However, responses diverged as to
whether to consider this working force a proletariat,
and whether class is relevant or a useful lens that
depicts the current reality of the working force and
the social and economic reality in Lebanon.

Most members of independent political parties,
alternative unions, and supporting groups agreed
that despite the large size of the working force in
Lebanon, they do not constitute a ‘conscious class’.
That is they are not coalesced and conscious of
their common material conditions. Member of the
Popular Observatory for Anti-Corruption considered
that the working class cannot be classified as a
proletariat;

“In my opinion it [working class]
did not reach the Ilevel of
consciousness of an agglomerated
proletariat”

Meanwhile, member of the Lebanese Monitor for
Workers and Employees’ Rights took this argument
further, indicating that there are no classes in the
“sociological meaning”. “The workers of Lebanon

29 The UCC is a coalition of the League of Public Sector Employee, primary and secondary public school teachers’ leagues, and the Association of the Private School Teachers.

30 Bou Khater, 2015
31 Kobeissi, 2012
32 Baumann, 2016
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are of no class” he claimed. According to him, this is
not only the case for workers but also of owners of
businesses and the bourgeoisie.

“A class is crystalized and has its
own programs and mechanisms.
What we see is that the society is
disenfranchised among political
parties. In the classical definition
of society and struggles, there are
no classes, there are only
movements. | think that the era of
globalization has changed the
scale of opposition and revolutions;
it no longer originates Ffrom
Factories, as its precedents, for
there are different class-based
affiliations, and that requires new
research. We are in the age of
movements not classes.”

Whereas, member of Association of Alternative
Journalism Order implied that recent and current
social movements are not class void, but rather
they reflect the very nature of the working force in
Lebanon i.e. its disenfranchisement and dividedness;

“If we are speaking of the coalesced
working class or of inclusive labor
movements, then there are none.
In our recent history, there are
fragmented labor movements at
several instances and place related
to a very specific splinter groups.
We have witnessed Ilabor
movements of very high
significance, albeit of fragmented
character... The movement of the
teachers’ league, and the call for a
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general strike For thirty three days,
and the demonstration that
mobilized successfully...”

Among members of the independent political
movements, alternative organizing groups, and
other aligned entities, only one respondent from
the Lebanese National Bloc considered class to be
an inaccurate depiction of the reality in Lebanon;

“l do not think that a proletariat
and class struggle is a correct
depiction for reality today that
allows vus to find adequate
solutions”

His stance converged with that of a member of the
Unions’ Independents Bloc .known for his right
wing political affiliation.

“There is a poor class for sure, but
the theory of Proletariat is
outdated in my opinion... | am not
with the idea of class struggle,
but with class interaction”
(emphasis added)

Whereas, member of FENASOL, aligned with the
communist party, was keen to stress the absence
and the need for a leadership of the working class.
He also explained the bloc’s deliberate efforts to
achieve unity among workers for them to constitute
a proletariat. A key challenge he cited was aligning
workers across nationalities.

The dominance of the foreign working force was
highlighted in most interviews. While some of the
respondents stressed the informality of their work as
a hurdle for their unity and potentiality for engaging
in unionizing activities, few members of unions
tackled this matter in the form of scapegoating.
Member of Citizens in a State, expressed awe at
the disregard of Syrian and Palestinian workers



and their presumed detachment of the society and
working class:

“It is very strange that there are
half a million Syrian and they are
dissociated from the economic
situation. Far more tragic, is the
situation of the Palestinians
whom their presence in Lebanon
is inevitable. And the Lebanon do
not consider them part of us.
Workers in Saida are half
Lebanese half Palestinians and
they do not consider them to be
part of this small society...”

On the contrary, interviewees known for their right
wing political affiliation considered the presence of
the working force as an obstacle for the Lebanese
working force’s strive for better living and working
conditions. As member of the Federation of Hotels,
Catering, and Entertainment Sector Workers’
Unions said:

“OF course there is a working
class, but there is a working class
hit at its core because of the
Foreign workers who is competing
with it from all front”

Overall, all the respondents were in agreement that
the dividedness of the working class weakens the
workers’ voice and their ability to unionize. Such
dividedness was also considered to exacerbate
any unionizing activity’s vulnerability in face of
potentially expected hijacking and destruction by
political parties in power.

In his analysis of the 2015 Protest Movement in
Lebanon, Hassan (2017) argued that despite the

33 Piven, 2006 cited in Hassan,2017
34  Majed & Bou Khater, 2020

neoliberal turn of economy and its associated
decline in labor movement and unionizing,
class dynamics retain a significant impact on the
strategies, form, and the potential of any protest
movement “that are neither industrial nor class-
based in their nature”. The research refuted claims
of the irrelevance of class pioneered by the so-called
New Social Movement Literature. As such, Hassan
(2017) proposed a study of “Labour in movement”
rather than a study of “labour movement” in order
to examine the structural and disruptive power of
the 2015 movement had*. Although the 2015
movement differs from the October 17 Uprising in
2019 in the dominance of the middle class among
its participants and leaders, a key similarity between
both movements is the absence of the labour
unions. A survey conducted by Bou Khater and
Majed (2020) exploring the main characteristics of
the October 2019 Uprising and the drivers of action,
indicated that members of trade unions were
“quasi inexistent among protestors”. According
to the survey results, only 5% of the protestors
were members of professional orders and of the
teachers’ union and leagues. Whereas, the majority
of protestors were students, unemployed workers,
or workers in the informal sector?*.

It follows that, the general regret and frustration
of several respondents of an absent or a non-class
conscious proletariat, and the outright dismissal of
class dynamics by some other interviewees, pre-
configures any political imagination of a potential
future collective action, and fails at accurately depicting
the reality of social classes and social movements in
the country. More so, by disregarding class under the
pretext of a presumed ’‘class-less’ Lebanese society,
such outlooks fall short at diagnosing the power any
form of collective action could have in the future. Both
tendencies thereby undermine the efficacy of future
steps aimed at challenging the neoliberal sectarian
regime in the country.
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Text Book Representation vs.
Popular Legitimacy:

“.this is a revolution’'s most
difficult task- to create ‘new
clichés’ for ordinary daily life.”
(Zizek, The Courage of Hopelessness, 2017)

Most of the respondents agreed that the unions and
the professional orders are not representative of the
workers and their interest. While some had radical
stances in this regard, claiming that the currently
existing union structure is representative of the ruling
class’s interest, others had a nuanced approach.
Some respondents differentiated between relatively
higher levels of representation in some professional
orders compared to that of trade unions and union
confederations, and most specifically the GCWL.
Responses on representation raised questions on
key points such as: the definition of representation;
the need for democratic processes and culture
within unions and orders; low membership rates
and the levels of active participation; the public,
and more specifically the workers’ trust in unions
and orders.

Member of Lihaqgi Movement indicated that the
levels of representation vary according the group
of workers under study. As such, he holds that
politically affiliated workers are represented, albeit
their rights and interests are not;

“In professions, [workers] are
represented more because in
other unions politics [meaning
political parties] are more
prevalent... is there anything
beyond the Ffact they create
pseudo-unions facing any new
group to oust the right people
from unions...Practically the
frameworks exist but they are
not representative [of workers].”
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He nonetheless expressed concern from advocating
for limiting political activities within the unions
and orders, considering such orientation to
be a potential threat to freedom of speech.
Consequently, he stressed the importance of legal
amendments in the unions’ internal system to
enhance representation;

“0On the other hand, decreasing
political work 1in wunions s
dangerous and could limit freedom
of speech. For this reasons, laws
can be amended so that everyone
is represented legally.”

Member of the Association of Alternative Journalism
Order raised similar points;

“If we are considering of
representation in simple terms,
then workers are present in the
current political parties, and they
are the primary bases for parties.
I cannot claim, For instance, that
Amal Movement does not
represent workers in simple
terms, but in the core meaning [of
representation]....three quarters
of Hezbollah's popular base are
workers but not based on a
representational political project
For the working class...?”

Most respondents agree that the mere numbers
of the participation and membership in unions is
insufficient to build trust between workers and
unions. For example, member of the Lebanese
Monitor for Workers and Employees’ Rights argued
that:



“Democracy does not stop at
elections and the ballots, one has
to be truly free with whom he
elects. When a person is prisoned
in sectarian narrative and
interest...they are not free and
this is not a free election. It is
important for the elector to be
aware of whom he/she votes to
and that candidate has a clear
and persuasive proposition...”

Likewise, member the Association of Alternative
Journalism Order argued that the weakness in
represented bases allows for the control of political
forces of no representation to control unions.
As result, shares in unions have been distributed
among political parties regardless of these parties’
representation of the working class or any other
group. Along the same lines, several respondents
stressed the power dynamics within the unions. The
latter were considered to tilt to the political parties’
interests at the expense of the interests of the
workers. It follows that these respondents retain a
cautious endorsement and optimism of the degree
to which internal reform can effectively achieve an
ultimate trust, democracy, and representation of
the workers’ interests. However, despite a sweeping
consensus on the fact that the interest of political
parties contradict with that of the workers’, most
respondents did not elaborate on what constitutes
such interest, likely suggesting that there exists an
clear objective definition of it.

In light of this, several respondents underscored the
need for a broader vision at the level of the society,
in addition to that for a restructuring of unions.
In other words, the fervor of popular legitimacy
and opposition is considered to be a conductive
conditions to leverage power dynamics to the
benefit of workers, and thereby set these actors on
the right tracks.

On Trust

The majority of interviewees, with the exception of
members of unions within the GCWL, agreed on the
complete absence or minimal trust in unions. Some
respondents took a moderate stance, whereby they
considered that there is some degree of trust in
some trade unions and professional orders. In some
other cases, respondents spoke of trust in certain
individuals rather than organizations as a whole.
For instance, when asked to elaborate about trust
in unions, member of the Confederation of Hotels,
Catering, and Entertainment Sector Workers'
Unions asserted the general trust in unions. He
attributed any disturbance in this trust relation
to the dire economic situation in the country,
specifically during the current crisis;

“In the situation we are currently
in, amidst the Fall of the working
structure, the closing down of its
institution, and a deteriorating
financial situation in Lebanon.... If
there was no miracle we are
Facing an actual disaster...”

Similarly, member of the Electrcite Du Liban
Workers’ Union indicated that there is trust in the
unions, citing the electoral process as an evidence
to his claim;

“had there been no trust, they
would have filed a memorandum
to oust us from the unions.”

Members of professional orders and unions
confederations outside the GCWL considered that
there is generally no trust in unions, but did not rule
it out entirely. For example, member of FENASOL
indicated that trust varies in accordance to the
unions in question and the individuals involved.
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“There is trust in some unions and
actorsasindividuals, butingeneral
there is no trust in the GCWL,; trust
in individual unionizers and
unions.”

Member of Order of Nurses asserted the lack of
trust. She attributed the reasons to that to be the
lack of “unionizing culture and awareness”, rather
than the malfunction of the unions and the political
interventions per say.

“There is no trust because there
is no awareness on what aunions
can and cannot do... for example,
in the order of Nurses, they
[workers] think that the head of
unions has a golden wand that
can enforce change...everyone
one of them is the union and the
head and council are merely
administrative bodies”

Meanwhile, members of independent political
groups, alternative organizing groups, and other
aligned entities generally claimed the absence
of trust. They listed the following reasons: the
failure of unions and professional orders to
achieve or support the cause of the workers
and professionals; the internal management;
the hegemony of political parties on the internal
power dynamics. For example, member of Lihaqqi
Movement indicated:

“There is no trust at all, because
after all the rights that they
[unions] have won for workers
are very limited and there are no
exemplarycases.Representations
is considered politically.... and
this Further diminishes prospects
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of building such trust.”

Notably, despite the overarching agreement among
this group of respondents on the underlying
reasons for the lack of this trust, elements that
were considered as parcel achievements or source
of hope for the future of the union movement, were
considered by others as evidence of the failure of the
latter. One of these cases was the teachers’ league.
The majority of these respondents considered this
movement to have a positive outcome that could
potentially build on the future revitalization of the
movement or at worse serve as a good example
to start off from. On the contrary, member of the
Lebanese National Bloc considered this example to
be a proof of failure and subsequently a reason for
the lack of trust in unions;

“Few years ago, they launched a
battle for the degrees, and the
result was that all numbers were
inaccurate and it was a mistake...
unfortunately, until present, the
unions’ work has been populist
and popular.” (Emphasis added)

Building anew or internal reform:

The majority of the interviewees agreed on the need
for a restructuring for the unions, albeit diverged on
the scope, scale, and means of such restructuring.
Notably, members of union confederations within
the GCWL cited their previous attempts to start
an internal restructuring from within the union.
Restructuring for members of the GCWL was
expectedly considered to be executed by and
within the GCWL. For example, Member of the
Confederation of Tobacco Cultivation Workers’
Unions stated that his confederation launched
a restructuring process as a step towards self-
assessment and criticism;



“OF course we are in need of
restructuring, and we have
already launched an attempt for
restructuring and we proposed
self-criticism... We launched a
project since one year in the
presence of Minister Abou
Suleiman....but due to coronavirus
and the problems that started in
the 17th of October we had to
stop everything.”

(Emphasis added)

Member of the Confederation of Hotels, Catering, and
Entertainment Sector Workers Union indicated that
any restructuring is contingent on a political decision:

“We get restructuring from the
Minister of Labor... there has to be
a political decision that all unions
repeat their elections....For sure
there has to be a restructuring,
but the political decision in the
crux. If no one demanded, no one
wouvuld pursue it..."”

Form of the Structure:

Interviewees had divergent opinions on the form
such restructuring could take. Members of unions
within the GCWL preferred central sector based
unions. Although, most of the respondents from
independent  political movements, alternative
organizing groups, and aligned entities were also
in favor of sector-based unions, they nonetheless
stressed a decentralized structure. They deemed the
latter to be more immune to being controlled by
ruling political parties.

More specifically, respondents from alternative unions
indicated that the most likely structure is a merge

between the centralized unions and decentralized
work. Member of the Association of Alternative
Journalism Order indicated that there are several
criteria that govern such choices (such as the role of
the sector in the economy and society, its size, etc),
and therefore any text book recommendation would
not be useful or effective. Only one respondent from
this group, member of the Lebanese Association of
Professionals specified the need for decentralization
across all unions irrespective of the sector in question.
As per his input, decentralization is indispensable for
workers from different geographic regions to have
their own voices heard.

Salibi (2014) listed three main types of unions:

Sectoral unions;

>

i
5" Enterprise union;
s[@H =]

@ Orders.

He also identifies four categories of different
confederations of unions under the umbrella of the
GCWL: the general confederation which includes
different sectors across the country; sectorial
confederations including unions in one economic
sector on the national level; confederations of
independent enterprises and public utilities including
institutions of financial independence and legal
personality. Finally, the geographic confederations
that include unions in certain geographic areas and
specifically at the level districts in Lebanon.

In hisanalysis of the structure of the unionsin Lebanon,
Salibi (2014) indicated that there were no specific
criteria used in the establishment of unions and their
confederations. Nor did the union movement in
Lebanon witness tension and competition between
advocates for job-based unions and sectoral unions.
He attributed the current architecture of the unions
in Lebanon to the relative weakness of sector-level
unionizing activities, given the dominance of family
business and relative small size and dividedness
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of economic institutions. Another reason Salibi
identified is the lack of emphasis on the role of the
unions’ bodies at the level of the bases, such as the
unions’ committees. This has in turn pushed workers
to create unions at the level of their institutions rather
than the sector. Sectorial unions generally have
more power than enterprises’ unions. However the
success of sectorial unions in the western countries
does not necessitate their success in Lebanon. The
dominance of the enterprise unions is a reflection
of characteristics of the economy in Lebanon, and
despite its relative weakness, workers participate
more and tend to associate with their institution
unions more than with the sectorial unions®*. Any
configuration, type, and distribution of an alternative
union structure requires a technically informed,
politically progressive, and geographically sensitive
approach.

Number of Unions:

Most respondents regarded the number of unions to be
subsidiary, given the impropriety of the overall structure
of unions and the related legal frameworks. Respondents
who considered the number to be superfluous were
specifically referring to pseudo-unions.

Democracy:

Several respondents across the spectrum agreed that
on paper --legally and on the level of processes and
systems, unions are democratic. However, these
processes were considered to be sabotaged by the
power dynamics; that is the control of political parties
and sectarian norms. An evident example of such
claims is the following comment on sectarianism by
member of the Confederation of Hotels, Catering,
and Entertainment Sector Workers’ Unions

“There is definitely a sectarian
effect; sectarianism affects
everything in the country.
However, for us [GCWL] we cutting

35 Salibi, 2014
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this short and we are being just
with the representation of all
sects and this has not been an
obstacle in our way, through the
represented council.”

The General Confederation of
Workers in Lebanon: Deux la machina?

"we'd go Far to dissolving the
GCLW ifitsroleis as itis currently.”
(Member of Citizens in a state)

“The GCLW is strong, but it lack
the weapon to use, but we, the
unions are more affected, we
become stronger by the GCLW, and
we wish to enhance its strength.”
(Electrcite Du Liban Workers' Union)

With the exception of members of confederations
within the GCWL, all respondents agreed that
the GCWL is not representative of the workers,
and is coopted by the political parties. The
interviewees considered internal undemocratic
structure and the creation of pseudo-unions to be
the main means through which such cooptation
is executed and maintained. Most respondents
agreed that individuals in key administrative and
representative positions are detached from the
realities of the workers. Meanwhile, members of
the Confederation of Tobacco Cultivation Workers'’
Union and the confederation of Hotels, Catering, and
Entertainment Sector Workers’ Unions considered
the representation to be low because of the political
situation rather than GCWL-specific reasons.



What is to be done?

The majority of respondents considered the legal
amendment of the labour law to be the primary
step for reform or for increasing the margin
of freedom of unionizing activities. As such,
most respondents stressed the need to omit
the mandatory preemptive authorization of the
Ministry of Labour for the establishment of any
new union, as well as the ministry’s supervision on
union activities.

Successive governments since the creation of the
Lebanese Labour Code (1948) have yet to ratify the
ILO conventionNo. 87 on the freedom of association
and the right of creating and joining a trade union
without prior authorization and interference.
Instead, article 86 of the Labour Code stipulated
the need for prior authorization of the Ministry of
Labour for any Labor organization. The law sets
no deadline for the ministry’s authorization which
practically results in neglected license applications
and a considerable impact of the political
alignment of the minister in this process. Title IV of
the Labour Law and Decree No. 7993 also exclude
all workers that are not subject to the terms of the
Labor Code and who are subsequently not allowed
to organize trade unions. These categories include
domestic workers, workers in agricultural sectors,
family institutions, government departments and
municipal bodies. These legal frameworks also
allow the government’s inspection and supervision
on the internal affairs of unions. In addition, they
legalize the government’s ability to solve unions in
cases when the latter does not abide by its duties
and undertakes an activity that does not fall within
their prescribed role.

Unionizing activities are also crippled with the
failure of the law to protect union’s leaders and
members from dismissal due to their unionizing
activities. Article 50 of the Labour law on the
protection of anti-union discrimination ostensibly
protects elected trade union leaders from arbitrary
dismissal and ensures their compensation.
However, the law does not protect unions’ leaders
and members prior to any electoral process and
therefore it does not apply to union leaders in the
inception phases of the creation of the unions.

As for the priorities that any form of unionizing
work must prioritize, all respondents listed the
importance of guaranteeing the right to work
in light of the surge of unemployment rates.
Interviewees also highlighted social security
benefits (including coverage of education, health,
pension etc.)
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Echoes of the 17 October

Uprising In unions:

“"When a wife is afraid that her
husband is sick, she may well
worry thatheis notsick (desiring

him to be sick).”
(Zizek, the Courage of Hopelessness)

The majority of the respondents agreed that the 17
October Uprising had little to no tangible impact
on the unions or the mobilization for the workers’
rights. Even interviewees staunchly opposed to the
regime described the impact as nominal serving as a
catalyst of hope. However, some showed a cautious
optimism with respect to the independents’ roles
in the Professional Order of Engineers and the Bar
Association. Members of alternative organizing
groups, independent political movements, and anti-
establishment entities agreed that the uprising was
a turning point that has opened up new realms and
discourses more than it has had an effective impact
on the unions. Indeed, despite the fact that this
group of interviewees were keen on highlighting
an inextricable linkage between social movements
as whole and unionizing work, they abstained from
drawing this connection in their reflections on the
impact of the recent uprising. For example, in reply to
whether the uprising have had an impact on unions
and the general awareness on the importance of
their role, Member of Lihaqgi Movement said:

“No, | was expecting that the
uprising becomes more rooted in
unions,” and commenting on the
Syndicate of Engineers he said,
“it is hard to give an assessment
from an outsider vantage point.
The narrative claiming that we
have regained the unions is
merely a media narrative.”
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Accounts of members of professional orders and
union confederations outside the GCWLreiterated
the uprising’s failure to bring about any tangible
impact on the unions and their worker members.
The reasons for such shortcoming, as per their
input, reciprocated a dominant critique on the
uprising in the local narrative i.e. the movement'’s
lack of clear vision or political project, as well as
its ‘politicizations’ and diversion from key social
and economic demands. Member of the Order
of Nurses indicated that she did not witness any
tangible change in awareness of the workers’
rights;

“"We thought we were going to
spot some hope, they diverted it
[the uprising] and it took us back
to the day of war. Had it
continued, it might have
harnessed some rights.”

Similarly, member of the Unions’ Independents
Bloc reiterated the absence of a tangible and
considerable impact of the uprising, and more
importantly implied the irreparable gap between
groups associated with the uprising and the
unions:

“our hopes are with the new
generation... whereas ‘sons of the
unions’ on one hand, they mostly
pursue the same approach and do
not shoulder the burden of
change... on the other hand, some
do not have the luxury to improve
their conditions as they are in a
search of their daily necessities.”



Notably, among this group, some respondents
highlighted the need to build bridges with the
groups that sprouted in light of the uprising’s
vigor. If anything, his statement reciprocated the
gap between both groups. For example, member
of the Confederation of the Bank Employees’
Unions said:

“"After 17 October, the wunion
movement attained a new
vision, and it can no longer
remain stagnant. It has to
explore ways through which we
can intersect with the
revolution.”
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Conclusion

Two main variables shaped the different narratives
of the interviewees across all topics regarding
the conduct and future of the union and labour
movement in Lebanon: their political affiliation or
standing, and their role and function in the overall
structure of the unions and orders. All interviewees
shared their interest in the reform of the currently
existing unions, orders, and the relevant legal
frameworks. Yet, the narratives diverged among
those who maintained trust in the unions and
demanded an internal reform, and those were
members of confederations within the GCWL and
known for their support of the establishment.
Members of professional orders and confederation
outside the GCWL showed more pessimism
regarding the unions, and generally advocated
for legal amendments and internal reforms and
restructuring of the current structure. Among
the latter group, some maintained a strictly
functionalist approach to the union’s role and
their mandate, but nonetheless expressed their
willingness to cooperate with other civil society
actors. Meanwhile, members of independent
political groups, alternative organizing groups and
other anti-establishment entities saw the unions
and order as primary actors in any movement
calling for political and social change. While some
showed some optimism for the potential change
in professional orders, they were nonetheless
assertive on the need for radical change for trade
unions that cannot start from within the GCWL or
other confederation, but rather necessitate social
mobilization. The evident rift among the narratives
of the three rough categories cast doubt on the
possibilities for effective cooperation between
newly emerging political groups and a growing
anti-establishment sentiment among them on
one hand, and a traditionalist and politically
confirmative individuals and bodies involved in the
union movement.
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Recommendations

“Pessimism of the intellect, optimism of the will.”
(Gramsci)

A lot of research has explored and proven that any effective reform of the current union structure entails
significant political and legal challenges, and thereby cannot be resolved internally, specifically in the case
of the GCWL. As such, future research and support should be focused on new alternative unions or orders.
However, it is important to note that the currently existing organizing groups (so-called alternative unions)
remain not representative of the workers in their relevant profession. Until present, they constitute embryonic
attempts for alternative orders and unions. The outreach of these groups and the prospects for the success
of future attempts in this regard necessitates a broader political coalition including various independent
progressive actors. Therefore, any attempt to support and encourage future labour movements should take
into consideration the following:

 Supporting new independent political groups in their outreach and support for
workers to organize in new forms and frameworks. This is particularly urgent at the
level of wage laborers and foreign workers.

» Mapping and documenting the structure, development, and action of the newly
established “alternative unions/orders’. Research on these entities could potentially
highlight the strengths and weaknesses of such endeavors and ultimately better
envision their future roles in their respective domains.

» Support the creation of a broader political coalition that advocates for labour
rights. Such a coalition could potentially include various politically independent
and progressive entities including: independent political movement, independent
lawyers and judges, as well as other anti-establishment research and media bodies
(such as the Lebanese Monitor for Workers and Employees’ Rights).

» Further research should be dedicated to map potential allies among traditional

unions, albeit outside the GCWL. These could potentially include some professional
orders or unions confederations of relatively progressive politics.

« Simultaneously, support for efforts for legal reform is necessary to make possible

the creation of alternative unions and orders. As such, future research should also
study the necessary amendments and more importantly strategies and trajectories
for advocacy for legal amendments of the labour law and other relevant legal codes.

» Future research should also take a bottom-up approach, exploring the workers’

reflections on collective actions, their perception of new organizing groups, and
their drivers for collective actions or lack thereof.
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