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This is a history of World War I in Egypt. But it does not offer a military history focused 

on generals and officers as they strategized in grand halls or commanded their troops in 

battle. Rather, this dissertation follows the Egyptian workers and peasants who provided 

the labor that built and maintained the vast logistical network behind the front lines of the 

British war machine. These migrant laborers were organized into a new institution that 

redefined the relationship between state and society in colonial Egypt from the beginning 

of World War I until the end of the 1919 Egyptian Revolution: the “Egyptian Labor 

Corps” (ELC).  

I focus on these laborers, not only to document their experiences, but also to 

investigate the ways in which workers and peasants in Egypt were entangled with the 

broader global political economy. The ELC linked Egyptian workers and peasants into 

the global political economy by turning them into an important source of logistical 

laborers for the British Empire during World War I. The changes inherent in this 

transformation were imposed on the Egyptian countryside, but workers and peasants also 

played an important role in the process by creating new political imaginaries, influencing 

state policy, and fashioning new and increasingly violent repertoires of contentious 

politics to engage with the ELC. The institutionalization of the ELC thus entailed a re-
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articulation of the networked space of the British colonial state in Egypt, which would 

have important implications for Egyptian history. 

In particular, I track how the spatial transformations necessary to recruit, 

transport, and deploy roughly half a million workers and peasants from all corners of 

Egypt in the ELC structured mass politics during in the 1919 Egyptian revolution. 

Focusing on the role of ELC laborers in the broader revolutionary process can serve to 

check the validity of the common belief that the centralized nationalist movement 

coordinated the rural uprisings that spread throughout the countryside in March 1919. I 

argue that the cause of these uprisings cannot be reduced to sympathy with the urban-

based nationalist movement. I find that recruitment for the ELC engendered a variety of 

violent demonstrations in the countryside as early as May 1918, and played an important 

role in motivating anti-British violence during the 1919 revolution, over and above any 

sympathies to the nationalist movement. 
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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION 

Fusha or classical Arabic words have been transcribed according to a simplified system 

based on the International Journal of Middle East Studies (IJMES). For texts, songs, and 

plays written or performed in colloquial Egyptian, I have modified the transliteration 

system based on IJMES. Instead of jim (j) I use (g); instead of qaf (q) I use a hamza (’).  

  



 
 

 v 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Over the course of researching and writing this dissertation, I have benefitted greatly 

from the encouragement and support provided by my family, friends, and colleagues. 

First, I would like to thank my advisors Ziad Fahmy, Deborah Starr, and Mostafa Minawi 

for their intellectual insight, patience, and camaraderie as they shepherded me through 

my graduate education. I would also like to thank the entire faculty, staff, and graduate 

student body of the Department of Near Eastern Studies at Cornell, which exposed me to 

the sweep of Middle Eastern history, as well as the Department of History at Cornell, 

which served as a second home for me. Finally, I would like to thank the staff of the 

British National Archives, especially Juliette Desplat, as well as the staffs at the Imperial 

War Museum, the British National Library, the Egyptian National Library (Dar al-Kutub 

al-Misriyya), the American University in Cairo, the Kautz Family YMCA Archives at the 

University of Minnesota, the French National Archives (Archives Nationales) in 

Pierrefitte-sur-Seine, and the French Foreign Ministry Archives (Ministiére des Affaires 

Ètrangers) at La Courneuve. 

I discovered the Egyptian Labor Corps while on a research trip which was made 

possible by a generous grant from the Mario Einaudi Center at Cornell University. I am 

thankful to Nathan Brown, Ellis Goldberg, and Santanu Das for providing a sounding 

board for me as I worked out the viability of this topic during those early days in London.  

This dissertation required a year and a half of intensive research and writing in 

Egypt, during which time I benefitted from the support and wisdom of a variety of 

people. Ilka Eickhof organized a regular reading group for PhD researchers at the 

Netherlands-Flemish Institute (NVIC), which was regularly attended by Claire Panetta, 



 
 

 vi 

Patricia Kubala, Ian Steele, Edna Bonhomme, Lara Ayad, Farid Y. Farid, and Yakein 

Abdelmagid. The American Research Center in Egypt (ARCE) funded six months of this 

research, and provided a supportive research environment with a cohort of fellows 

including Nefertiti Takla, Zoe Griffith, Andrew Simon, Mukaram Hhana, Jason 

Brownlee, and Noha Radwan. Special thanks to Djodi Deutsch for making it all happen, 

and to Zoe for her continued friendship and keen editing eye. The Social Science 

Research Council (SSRC) funded an additional year of this research, and put me in touch 

with colleagues whose friendship I value, including Lucia Carminati and Angela 

Giordani. I am grateful to Khaled Fahmy, Madame Amira, and Mohamed Rabieh for 

helping me with my application to the Egyptian National Archives, and I thank Latifa M. 

Salim and Ashraf Sabry for pointing me towards valuable primary resources available in 

Egyptian libraries. I would also like to thank the team behind Hawa’ al-Hurriyya, 

including Leila Soleiman, Alia Mossallam, and Zainab Magdy, for meeting with me and 

bringing important popular culture sources on the ELC to my attention. Nermine Hassan 

Sayed was more than just an Arabic tutor for me during this time; she was a dear friend 

and a window into aspects of Egyptian culture of which I was previously unaware. 

Thanks to Olivia Betea, Mohamed Abdel Rehim Ali, Amr Shaaban Abdallah, Mohamed 

Bahrawi, and Hisham Abdien for making it an unforgettable time. 

Finally, I am eternally grateful to my parents, who sacrificed a lot for my 

education and helped instill in me a sense of ethical responsibility and intellectual 

curiosity. Most of all, I would like to thank my mother, Janice Anderson, whose love, 

editorial, intellectual, and emotional support made this dissertation possible.   



 
 

 vii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

List	of	Figures…………………………………………………………………………………….ix	
	

I. Introduction……………………………………………………………………………………....1	
a. Workers	and	Peasants	in	Middle	East	Studies………………………………..…3	
b. Colonialism	and	the	Production	of	Logistical	Space……………………..……8	

i. Transcending	the	Center/Periphery	Spatial	Imaginary……...…10	
ii. The	City	and	the	Countryside…………………………………………..….13	
iii. Colonialism	as	a	Spatial	Process………………………………………….15	
iv. The	Production	of	Space	at	the	Scale	of	Logistics……………..…..18	
v. The	Politics	of	Logistical	Labor……………………………………….…..20	

c. Sources	and	Methodology……………………………………………………………..24	
d. The	Plan	of	the	Present	Work…………………………………………………..……28	

II. Chapter	One:	The	Origins	of	the	Idea…………….………………………………...30		
a. Violence,	Trade,	and	British	Rule	in	Egypt……………………………………...33	

i. Colonial	Laborers,	Imperial	Logistics…………………………………..36	
b. The	Non-West	of	the	Western	Front…………………………………………...….42	
c. Ottoman	Entry	into	the	War………………………………………………………..…49	

i. Defending	Egypt	Against	Ottoman	Attack………………………...….52	
ii. Attacking	the	Ottomans	in	Gallipoli	and	Mesopotamia………....55	
iii. The	Advance	through	Sinai/Palestine………………………………….61	

d. Conclusion……………………………………………………………………………..……..65	
III. Chapter	Two:	A	New	Corvée………………………………………….……………….…71	

a. Hired	Labor……………………………………………………………………………….….75	
b. Calling	up	the	Reserve…………………………………………………………………..78	
c. “Administrative	Pressure”……………………………………………………….…….80	

i. Local	Intermediaries………………………...………………………….……..84	
d. Engaging	with	the	Recruitment	Network—Contracting..………………...88	

i. Petitioning…………………………………………………………………………92	
ii. Violent	Resistance………………………………………………………….…..92	

e. The	Government’s	Response:	Re-instituting	the	Corvée………………….95	
f. Conclusion……………………………………………………………………………………99	

IV. Chapter	Three:	From	Home	to	the	Front……………………………………….103	
a. Internment	and	Inspection	in	Provincial	Towns…………………………...105	

i. Medical	Discipline	and	Dissimulation………………………………..110	
b. Logistics	Cities:	Distribution	and	Supply……………………………………...113	

i. From	Workers	and	Peasants	to	Military	Laborers……………...118	
ii. Port	Cities,	Base	Depots,	and	Desertion……………………………..120	

c. Crossing	the	Sea	and	Sand……………………………………………………….…..124	
i. Life	on	“the	Line”……………………………………………………………...128	
ii. Shipping	Laborers…………………………………………………………….130	

d. Conclusion………………………………………………………………………………….135	
V. Chapter	Four:	Race,	Space,	and	Place	in	an	ELC	Camp…………..……….144	

a. Race	and	British	Attitudes	Towards	the	ELC………………………………...148	
b. The	Racialized	Production	of	Space	at	a	Labor	Camp…………………….151	



 
 

 viii 

i. The	Middle	Eastern	Front…...…………………………………………….156	
ii. The	Body	of	the	Laborer…………………………………………………...160	

c. ELC	Laborers’	Experiences	of	Place…………………………………………..….166	
i. Group	and	Subgroup	Identity……………………………………………168	
ii. Popular	Culture	and	the	Spoken	Word………………………………169	
iii. Confronting	the	Climate……………………………………………………175	
iv. The	Dangers	of	Camp	Life…………………………………………………177	
v. Death	in	the	ELC……………………………………………………………….179	

d. Protests,	Strikes,	and	Mutinies…………………………………………………….181	
i. ELC	Unrest	in	France………………………………………………………..183	
ii. The	Case	of	Mahmud	Muhammad	Ahmed………………………….185	
iii. ELC	Unrest	in	Italy……………………………………………………………188	
iv. The	Middle	Eastern	Front…...…………………………………………….189	

e. Conclusion………………………………………………………………………………….191	
VI. Chapter	Five:	The	ELC	and	the	1919	Revolution…………………………...200	

a. The	Formation	of	the	Wafd………………………………………………………….203	
i. “Slavery”	Rhetoric	and	Representations	of	ELC	Laborers…...204	

b. Rural	Uprisings	in	Asyut……………………………………………………………...207	
c. Mass	Mobilization	and	Popular	Culture………………………………………..212	

i. Sayyid	Darwish,	World	War	I,	and	the	ELC…………………..…….213	
ii. “Ya	‘Aziz	‘Ayni”	and	the	Itineraries	of	Nationalist	Songs…..….216	

d. Mass	Mobilization	after	World	War	I……………………………………………220	
e. Revolution	and	the	Destruction	of	Logistical	Space………………………222	

i. Wartime	Grievances	and	Mass	Unrest……………………………….228	
ii. Revolutionary	Committees	and	the	Republic	of	Zifta………….230	

f. The	British	Response:	Pacification	and	Negotiation……………………...233	
g. Conclusion………………………………………………………………………………….239	

VII. Conclusion……………………………………………………………………………………...244	
  



 
 

 ix 

LIST OF FIGURES 

• Figure	1.1	Lord	Kitchener	Wants	YOU……………………………………………………..68	
• Figure	1.2	Allenby	Enters	Jerusalem………………………………………………………..69	
• Figure	1.3	Egyptians	Employed	with	the	EEF,	March	1916	to	June	1918...…69	
• Figure	1.4	Egyptians	Recruited	for	Service	with	the	British	Army	from	17	

March	1917	to	30	June	1918…………………………………………………………………….70	
• Figure	3.1	Thomas	Russell’s	Map	of	Lower	Egypt……………………………..……138	
• Figure	3.2	Map	of	Cairo	during	World	War	I…………………………………………..139	
• Figure	3.3	Map	of	Alexandria	during	World	War	I………………………………….140	
• Figure	3.4	Map	of	Asyut	in	1927……………………………………………………………141	
• Figure	3.5	Logistical	Diagram	of	the	Water	Supply	in	Sinai/Palestine,	

1916…………………………..…………………………………………………………………………142	
• Figure	3.6	Lines	of	Supply	and	Communication	between	Egypt	and	Palestine,	

1917-18………………….…………………………………………………………………………….143	
• Figure	4.1	Chinese	Labor	Corps	Camp	in	Cherbourg,	France…………………..194	
• Figure	4.2	Location	of	ELC	Camps	in	Palestine,	28	October	1917-17	

September	1918……………………………………………………………………………………195	
• Figure	4.3	Location	of	ELC	Camps	in	Palestine,	17	September	1918	to	the	

end	of	the	war……………………………………………………………………….………………196	
• Figure	4.4	ELC	Laborers	and	a	YMCA	worker…………………………………………197	
• Figure	4.5	British	and	Australian	troops	in	Palestine……………………………...198	
• Figure	4.6	Testimony	from	Field	General	Court	Martial	for	Mahmud	

Muhammad	Ahmad……………………………………………………………………………….199	
• Figure	5.1	Choropleth	Representing	Number	of	Incidents	of	Violent	

Resistance	to	ELC	Recruitment	in	the	Provinces,	May	1918-August	1918...243	
• Figure	5.2	Choropleth	Representing	Number	of	Egyptian	Deaths	during	

Rural	Unrest,	March	1919………………………………………………………………………244	
 

 

 



 
 

 1 

INTRODUCTION 

During World War I, hundreds of thousands of Egyptians—most of them illiterate 

workers and peasants from the countryside—served in Europe and the Middle East as 

part of the “Egyptian Labor Corps” (ELC). These men were recruited by the colonial 

state to work as laborers behind the front lines, supporting the British and French armies 

in their “Great War” against the Germans, Austrians, and Ottomans. In France and Italy, 

tens of thousands of Egyptians worked on the lines to supply alongside others from the 

farthest corners of the globe. When the Ottoman Empire entered the war, the British 

changed Egypt’s legal status from an Ottoman province to a British protectorate, and 

recruited hundreds of thousands of Egyptians to work in support of British imperial 

troops against the Ottomans and their allies in the Dardanelles, Mesopotamia, the Sinai 

Peninsula, Palestine, the Western border with Libya, and Sudan. 

 This dissertation is the first book-length history of the ELC.1 It is also a study of 

the ways in which ordinary Egyptians—especially workers and peasants from the rural 

countryside—were tied into the broader global political economy through their work as 

logistical laborers. In this study, I define logistical laborers as workers who were engaged 

in the construction and maintenance of infrastructures used to transport things (be they 

goods, supplies, or natural resources) from one place to another. During World War I, 

                                                
1 English-language scholarship has only treated narrow aspects of this story, such as 
cursory mentions of the ELC as a grievance in the lead up to the 1919 revolution, and one 
recent article focusing on photographic representations of the ELC in Palestine, see Ellis 
Goldberg, “Peasants in Revolt - Egypt 1919,” Inernational Journal of Middle East 
Studies 24 (1992): 261–80; Reinhard Schülze, “Colonization and Resistance: The 
Egyptian Peasant Rebellion in 1919” in Farhad Kazemi and John Waterbury (eds.), 
Peasants and Politics in the Modern Middle East, (Miami: Florida International 
University Press, 1991), 171–202; Mario M Ruiz, “Photography and the Egyptian Labor 
Corps in Wartime Palestine, 1917-1918,” Journal of Palestine Studies, (2014): 52–66. 
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Egyptians worked as stevedores loading and unloading ships and transferring their 

contents to the nearest railhead or motor transport; they worked as camel drivers 

transporting supplies and rations on long marches through the desert; they worked laying 

water pipeline, digging wells, and constructing reservoirs; they built railroads and roads 

for motor transport; and they did innumerable other odd jobs—all of them deemed 

necessary to fuel the logistics of the British army as it fought in the first industrial-scale 

war in human history. 

 By the outbreak of World War I, peasants in the rural countryside of Egypt had 

been working as logistical laborers for hundreds of years as part of Egypt’s “corvée” 

system. Control of the Nile flood and the maintenance of Egypt’s complex system of 

irrigation canals was a bedrock principal of Ottoman control from the early sixteenth 

century, as the basin irrigated regions of Egypt served as the primary sources of wheat for 

the Ottoman empire.2 Accordingly, the main imposition of the Ottoman-Egyptian state in 

the rural countryside was a regular in-kind tax on the labor of the local peasantry, known 

as the corvée (al-‘awna in the Arabic manuscript tradition or al-sukhra in Modern 

Standard Arabic), in which young men worked for a number of days during the dry 

season to dig or dredge canals in order to maintain the basin irrigation system.3 

Responsibility for organizing these labor gangs fell to the “village headman,” who was 

referred to as the ‘umda (pl. ‘umād lit. “the thing on which something relies”) because he 

was the basis of state power at the village level. When the British occupied Egypt in 

                                                
2 Alan Mikhail, Nature and Empire in Ottoman Egypt: An Environmental History 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011). 
3 Muhammad Anis, Tattuwwur al-Mujtama’ al-Misri Min al-Iqta' illa Thawrat 23 Yuliyyu 
1952 (Cairo: Matba’a al-Jablawi, 1977), 12; Nathan Brown, “Who Abolished Corvee 
Labor in Egypt and Why?,” Past & Present 144 (1994): 116–37. 
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1882, the new Anglo-Egyptian colonial state re-articulated this existing system of 

governmental administration in the countryside, incorporating the ‘umād into the 

Ministry of Interior and instituting a number of reforms in village administration. 

 This project is a close study of logistical laborers during Egypt’s transition from 

British protectorate to quasi-independent nation-state, in a brief yet consequential period 

spanning World War I and the 1919 Egyptian revolution. Its narrative begins by 

examining the origins of the idea to recruit laborers from among the colonies and quasi-

colonies of the British Empire, which was based in the practice of the imperial military 

campaigns of the 18th and 19th centuries. It then moves on to trace the institutionalization 

of the ELC by following the paths of the laborers who entered into service, travelled to 

the theaters of battle, and worked under their British officers during World War I. 

Finally, it ends by exploring the role of the ELC in the 1919 revolution, which featured 

mass demonstrations in the countryside targeting logistical infrastructures that briefly 

paralyzed the colonial state.  

 

Workers and Peasants in Middle East Studies 

For generations, historians’ analyses of Middle Eastern societies hinged on the 

importance of powerful groups of “urban notables.” In the 1970s and 1980s, historians of 

the modern Middle East began to direct their interest to the lives of workers and peasants. 

The “new social history” was inspired by a heady combination of humanist Marxism, 
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anti-colonial nationalism, peasant studies, and feminism, and foregrounded previously 

neglected historical actors such as workers, peasants, women, slaves, and others.4  

But the new social history swept through Middle Eastern studies after it had 

already fallen out of fashion among Europeanists and Americanists, and soon, the wave 

of enthusiasm for writing social history would break against the rocks of the “cultural 

turn.”5  For historians, the cultural turn had important methodological implications; 

instead of taking primary source material as a simple reflection of what really happened 

in the past, a new generation of historians would come to take seriously the claim 

advanced by French post-structuralists that language constitutes the social world of 

meaning, and they developed new methodologies in conversation with the disciplines of 

                                                
4 For helpful reviews of the labor literature, see Zachary Lockman, Workers and Working 
Classes in the Middle East: Struggles, Histories, Historiographies (Albany, N.Y.: SUNY 
Press, 1994); Donald Quataert and Eric Zürcher, Workers and the Working Class in the 
Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic (London: I.B. Tauris, 1995); Joel Beinin, 
Workers and Peasants in the Modern Middle East (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001); and Donald Quataert, “Labor History and the Ottoman Empire, C. 1700-
1922,” International Labor and Working Class 60 (2001): 93–109. For reviews of the 
“peasant studies” movement in Middle East studies, see Farhad Kazemi and John 
Waterbury, Peasants & Politics in the Modern Middle East (Miami, F.L.: Florida 
International University Press, 1991); Nicholas Hopkins and Kristen Westergaard, 
Directions of Change in Rural Egypt (Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, 1998); 
and Nicholas Hopkins and Reem Saad, “The Region of Upper Egypt: Identity and 
Change,” in Upper Egypt: Identity and Change, eds. Nicholas Hopkins and Reem Saad 
(Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, 2004). For studies of women and gender, see 
Lois Beck and Nikki Keddie, Women in the Muslim World (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1978); Judith Tucker, Women in Nineteenth-Century Egypt 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985); Madeline C. Zilfi ed., Women in the  
Ottoman Empire: Middle Eastern Women in the Early Modern Era (Leiden: Brill, 1997); 
and Lila Abu-Lughod, Remaking Women: Feminism and Modernity in the Middle East 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1998). For early studies of slavery in the 
Middle East, see Gabriel Baer, “Slavery and Its Abolition,” in Studies in the Social 
History of Modern Egypt, ed. Gabriel Baer (Chicago, I.L.: University of Chicago Press, 
1969), 161–89.;  
5 Kyle J. Anderson, “Lost and Found, Then Lost Again? The Social History of Workers 
and Peasants in the Modern Middle East,” History Compass 14 (2016): 582-593. 
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anthropology and political theory that sought to tease out the “social logic of the text” 

through close readings.6 For historians interested in studying the lives of illiterate 

workers and peasants—who produced goods and services rather than written texts 

available for us to read—the cultural turn presented a methodological problem; 

seemingly cut off from their ability to recover neglected actors as subjects of their own 

history, historians in the 1990s and 2000s began to focus on representations of workers, 

peasants, and others who were constituted as objects of state power, academic 

knowledge, and cultural hegemony.  

Since the 1990s, then, the historiography of workers and peasants in Middle East 

studies has been stuck at an epistemological impasse. On one hand, important works like 

Nathan Brown’s Peasant Politics in Modern Egypt (1990) and Reinhard Schūlze’s 

“Colonization and Resistance” (1991) evince a parochial conception of the peasantry 

when they deploy concepts like “rural Modes of Production” or “peasant moral 

economy” to explain contentious politics in the countryside at different places and times.7 

In one recent manifestation of this tendency, Zeinab Abul-Magd’s Imagined Empires 

(2013) argues that world empires from the Ottomans to the British “failed” to establish 

hegemony in the peripheral region of Upper Egypt, where romantic representations of 

“outlaws” and “bandits” kept alive an essential spirit of resistance among the people over 

                                                
6 Elizabeth A. Clark, History, Theory, Text: Historians and the Linguistic Turn 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004), 162. 
7 Nathan Brown, Peasant Politics in Modern Egypt: The Struggle Against the State (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1990); Reinhard Schülze, “Colonization and 
Resistance: The Egyptian Peasant Rebellion in 1919,” in Peasants and Politics in the 
Modern Middle East (Miami: Florida International University Press, 1991), 171–202. 
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the course of five centuries.8 On the other hand, recent studies adopting the approach of 

colonial discourse analysis, such as Omnia el-Shakry’s The Great Social Laboratory 

(2007) and Michael Gasper’s The Power of Representation (2009), have analyzed peasant 

political subjectivity in Egypt as an effect of the emergence of the modern state and the 

dissemination of certain national discourses or forms of knowledge production.9 The 

epistemological crossroads at which social historians of modern Egypt find themselves 

today has been summed up aptly by John Chalcraft: “the existing historiography, while 

varying the historical role, value, and meaning of peasant and state, preserves both as 

radically distinct, self-creating, and self-defining collective agents involved in zero-sum 

and violent antagonism.”10 

In this dissertation, I build off recent attempts to transcend this impasse, following 

a group of scholars in Middle East studies who have internalized the lessons of post-

structuralist criticism and nevertheless pushed ahead with the project of social history. 

These efforts focus neither on “recovering lost subject perspectives” nor on analyzing 

peasant subjectivity as an effect of modern forms of power, but rather, on the complex 

                                                
8 Zeinab Abul-Magd, Imagined Empires: A History of Revolt in Egypt (Berkeley, Calif.: 
University of California Press, 2013). For another recent example of what I call the 
“parochial” approach to studying the Egyptian peasantry, see Stephanie Anne Boyle and 
Stephanie Anne Boyle, “Sickness , Scoundrels and Saints : Tanta in the World and the 
World in Tanta 1856-1907 by” (Ph.D. Diss, Northeastern University, 2012). 
9 Omina El-Shakry, The Great Social Laboratory: Subjects of Knowledge in Colonial and 
Postcolonial Egypt (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2007); Michael Ezekiel 
Gasper, The Power of Representation: Publics, Peasants, and Islam in Egypt (Palo Alto: 
Stanford University Press, 2009). 
10 John Chalcraft, “Engaging the State: Peasants and Petitions in Egypt on the Eve of 
Colonial Rule,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 37 (2005): 303. Similar 
epistemological problems have emerged in a variety of fields since the last quarter of the 
20th century, including British Marxian labor history, Anglo-American feminism, and the 
“Subaltern Studies” school of colonial South Asian historiography. See Rosalind 
O’Hanlon, “Recovering the Subject Subaltern Studies and Histories of Resistance in 
Colonial South Asia,” Modern Asian Studies 22 (1988): 189–224. 
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and dialectical relationship between power and resistance as two poles in the constitution 

of political subjectivity. At its best, this approach brings to bear an understanding that 

modes of resistance are constructed within the interstices of systems of domination and 

subordination. Scholars included in this second wave of social history have studied a 

series of specific practices that bring rural peasant and central state into concrete 

relationship with one another at different places and times. Khaled Fahmy’s seminal book 

All the Pasha’s Men (1997) focuses in on Mehmet ‘Ali’s conscript army, which fought 

campaigns in Greece, the Hijaz, and Syria during the first half of the nineteenth century.11 

Beshara Doumani’s book Rediscovering Palestine (1995) traces the “social history of 

commodities” like olive oil as they made their way from the farmlands of Palestine to the 

markets of Europe and Istanbul.12 Similarly, Alan Mikhail’s book Nature and Empire in 

Ottoman Egypt (2011) shed light on the decentralized irrigation system that tied rural 

Egyptians to the Ottoman state in Istanbul and the modernizing state of Mehmet ‘Ali in 

Cairo.13 All of these works provide innovative social histories of institutions that tease 

out the mutually constitutive relations between elites on the one hand and workers and 

peasants on the other. Such close studies of institutions provide solid ground to explore 

the interconnections between global, regional, and local dynamics, and the variety of 

structured repertoires available for ordinary people to engage with—and potentially 

transform—the state.  

 

                                                
11 Khaled Fahmy, All the Pasha’s Men: Mehmed Ali, His Army and the Making of 
Modern Egypt, 2nd ed. (Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, 1997). 
12 Beshara Doumani, Rediscovering Palestine: Merchants and Peasants in Jabal Nablus, 
1700-1900, (Berkeley, C.A.: University of California Press, 1995). 
13 Mikhail, Nature and Empire in Ottoman Egypt: An Environmental History. 
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Colonialism and the Production of Logistical Space 

This dissertation analyzes the Egyptian Labor Corps (ELC) as one such practice that 

bound state and society together at a specific place and time. Moreover, I build off 

second wave social history in Middle East studies by bringing in theories from the field 

of critical geography that allow us to appreciate the political significance of the ELC 

through their work as logistical laborers. Although scholars in second wave social history 

like Fahmy, Doumani, and Mikhail have not necessarily been explicit about their 

relationship to recent advances in critical geography, I argue that their focus on the routes 

travelled by various people and things as they circulated through multiple spaces and 

transcended juridico-political borders has resonance with critical geographer Deborah 

Cowen’s recent book The Deadly Life of Logistics (2014). The book is a sweeping 

exploration and theorization of “logistical space,” which Cowen defines as “any 

assemblage of infrastructure, information, goods, and people dedicated to transporting 

supplies and material from one place to another.”14 Theorists of Capitalism as far back as 

Marx have recognized the primary importance of a logistical infrastructure in the 

reproduction of a capitalist economy—to the extent that transportation is necessary both 

in the process of production, as well as in bringing finished products to market.15 But 

Cowen’s great insight is to tie the production of logistical space to the prerogatives of the 

state—and especially, to its capacity to fight war. In this sense, logistical spaces are not 

fixed at some point on a map, but are better understood as lively or “vital” networks of 

circulation animating both economic production and military warfare alike. Cowen ties 

                                                
14 Deborah Cowen, The Deadly Life of Logistics: Mapping Violence in Global Trade 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 8–9. 
15 Ibid., 100. Also see Karl Marx, Capital, Vol. 2, (trans. Ernest Untermann) (Chicago: 
Charles H. Kerr & Co., 1913 [1887]) chap. 1. 
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this interconnection between military and commercial logics to the emergence of the 

concept of the “supply chain” in business management literature after World War II. But 

in this dissertation, I add a historical dimension to Cowen’s analysis, uncovering the links 

between military and commercial infrastructures in World War I, and in the decades 

leading up to it. 

 The production of logistical space and the consolidation of the modern state were 

inexorably intertwined processes in Egypt. Mehmet ‘Ali first mobilized corvée laborers 

on a massive scale in order to carry out the digging of the Mahmudiyya Canal (completed 

in 1827), which linked the natural Mediterranean seaport of Alexandria to the Nile Delta 

and facilitated the export of cotton and other agricultural produce.16 ‘Ali’s successors 

continued this trend of organizing massive public works projects, contracting with the 

English engineer Robert Stephenson to build Egypt’s first railway (finished in 1856), and 

the French engineer Ferdinand de Lesseps to build the Suez Canal (finished in 1869).17 

Throughout the 1860s and 70s, Egypt’s geo-strategic position grew in importance for the 

British Empire in particular, as Egyptian agriculturalists became some of the main 

suppliers of cotton to Lancashire textile mills, and the Suez Canal became the main artery 

for world shipping and transit to British India. After the British military invasion and 

occupation of Egypt in 1882, the new hybrid Anglo-Egyptian state continued the policy 

                                                
16 Mikhail discusses the construction of the canal thoroughly, see ibid., 242-290  
17 For a useful summary of the development of Egyptian railways, see Ziad Fahmy, 
Ordinary Egyptians: Creating the Modern Nation through Popular Culture (Palo Alto: 
Stanford University Press, 2011), 25–26. For more on the construction of the Suez Canal, 
see 'Atiyya al-Sarfi, Lamihat min Tarikihna al-'Umali wa-l-Niqabi (Cairo: Dar al-Thiqafa 
al-Jadida, 1981), chap. 3. 
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of “remunerative public works.”18 One of the first initiatives undertaken was the repair of 

the irrigation barrages at Rashid and Damyaṭ, which was immediately followed by the 

construction of the First Aswan Dam (completed in 1902).19  

In this dissertation, I argue that, in order to move past the epistemological 

problems outlined above, historians interested in studying the lives of workers and 

peasants in Egypt should shift their analysis to the transnational geographic scale of 

logistical space.  This shift has at least three benefits. First, it can supplant the old 

“center/periphery” spatial imaginary. Second, it can break down the usual distinction 

historians make between civil and military spheres of administration in colonial Egypt, 

because logistics was crucial to both war fighting and commercial trade in the British 

Empire. Finally, due to the fact that logistical infrastructures were built and maintained 

by laborers, their construction entailed important potentials and limitations for worker 

and peasant politics. Studying the production of logistical space, then, links transnational 

processes like empire-building and global war to micro-scale processes like labor 

recruitment and local politics. 

 

Transcending the Center/Periphery Spatial Imaginary 

Since the 1970s, scholars have often imagined the space of the global economy in terms 

of centers and peripheries, often originating in the advanced capitalist states of 

                                                
18 See Claire Jean Cookson-hills, “Engineering the Nile : Irrigation and the british empire 
in egypt , 1882-1914,” (Ph.D. Diss., Queen's University, 2013); Claire Cookson-hills, 
“Historical Perspectives on Whole-of-Government Approaches: The 1882 British 
Occupation of Egypt,” Canadian Army Journal, 15 (2013) 65-71. 
19 See Jennifer Derr, “Cultivating the State: Cash Crop Agriculture, Irrigation, and the 
Geography of Authority in Colonial Southern Egypt, 1868-1931” (Ph.D. diss., Stanford 
University, 2009). 
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Northwestern Europe and extending like the spokes of a bicycle wheel across the surface 

of the earth. This tendency was given impetus by Immanuel Wallerstein’s structural 

model of the global economy known as “world systems theory.” In his book The Modern 

World System (1974), Wallerstein argues that the first world economic system emerged in 

response to the crisis of feudalism in 16th-century Europe. According to Wallerstein, this 

system created an international division of labor between “core,” “semi-peripheral,” and 

“peripheral” regions. Northwestern Europe developed as the first core, with strong central 

governments, extensive bureaucracies, large armies, and urban manufacturing. 

Peripheries lacked strong central governments and exported raw agricultural materials to 

the core in ways that entailed a specific political economy of agrarian capitalism to 

develop in a similar fashion across the globe.20 In Middle East studies, a number of works 

have examined the political economy of Egypt and other states in the former Ottoman 

Empire in terms of “incorporation” or “peripheralization,” explicitly using Wallerstein’s 

model of the world system.21 

 Recent scholarship has pushed back against the world-system model, accusing it 

of being ahistorical, Eurocentric, and teleological. In his groundbreaking work of global 

political economy, The Great Divergence (2000), Kenneth Pomeranz shows that as 

                                                
20 Immanuel Wallerstein, The Modern World System: Capitalist Agriculture and the 
Origins of the European World Economy in the Sixteenth Century (New York: Academic 
Press, 1974). 
21 Mohammad Cachian, “The Effects of World Capitalist Economy on Urbanization in 
Egypt, 1800-1970,” International Journal of Middle East Studies, (1988): 23-43; Huri 
Islamoglu-Inan, The Ottoman Empire and the World Economy (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1987); Charles Issawi, An Economic History of the Middle East and 
North Africa (New York: Methuen, 1982); Sevket Pamuk, The Ottoman Empire and 
European Capitalism, 1820-1913: Trade, Investment and Production (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987); Roger Owen, The Middle East in the World 
Economy, 1800-1914 (London and New York: Methuen, 1981). 
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recently as the late 18th-century, East Asia and Europe exhibited striking parallels in life 

expectancy, consumption, product and factor markets, household organization, and 

ecology.22 A body of literature in Middle East studies has identified similar parallels 

between European political economy and that of the former Ottoman Empire. For 

example, in his book The Islamic Roots of Capitalism (1979), Peter Gran identified a 

series of books published in Ottoman Egypt on private property and exchange dating 

back to the 18th century, providing evidence of an indigenous mode of Capitalism that 

existed independently of Europe.23 Ken Cuno and Martha Mundy have followed up on 

this line of inquiry in their work, uncovering a great deal of evidence that private property 

and agrarian capitalism existed far earlier than we had previously thought.24 Rather than 

conceptualizing the global political economy in terms of a world-system centered on 

Northwestern Europe, these scholars depict a “polycentric world with no dominant 

center” through at least the beginning of the 19th-century.25 

In his innovative book On Time (2011), On Barak builds on this research, pushing 

the timeline even further back to reverse the causal directionality of the world-systems 

model. Barak points out that the long durée expansion of European trade and colonialism 

starting in the late 15th century was itself shaped by the monopoly of Muslim merchants 

in the Ottoman Empire over the major transregional trade routes to the East. In 1492, 

                                                
22 Kenneth Pomeranz, The Great Divergence: China, Europe, and the Making of the 
Modern World Economy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2000). 
23 Peter Gran, Islamic Roots of Capitalism (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 1979). 
24 Kenneth M. Cuno, “The Origins of Private Ownership of Land in Egypt: A 
Reappraisal,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 12 (1980): 245–75; Kenneth 
M. Cuno, The Pasha’s Peasants: Land, Society, and Economy in Lower Egypt 1740-1858 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992); Martha Mundy and Richard Saumarez 
Smith, Governing Property, Making the Modern State: Law, Administration and 
Production in Ottoman Syria (London: IB Tauris, 2007). 
25 Pomeranz, The Great Divergence, 4. 
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Christopher Columbus “discovered” the New World on a westward voyage across the 

Atlantic looking for an alternative to the overland trade route to the Indies.26 Six years 

later, Vasco de Gama completed the first European journey to India across the Cape of 

Good Hope, guided by a Muslim pilot.27 It was the development of these overseas trade 

routes through a series of spatial transformations that kick-started the “great divergence” 

between Northwestern Europe and the rest of the world in the 19th-century.28 Important 

spatial transformations included the development of a new West-East route via Egypt that 

gradually replaced the long sea voyage around Africa. If these developments were not 

centered on Egypt and the former Ottoman Empire, they had nevertheless coincided to 

create a perspective from which it made sense to refer to this space as the “Middle East.” 

According to Barak, this shows how “the geography we now deem natural was produced 

by … technologies of transportation and communication.”29 

 

The City and the Countryside 

Despite the efforts of scholars like Barak, the center/periphery spatial imaginary 

continues to cast a long shadow in the field of Middle East studies. In particular, scholars 

in the field tend to present the history of the major Arab and Islamic capital cities 

metonymically for social history writ-large. Historians of the Ottoman Empire have 

undertaken careful analyses of major cities including Damascus, Aleppo, Baghdad, 

                                                
26 On Barak, On Time (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011), 21. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Pomeranz, The Great Divergence. 
29 Barak, On Time, 21. 
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Mosul, Tunis, Istanbul, Salonica, and Beirut.30 In the case of Egypt, many scholars focus 

their analyses on Cairo and, to a lesser extent, Alexandria.31 Although one can and should 

write a critical geography of urban Cairo—or any other city—an excessive focus on the 

production of urban space can have distorting effects on our efforts to grasp the larger 

processes at play in history—as when Jens Hanssen writes, “modernity as I conceive 

it…is primarily an urban phenomenon.”32 

 Shifting the scale of our analyses to logistical space moves us past the obsessive 

focus on the urban “centers” and their corresponding “peripheries” by highlighting the 

interpenetration of these two supposedly separate and self-generating spaces. In his 

                                                
30 C.f. Philip Khoury, Urban Notables and Arab Nationalism: The Politics of Damascus, 
1860-1920, 1983; Andre Raymond, Grandes Villaes Arabes à L’époque Ottomane (Paris: 
Sindbad, 1985); Abraham Marcus, The Middle East on the Eve of Modernity: Aleppo in 
the 18th Century (New York: Columbia University Press, 1989).; Donald Preziosi 
Bierman, Irene A., Rifa’at A. Abou-El-Haj, The Ottoman City and Its Parts: Urban 
Structure and Social Order (New Rochelle, NY: A.D. Caratzas, 1991).; Fariba Zarinebaf-
Shahr, “The Role of Women in the Urban Economy of Istanbul, 1700-1850,” 
International Labor and Working Class, 2001, 104–29.; Thomas Philipp, Acre: The Rise 
and Fall of a Palestinian City, 1730-1831 (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2001).; Jens Hanseen, Fin de Siècle Beirut. The Making of an Ottoman Provincial 
Capital, 2005; Brant William Downes, “Constructing the Modern Ottoman Waterfront: 
Salonica and Beirut in the Late Nineteenth Century” (Ph.D. Diss, Stanford University, 
2007); Kristin Vanessa Monroe, “Civic Cartographies: Space, Power, and Public Culture 
in Beirut” (Ph.D. Diss, Stanford University, 2009); Çiğdem Kafescioğlu, 
“Constantinopolis/Istanbul: Cultural Encounter, Imperial Vision, and the Construction of 
the Ottoman Capital” (University Park, Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 2009). 
31 For just a few of the many historical studies centered on Cairo, see Gabriel Baer, 
“Popular Revolt in Ottoman Cairo,” Der Islam 54, no. 213–42 (1977); Mary Ann Fay, 
“From Concubines to Capitalists: Women, Property and Power in Eighteenth-Century 
Cairo,” Journal of Women’s History 19, no. 3 (1998): 118–40; Fahmy, Ordinary 
Egyptians: Creating the Modern Nation through Popular Culture; Nancy Y. Reynolds, A 
City Consumed: Urban Commerce, the Cairo Fire, and the Politics of Decolonization in 
Egypt (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2012). For the production of space in 
Alexandria, see Michael J. Reimer, “Colonial Bridgehead: Social and Spatial Change in 
Alexandria, 1850-1882,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 20, no. 4 (1988): 
531–53. 
32 Hanssen, Fin de Siècle Beirut. The Making of an Ottoman Provincial Capital, 8. 
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important book Speed and Politics (1977) the French theorist and philosopher of urban 

space Paul Virilio laments the fact that social theorists too often forget that the city is 

“but a stopover, a point on the synoptic path of a trajectory.”33 Instead of ending their 

analyses at the arbitrary borders of the city—or, by extension, the nation-state—critical 

geographers interested in the production of logistical space focus on Railways, rivers, 

roads, and migrants that cut across borders and facilitate future flows of goods and people 

for war and commerce. Rather than seeing cities as static entities, an approach attentive to 

logistical space would cities as a convergence of infrastructures that enable vital flows of 

people and materials. Analyzing logistics spaces forces us to draw new boundaries 

around these networks of circulation, “recasting the inside/outside of state space” and 

introducing contingency and multiplicity into the previously unitary conceptions of the 

state and rural society.34 Studies that operate exclusively within the realm of urban space 

can only claim to represent a small portion of the historical experience of the Middle East 

and Egypt in particular, as the demographic majority in the region has historically tended 

to live in small towns and villages. 35  The study of logistical space shifts this 

historiographical and theoretical imbalance, bringing urban and rural spaces together in a 

unified analysis grounded in concrete practices.  

 

Colonialism as a Spatial Process 

Like many other phenomena, British colonialism in Egypt has been conceptualized in 

terms of the center/periphery spatial imaginary. This has had important implications for 

                                                
33 Paul Virilio, Speed and Politics (Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2006 [1977]), 31. 
34 Cowen, The Deadly Life of Logistics: Mapping Violence in Global Trade, 4. 
35 Mikhail, Nature and Empire in Ottoman Egypt: An Environmental History. 
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our understanding of colonialism as such. Considering center and periphery to be sui 

generis spaces, earlier generations of historians saw colonialism as a political system in 

which one state or entity in the center subordinates another in the periphery. Later 

generations of historians, influenced by the cultural turn, conceptualized colonialism as 

primarily a cultural phenomenon. These studies traced how certain ideas were 

disseminated in both dominant and subjugated populations, and they explored the nuance 

and richness of these ideas through the interpretation of cultural products.  

Both the political and the cultural understandings of colonialism have a troubling 

tendency to collapse into discussions of identity, which obscure the political possibilities 

for transforming the colonial order. On the first count, if we understand colonialism as a 

political system in which peripheries are governed by an imperial center, then the grant of 

self-government to individuals with an identity that can be associated with the periphery 

is seen as the end of colonialism. On the second count, if we understand colonialism as an 

invasion of “foreign” ideas, then the remedy calls for a purification of the cultural field 

through a revival of ideas and cultural forms that are “true” to the “identity” of the 

dominated community. As Frederick Cooper and Rogers Brubaker have shown in 

Colonialism in Question (2005), identity has been invoked in a number of conflicting 

ways in the history of colonialism and social science, which often serve to reify imagined 

political communities and obscure analytical thought.36  

 In contrast to the political or cultural understandings of colonialism, scholars 

influenced by critical geography analyze colonialism as a set of practices that happen in 

                                                
36 Rogers Brubaker and Frederick Cooper, “Beyond 'identity,'" in Colonialism in 
Question, (Frederick Cooper ed.), (Berkeley, C.A.: University of California Press, 2005), 
59-90. 
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space. For example, in his pioneering study Colonising Egypt (1988), Timothy Mitchell 

defines colonialism as “the spread of a political order that inscribes in the social world a 

new conception of space, new forms of personhood, and a new means of manufacturing 

the experience of the real (emphasis mine).”37 Similarly, Cowen defines colonialism as 

“the recalibration of international space by globalized market logics, transnational actors, 

and a networked geography of capital, goods, and human flows.” 38  In his book 

Thirdspace (1996), Edward Soja argues that critical geographers’ understanding of 

colonialism as a spatial process is not merely incidental or a matter of personal 

preference:  

All social relations become real and concrete, a part of our lived social existence, 

only when they are spatially ‘inscribed’—that is, concretely represented—in the 

social production of social space. Social reality is not just coincidentally spatial, 

exisiting “in” space, it is presuppositionally and ontologically spatial. There is no 

unspatialized social reality. There are no aspatial social processes.39 

This is not to repudiate the important work done by historians working in political or 

cultural frameworks for understanding colonialism. It is only to emphasize that political 

and cultural developments take place in space, and so scholars interested in these 

phenomena should be attentive to their spatial manifestations. A focus on culture or 

politics without also studying how these phenomena play themselves out in social 

                                                
37 Timothy Mitchell, Colonising Egypt (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), 
ix. 
38 Cowen, The Deadly Life of Logistics: Mapping Violence in Global Trade, 8. 
39 Edward Soja, Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined 
Places (Malden, M.A.: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 1996), 46. 
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relationships between actors at specific places and times can only account for part of the 

story.  

 

The Production of Space at the Scale of Logistics 

The history of colonialism is thus a history of spatial transformations. In order to 

understand these spatial transformations, this dissertation employs the theoretical 

framework of Henri Lefebvre in his landmark book The Production of Space (1974) to 

understand space, not as a natural given or an empty container, but as the product of 

historically developing social relationships. Instead of imagining space in terms of 

centers and peripheries, Lefebvre’s framework offers a triad based on “the three moments 

of social space”: spatial practice, representations of space, and representational spaces 

(i.e. spaces of representation).40 First, “spatial practice” refers to the material spaces in 

the physical world, and the ways in which those spaces are occupied and inhabited by 

subjects working to understand, manipulate, and “decipher” their surroundings.41 Second, 

“representations of space” refers to the products of the dominant class of intellectuals in 

society, who identify certain spatial practices with “knowledge (savoir)” and thereby 

authorize them as normal and natural in official products.42 Third, “representational 

spaces,” or “spaces of representation,” refers to conceptual spaces like the planes of 

Euclidean geometry and the set of real numbers, which allow for the imagination to 

appropriate material space and transform it for its own ends. Lefebvre reminds us that the 

distinction between these three moments “must … be handled with considerable caution,” 

                                                
40 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, ed. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Blackwell, 
1991), 38–40. 
41 Ibid., 38. 
42 Ibid., 38-40. 
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lest we defeat the purpose of his theoretical framework: “to rediscover the unity of the 

productive process.”43  

Lefebvre’s spatial triad provides a more nuanced understanding of how British 

colonialism unfolded in Egypt. British officials belonged largely to the class of 

“scientists, planners, urbanists, technocratic subdividers, and social engineers” that 

produce representations of space. But Lefebvre also calls attention to the disjunction 

between representations of space on the one hand, and spatial practice on the other, which 

is the experience of space as lived by its inhabitants. There is a significant gap between 

the concrete experiences of ordinary people and the routes that they are supposed to 

travel according to the abstract plans of representations. Analyses of the production of 

space thus force us to explore the gap that emerged between representations of space and 

spatial practice when colonial officials encountered attempted to realize their abstract 

visions in the material world. For Lefebvre, the dominant group in society never 

unilaterally defines the production of space. Instead, the process is the influenced by 

“relationships between groups,” and we should not be surprised when a “space-related 

issue spurs collaboration…. around some particular counter-project or counter-plan, 

promoting a counter-space in opposition to the one embodied in strategies of power 

(emphasis mine).”44 In the course of this dissertation, I uncover a variety of counter-

spaces that were created by ELC laborers as they moved from their villages, to the fields 

of battle in Europe and the Middle East, and back home again during the 1919 revolution. 

Thus, while Lefebvre’s spatial triad is most often applied to the study of urban 

space, in this dissertation, I use it to study the production of a different kind of space: 

                                                
43 Ibid., 42. 
44 Ibid.,380–81. 
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logistical space. Logistical spaces incorporate cities—the favorite subject of Lefebvre—

and Cowen devotes an entire chapter of her book to discussing cities as “centers of 

circulation.”45 But logistical spaces are first and foremost trans-local networks, knitting 

together multiple sites with infrastructures, ideas, and laborers all working together to 

facilitate the unceasing movement of things. Cowen conceives of logistics space in 

almost biological terms, complete with imperatives to maintain “circulation” and build 

“resilience” in order to sustain not only the life of the population, but also the logistical 

system itself.46 In this dissertation, I will follow the paths of ELC laborers from their 

villages in Egypt to the lines of supply and communication in Europe and the Middle 

East during World War I in order to trace the contours of a unique form of logistical 

space that arose during a consequential period of Egyptian history. 

 

The Politics of Logistical Labor 

Finally, shifting analyses of social history to the scale of logistics space brings historians 

face-to-face with the logistical laborers who do the actual work of building the 

infrastructures that enable vital logistical flows. The built environment of logistics space 

crystallizes the labor of logistical workers, so that their efforts at a single point in time 

can continue adding value to the production process long after energy has been expended 

in construction.47 In this sense, logistical laborers provide extra value to the production 

process out of proportion to their demographic weight. This unique position occupied by 

                                                
45 Cowen, The Deadly Life of Logistics: Mapping Violence in Global Trade, 165. 
46 Ibid., 3. 
47 Marx, Capital, Vol. 2. Ch. 1; Cowen, The Deadly Life of Logistics: Mapping Violence 
in Global Trade, 100. 
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logistical laborers comes with certain inherent limitations, as well as tactical 

opportunities. 

 In terms of political opportunities, the close proximity to and awareness of vital 

logistical infrastructures gives logistical laborers a unique ability to strike a blow at the 

heart of the state. Logistical laborers can leverage their position in the networks of 

circulation that animate commercial and military activity and create “impassable 

chokepoints that have ripple effects through entire systems of production and 

distribution.”48 In his article “Logisitics, Counterlogistics, and the Communist Prospect” 

(2013), Jasper Bernes charts the coordinates of an emerging field of “counter-logistics,” 

which echoes Lefebvre’s notion of a “counter-space.” Counter-logistics includes a variety 

of tactics that Bernes predicts “might assume an importance equal to the strike in the 

coming years,” such as blockades and “occupations of public space and struggles over 

urban and rural environments remade to become better conduits for flows of labor and 

capital.”49 But the study of ELC laborers shows us that Bernes need not speak in the 

future tense; already in the period from 1914-1919, Egyptian logistical laborers were 

developing novel political tactics to contest the flow of migrant laborers out of the 

countryside. This dissertation uncovers accounts of massive unrest throughout the 

countryside in the summer of 1918. This spate of violence pre-dated the 1919 revolution 

and caused the colonial state to undertake a 180-degree shift in its labor recruitment and 

conscription practices at the end of World War I, setting the stage for later rural unrest. 

                                                
48 Cowen, The Deadly Life of Logistics, 94. 
49 Jasper Bernes, “Logistics, Counterlogistics, and the Communist Prospect,” Endnotes, 
no. 3 (2013). 
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In terms of political limitations, the important role played by logistical laborers in 

networks of circulation makes them targets of increasingly effective and intrusive 

techniques of state control. Cowen details a number of cases in which the physical bodies 

of logistical laborers have become sites for efforts to increase the speed and resiliency of 

circulation. For example, in the United States post-9/11, state initiatives falling under the 

purview of “homeland security” have mapped out standard movements for Transportation 

Security Administration (TSA) workers.50 In this sense, the production of logistical space 

also takes place at the micro-scale of the body of the laborer. The spatial ordering of 

bodies was a consistent feature of 19th-century technologies of domination that emerged 

out of the colonial experience, such as Jeremy Bentham’s plan for the “panopticon.” 

Michel Foucault has theorized these techniques as aspects of a form of “biopolitical” 

power that “seems all the less ‘corporal’ in that it is more subtly ‘physical.’”51 According 

to Cowen, efforts to manipulate the bodies of logistical laborers through the deployment 

of spatial techniques “rewrite the limits of state surveillance and supplant labor 

protections … without presenting [themselves] as labor law.”52 For this reason, Cowen 

describes logistical space as “a space that is at once bio-, necro-, and antipolitical.”53 

Cowen finds that those who aim to contest logistical flows “face the raw force of rough 

trade without recourse to normal laws and protections.”54  

We can see Cowen’s theory corroborated by Egyptian history in the British 

response to rural violence during the 1919 revolution, which guarded against the sabotage 

                                                
50 Cowen, The Deadly Life of Logistics: Mapping Violence in Global Trade, 91–128. 
51 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1995), 177. 
52 Ibid., 123. 
53 Ibid., 4. 
54 Ibid. 
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of logistical infrastructure in the countryside through the deployment of violent force 

while simultaneously placating and negotiating with the nationalist activists who sought 

to represent Egypt at the Paris Peace Conference. After negotiations stalled, the British 

unilaterally withdrew their protectorate of Egypt in 1922. Even after another round of 

negotiations in 1936, the British reserved a special place for their troops in the Suez 

Canal zone. The continued presence of British troops to guard the Suez Canal—which 

was described by one British veteran of World War I as “the great artery through which 

the best of the life’s blood of our Empire flows”55—is a clear example of the “anti-

politics” of logistical space. The British were willing to negotiate on a number of points, 

but when it came to their logistical imperatives, there was no question of compromise.  

Shifting our analysis to the scale of logistical space thus better allows us to 

appreciate the political potentials and limitations confronted by workers and peasants in 

Egypt under British colonialism. Because of Egypt’s crucial position in the logistical 

network of the British Empire, logistical laborers and the communities from which they 

were drawn had the potential to constitute a major threat to imperial commercial and 

military capabilities. But this position also meant that certain spaces within the territorial 

borders of what became the Egyptian nation-state were reserved as imperatives of the 

British Empire. Although Egyptian nationalist politicians ultimately ascended to the 

heights of the state apparatus after 1922, the logistical flows of the British Empire were 

by and large unchanged. 

 

 

                                                
55 Sejeant-Major RAMC, With the RAMC in Egypt (London: Cassell and Company, Ltd., 
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Sources and Methodology 

This dissertation is the result of a multi-sited research project, during which I assembled 

sources in three languages from four countries. The backbone of the narrative is taken 

from the sources I collected in London, at the British National Archives, the Imperial 

War Museum, and the British National Library. With a representative of the Foreign 

Office in Cairo and numerous commercial and military interests in Egypt, the British 

were in a unique position to observe and shape events on the ground during the period 

under study. Furthermore, because there was a British Adviser in each ministry, the 

British archives contain the internal correspondence of the Egyptian government, 

including telegrams sent between the Egyptian Prime Minister in Cairo and the officials 

in the Ministry of Interior located in the provinces. The sources from the British National 

Archives are mainly in English, but some are also in French, which was the official 

language of the Egyptian government at the time, as well as Arabic, which was the 

language of the majority in Egypt. Because of the breadth and depth of the British 

sources on Egypt, they constitute an important base of research for historians interested in 

this period. 

 But the colonial archives also present a series of problems. Focused on a narrowly 

defined set of “interests,” the colonial state did not pay much attention to the social lives 

of most ordinary Egyptian unless there was some pressing reason to do so. Due to this 

feature of the colonial archive, historians interested in the lives of everyday workers and 

peasants have been drawn to studying violent insurgencies, since these are some of the 
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only times colonial administrators focused on ordinary people.56 In his book Weapons of 

the Weak (1985) James C. Scott criticized historians who pursue this kind of research for 

romanticizing large, violent uprisings and ignoring the more mundane acts of resistance 

like work slow downs, desertion, or other phenomena that the state classifies as 

“criminality.”57 In this sense, Scott implores researchers to read their sources “against the 

grain,” by teasing out the ways that powerful actors represent objects of discourse and 

resisting the impulse to take the words of the author at face value. Pushing this line of 

epistemological critique further in her essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1988), Gayatri 

Spivak looked at the doubly oppressed position of the peasant woman under colonialism 

to argue that certain perspectives are entirely closed off to the historian trying to access 

them through the colonial archive.58  

 I have attempted to deal with these problems in two main ways. First, I address 

Scott’s criticisms by supplementing the colonial archive wherever possible with primary 

sources from other perspectives to help piece together a fuller picture of life for workers 

and peasants in colonial Egypt. I read all these sources “against the grain”—refusing to 

take the author’s word as the truth, and seeking out the contradictions, silences, and gaps 

in the logic of the text. I also collected a number of sources from contemporary Egyptian 

popular culture, such as songs, poems, theater, and films, which were couched in the 

popular idiom of Egyptian colloquial Arabic. As such, they were more accessible to the 

                                                
56 Ranajit Guha, Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insurgency in Colonial India (Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 1983). 
57 James C. Scott, Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1985). 
58 Gayatri Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg 
(eds.), Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture (Basingstoke: Macmillan Education, 
1988), 271-313. 
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masses of illiterate Egyptians. Workers and peasants in the ELC were especially known 

for their proclivities towards singing and theater, so these sources give us a better sense 

of how events were viewed from the perspective of the laborers themselves. Furthermore, 

many of these popular culture sources were heavily critical of British colonialism and, as 

such, constitute the kinds of “hidden transcripts of resistance” on which Scott focuses in 

his study. 

 Second, in response to Spivak’s critique, I can only acknowledge the 

epistemological limits of this study. In particular, because ELC laborers were defined by 

law as young men between the ages of 15 and 45, a study of the ELC can tell us little 

about the lives of women during this period. I have endeavored to detail the impact of the 

ELC on the lives of rural women whenever possible, but the archival sources I have 

assembled have few words to say on the subject. To the extent that women are 

mentioned, it is usually in connection with the families of the laborers. Future research is 

needed to examine the impact of World War I on women in rural Egypt. Similar work has 

already been done on Syria and Lebanon, including Najwa al-Qattan’s recent article 

“When Mother’s Ate Their Children” (2014), which reads songs, poems, plays, novels, 

memoirs and histories written over the course of the 20th century in order to shed light on 

the human experiences of famine in the Ottoman Arab provinces during World War I.59 

 In general, my method is to check the validity of the British sources by comparing 

their observations to three other main groups of primary sources. The first group is the 

Egyptian sources, which include the popular culture sources detailed above, as well as 

                                                
59 Najwa al-Qattan, “When Mothers Ate Their Children: Wartime Memory and the 
Language of Food in Syria and Lebanon,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 
46 (2014): 719-736. 
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contemporary press reports and memoirs from firsthand witnesses in Arabic. While these 

provide more mundane details on everyday life and more intensive reporting on rural 

criminality, press sources present their own problems, especially because British martial 

law during World War I subjected the press to heavy censorship. The second group is the 

American missionary sources contained in the archives of the YMCA. The YMCA was 

very active in Egypt during World War I, serving tea and hot cocoa to the troops on the 

front in the Sinai and Palestine and catering to troops on leave in Cairo and Alexandria. 

Because of their missionary activities, the YMCA sources tend to be interested in 

subjects that the British sources ignore, such as the eating habits and sexual proclivities 

of troops and laborers. The YMCA archive also contains personal photographs of 

American missionaries that can provide an interesting look at social dynamics in the 

camps. The third group of sources I use to check the validity of the British observers’ 

conclusions is the French state archives. I visited the French National Archives and 

Foreign Ministry Archives in order to get the French perspective on the events in 

question. In some cases, these archives preserve petitions from Egyptian notables that 

complain of British abuses. In many other senses, they corroborate the British sources. 

Finally, to provide background information and context for how all these source bases fit 

together, I read widely in the English and Arabic secondary literatures. Through this 

method of multi-sited triangulation, I was able to reconstruct the network that recruited, 

transported, and sustained ELC laborers during World War I. 
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The Plan of the Present Work 

This dissertation unfolds in five temporally and spatially organized chapters. Each 

chapter begins by tracing the routes travelled by different historical actors as they 

traversed the logistical spaces of the British Empire in the early 20th-century. Chapter 

One traces the origins of the idea to found an Egyptian Labor Corps and provides an 

overview of the scope of the conflict during World War I. British imperial campaigns of 

the 18th- and 19th-centuries often drew from the surrounding population to provide the 

labor necessary for military logistics. At the outbreak of World War I in 1914, British 

officials again looked to their colonies in order to provide the logistical labor they 

needed. But British decision-makers had never seen a war like World War I. The vast 

geographic scope of the conflict put military authorities into contact with a conjuncture of 

environmental and ecological conditions that presented unique logistical problems. These 

problems could only be confronted with recourse to more logistical laborers, and British 

military authorities thus found themselves trapped in an upward spiral of demand for 

fresh recruits from the colonies. 

 The next three chapters follow the laborers on their journey from their home 

villages to serve in the theaters of battle in Europe and the Middle East during World War 

I. Chapter Two covers the recruitment network established by the colonial state to meet 

the demands of wartime logistics for laboring bodies. Colonial officials began by 

working through the existing system of labor contracting, but by 1918, they soon resorted 

to the old method of the corvée. I trace the evolution of ELC recruitment from 1915 to 

1918, paying close attention to the role played by the ‘umād and other local officials in 
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the countryside, as well efforts by potential laborers and their surrounding communities 

to resist recruitment—by any means necessary.  

 Chapter Three follows the laborers from recruitment to their ultimate destination 

working on the lines of supply and communication in Europe and the Middle East. 

Conveying these laborers from their home villages to the faraway conflict zones entailed 

a number of spatial transformations that would have lasting effects on our map of the 

world. ELC laborers built a “bridge of steel and water” over the Sinai Peninsula, 

connecting Cairo to Jerusalem and laying the foundations for the British occupation of 

Palestine during the Mandate period. They also transformed their bodies through medical 

examinations, sanitation routines, new clothes, and a regimented life. By the time 

laborers arrived at the site of their service, they had undergone a spatial shift that was 

also a shift in bodily comportment. 

 Chapter Four delves deep into the life of the ELC laborers during their wartime 

service. Egyptian laborers and their non-white compatriots from across the globe were 

subject to racism at the hands of their white officers. But I argue that this racist ideology, 

which was a defining feature of colonialism, could only be put into practice in discrete 

spaces: the space of the camp, the city, the boat, or the train. So-called “colored labor 

corps” were segregated, hemmed in, and channeled through a variety of spatial 

techniques that marked them out as racial others. I uncover these techniques as they were 

put into practice in France, Palestine, Gallipoli, and Mesopotamia. I also examine a 

variety of strong responses to this maltreatment, as ELC laborers undertook a variety of 

protests, strikes, and mutinies during their service. 
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 Chapter Five shifts the scene to the territory of the emerging Egyptian nation-

state, and follows the events of the 1919 revolution as they unfolded after the war. First, 

we trace the relationship between the ELC, the elite nationalist activists who sought to 

represent Egypt at the Paris Peace conference, and the emerging field of national popular 

culture during the war. Then, we examine the rural unrest that took place in the 

countryside as part of the 1919 revolution, highlighting the complex and nuanced 

relationship between rural violence and the nationalist movement. While nationalists 

coordinated with the rural movements, concentrated attacks on logistical infrastructures 

functioned practically to close off local communities. The spring of 1919 witnessed a 

flowering of counter-spaces and counter-logistical networks that disrupted the normal 

functioning of the colonial state. While most of these heterodox movements were crushed 

by the British response, they created the leverage necessary to bring colonial authorities 

to negotiate with nationalist activists. I examine these developments and analyze their 

implications for understanding the production of logistical space during Egypt’s 

transition from British protectorate to quasi-independent nation-state.  
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CHAPTER 1  

THE ORIGINS OF THE IDEA 

The “Lord Kitchener Wants YOU” campaign was perhaps the most famous image used 

by the British Government to recruit soldiers for World War I (see Figure 1.1). The 

image—which was featured on magazine covers, postcards, and posters—depicted Lord 

Herbert Kitchener, the newly appointed Secretary of War, staring straight ahead and 

pointing forward. The image of Kitchener was “an emblem of British masculinity,” with 

his thick mustache, Field Marshal cap, and court dress jacket.1 His outstretched index 

finger seemed to leap off the page at readers, 30,000 of whom would volunteer to join the 

British army within the first month of the war.2 The campaign was so successful that it 

soon inspired imitations in the United States and the Soviet Union. 

What is striking about the centrality of Kitchener in British policy and public 

imagination during the early years of World War I was not so much his dashing figure as 

the unique route he travelled to reach this central position. When the war broke out in 

August 1914, Kitchener happened to be in London on his summer leave from Egypt. At 

the time, he was serving as the top foreign diplomat on the ground in charge of British 

policy in Egypt. Before his appointment to this position in 1911, he had served as sirdār, 

or commander of the Egyptian army and Governor-General of Anglo-Egyptian Sudan. 

With this record, Kitchener could boast a distinguished career in service to His Majesty’s 

Government in Egypt and throughout the British Empire. Indeed, it was his success in 

                                                
1 Jane Tynan, Men in Khaki: British Army Uniform and the First World War (London: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 35. 
2 Peter Young and J.P. Lawford, History of the British Army (London: Littlehampton 
Book Services, 1970), 216. 
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these imperial “peripheries” that apparently made him qualified to run the war in the first 

place in the eyes of his colleagues and the British public. 

 A year after Kitchener’s journey from Egypt to London ended with his being 

elevated to Secretary of War, thousands of Egyptians from the ELC began making similar 

voyages to Europe along the same route, destined to serve as logistical laborers to support 

the British war machine. This chapter traces the origins of the decision, made by men like 

Kitchener and his successors in Cairo, to enlist these Egyptians in the war effort. Why did 

the British decide to enroll Egyptians to help them in the Great War? How did this 

decision develop over time? And what caused the demand that had to be met with a 

supply of laborers from abroad?  

My answer to these questions starts from the fundamental assumption that ideas, 

like people, traversed through networked global spaces. Specifically, this chapter argues 

that the British decision to form the ELC (along with other so-called “Native Labor 

Corps” in other parts of the globe) came at the intersection of the history of British 

military logistics and the geography of the new, global war that unfolded after 1914 on 

the other hand. The decision to form the ELC, rather than being implemented wholesale 

from the top down, evolved in an ad-hoc way as the topographies of the various theaters 

of the war presented unique logistical challenges. The British needed manpower to 

overcome these challenges, and a long tradition of military practice combined with the 

exigencies of geography led military authorities to look to Egypt as one source of 

laboring bodies. Laborers were, in turn, combined with infrastructures and ideas to 

produce a new kind of logistical space that fueled the British army during World War I.  
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This chapter will elucidate this argument in two main ways. First, it will look at 

the history of British colonial wars in the lead up to World War I to find precedents for 

the use of so-called “Native Labor.” The British constructed their empire through a series 

of military campaigns in which they drew on local laborers, or imported foreign laborers 

from India and China, to provide the manpower necessary to build infrastructures like 

roads and ports for their army. As these techniques proved successful at overcoming 

logistical challenges in one campaign, they were implemented and tested in other parts of 

the Empire. In this way, the decision to recruit laborers from Egypt was influenced by 

events in places as far flung as India, the Caribbean, and South Africa. This brief history 

of British military logistics in the lead-up to World War I illustrates the networked nature 

of an imperial space in which Egypt was as likely to borrow influences from Delhi as 

from London. In this sense, charting the networked flows of logistical space becomes a 

fruitful avenue for historians accustomed to looking at center/periphery dynamics. 

After tracing the history of British military logistics in the lead up to World War I, 

the rest of the chapter will proceed by focusing on the various fields of battle in World 

War I in which logistical difficulties were surmounted with the help of Egyptian labor. It 

starts with the Western Front, where ELC companies served in military ports in France 

and Italy, helping to supply troops fighting the German and Austro-Hungarian forces in 

the trenches. It then shifts to the various theaters in the Middle East and Eastern 

Mediterranean, where the British struggled against the Ottoman Empire. The Ottomans 

began the war with a series of attempts to harass the British in Egypt from their Eastern, 

Western, and Southern flanks. But the British launched their own offensives against the 

Ottomans in the Dardanelles, Mesopotamia, and the Levant. Egyptians were important in 
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all these campaigns, but it was the Syria/Palestine Theater—which featured a long 

advance through the Sinai desert—that ultimately employed the most Egyptians. In each 

theater, demand for Egyptians was driven by a combination of imperial traditions and 

geographic exigencies, such as Egypt’s proximity to Ottoman Syria and its central 

location on East-West shipping routes. Tracing the production of logistical space for the 

British army during World War I thus allows for a unified analysis of the historical and 

geographic influences that were brought to bear on British decision-making. 

 

Violence, Trade, and British Rule in Egypt 

By the time World War I broke out in 1914, de facto British influence cloaked in de jure 

Ottoman sovereignty had been the norm in Egypt for over 80 years. In 1832, the British 

brokered a deal that saved the Ottoman Empire by halting the advance of the Egyptian 

army on Istanbul. During the Second Egyptian-Ottoman war of 1839-40, the British 

forced an Egyptian retreat after a naval bombardment and small land invasion at the 

Eastern Mediterranean port of Acre, which was occupied by the Egyptian army at the 

time. After this display of military force, Mehmet ‘Ali accepted the terms of the Treaty of 

London, which gave his lineage permanent control over Egypt and the Sudan, reduced 

the size and scope of the Egyptian army, and created the title of “Khedive” to denote the 

special status of the rulers of Egypt as hereditary vassals of the Ottoman Empire.  

British commercial and imperial interests in Egypt grew after this and throughout 

the middle of the 19th century. During the “Cotton Boom” of 1861-1865, Egypt became 

one of the main suppliers of cotton to the Lancashire textile mills that were so crucial to 

the development of British industry. As more and more European cash was pumped into 
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Egypt, the Khedives began to spend lavishly on personal and public endeavors, and took 

out loans from European financiers in order to do so.3 Perhaps the most grandiose project 

was the building of the Suez Canal by French contractors. By allowing ships to travel 

between the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean without circumnavigating Africa, the 

Canal reduced the distance to British India by about 7,000 km (4,300 mi). But when the 

loans that financed all of this spending finally became due, the Egyptian state was unable 

to repay them. In an early attempt to raise the cash necessary to pay back his European 

creditors, the Khedive auctioned off a 40% stake in the Suez Canal Company in 1875. 

The British Government bought it up, making them the largest single shareholder in the 

company and further entrenching their interests in Egypt. 

 Discontent with creeping British colonialism and stultifying Ottoman rule 

eventually led to the ‘Urabi revolt, which began as a military rebellion but soon gained 

popular support.4 The revolt was led by a colonel in the Egyptian army named Ahmad 

‘Urabi, who, with the help of his compatriots in the army, deposed the Khedive, worked 

to restructure Egyptian debt re-payments, and threatened the Suez Canal.5 The British 

responded to this perceived threat to their interests by dispatching the military and 

launching a short colonial war in Egypt. Between 11 July and 13 July 1882, the British 

navy bombarded Alexandria. Then, a large British Expeditionary Force landed on the 

shore, using Alexandria as their base of operations. When the British initially began their 

                                                
3 For the story of Edouard Dervieu, the Frenchman who was the private banker to the 
Khedive of Egypt from 1858-1868, see David Landes, Bankers and Pashas (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1958). 
4 For a social history of the ‘Urabi revolution, see Juan Cole, Colonialism and Revolution 
in the Middle East (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993). 
5 Claire Cookson-Hills, “Historical Perspectives on Whole-of-Government Approaches: 
The 1882 British Occupation of Egypt,” Canadian Army Journal 15 (2013): 65-71. 
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advance from Alexandria, they were repelled by the ‘Urabist forces entrenched at Kafr al-

Duwwar in the Nile Delta. The British then launched a second advance from the Suez 

Canal zone down towards Cairo. This finally proved successful at the Battle of Tal al-

Kabir on September 13, 1882, when the British army slaughtered thousands of ‘Urabist 

troops while only losing fifty-seven of their own men.6 

 A unique combination of military occupation and colonial governance followed 

this invasion. The British government supervised its administration of Egypt through the 

Foreign Office—not the Colonial Office, India Office, or War Office, as in other parts of 

the British Empire.7 The highest-ranking British official on the ground in Egypt held the 

title “Consul-General.” For twenty-four years, between 1883 and 1907, Sir Evelyn Baring 

(Lord Cromer) held this position. Although a relative of the deposed Khedive was 

installed as the titular head of government, Cromer had de-facto responsibility for 

administering the country. He appointed British Advisers to the different Egyptian 

ministries, and their “advice” soon became policy without technically unseating the 

existing Egyptian administrators. 8  The Advisers Cromer appointed were almost all 

middle- and upper-class British and Anglo-Indian men from both civilian and military 

                                                
6 For a description of the battle, see British National Archives (BNA) “Report on the 
Battle of Tel-el-Kebir,” accessed September 17, 2015, 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/battles/egypt/popup/telel4.htm. 
7 In the course of World War I, this unique status of Egypt was signified by the fact that 
Egypt was the only major participant in the war that was neither an independent ally nor 
an official member of the British Empire, but a “protectorate.” 
8 Robert Tignor, Modernization and British colonial rule in Egypt, 1882-1914, 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966); Cookson-Hills, “Historical Perspectives on 
Whole-of-Government Approaches”: 66; Jennifer Leslee Derr, “Cultivating the State: 
Cash Crop Agriculture, Irrigation, and the Geography of Authority in Colonial Southern 
Egypt, 1868-1931” (PhD Diss., Stanford University, 2009). 



 
 

 37 

backgrounds.9 The Egyptian army was also Anglicized through the appointment of 

British officers to command Egyptian soldiers. The British officers answered to the 

Sirdār, rather than the Egyptian military hierarchy.10  

This brief sketch of the history of the invasion and occupation of Egypt throws 

into stark relief the alliance of military and commercial logics at work in British 

colonialism. The British had a strong interest in Egypt because of its crucial position 

within networks through which people—such as travelers between Great Britain and 

India—and materials—such as Egyptian and Indian cotton destined for English mills—

flowed. When the ‘Urabi revolt threatened these logistical imperatives, the British were 

ready to secure them through military force. The long period of occupation that followed 

the war of 1882 witnessed the further integration of British (and other European) civil 

and military personnel within the Egyptian government under Cromer, all of which was 

overseen from London via the Foreign Office.  

 

Colonial Laborers, Imperial Logistics 

The British invasion and occupation of Egypt can be considered part of the era of “New 

Imperialism,” which swept across the globe in the late 19th- and early 20th-centuries.11 In 

particular, the “Scramble for Africa”—which is usually considered to have begun with 

the Berlin Conference of 1884, and which saw European empires divide virtually the 

entire continent amongst themselves through treaties—has long been seen as an 

                                                
9 William M. Welch Jr., No Country for a Gentleman: British Rule in Egypt, 1883-1907, 
(New York: Greenwood Press, 1988), 3. 
10 Cookson-Hills, “Historical Perspectives on Whole-of-Government Approaches”: 67.  
11 Frederick Cooper, Colonialism in Question: Theory, Knowledge, History, (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2005), 2-24. 
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important contributing factor to European “Great Power” politics and the outbreak of the 

World War I.12 The so-called “Great Powers”—including Great Britain, France, Russia, 

Germany, Austria-Hungary, and the Ottoman Empire—kept up with developments in 

their rival empires, and studied the techniques they used to conquer and rule colonized 

lands. This cross-pollination led to a flowering of new techniques of rule and resource 

extraction in the colonies. 

As the most powerful European empire with unrivaled dominance over the seas, 

the British were in a unique position to import tactics from one corner of the world to 

another. British rule in Egypt was especially informed by the colonial experience of 

British India. 13  Cromer himself started his career in administration as the private 

secretary to his cousin, the Viceroy of India, from 1872-1876. This experience had a 

particularly important influence on Cromer’s policy of “improvements” to the Egyptian 

irrigation system. The Irrigation Department of the Ministry of Public Works was one of 

the most Anglicized Departments in the Egyptian government, staffed with officials 

brought over from British India.14 Many of them were military engineers from the Corps 

of Royal Engineers who specialized in irrigation engineering. Between 1885 and 1891, 

Nile Barrages at Rashid (Rosetta) and Damyat (Damietta) were constructed, and from 

1898-1902, the British built a dam at the first cataract of the Nile in Aswan. Sir William 

Wilcocks, who also began his career in India in 1872, designed the project and enlisted a 

                                                
12 Muriel Evelyn Chamberlain, The Scramble for Africa, (New York: Routledge, 2010 
[1974]), 84.  
13 Robert Tignor, “The ‘Indianization’ of the Egyptian Administration under British 
Rule,” American Historical Review 68 (1963): 636-661. 
14 Cookson-Hills, “Historical Perspectives on Whole-of-Government Approaches”: 68. 
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number of British and Anglo-Indian engineers to assist him with construction.15 The 

cross-pollination between Egypt and India continued under Cromer’s successors, and 

with Kitchener in particular, who took over as Consul-General in Egypt in 1911 after 

serving as Commander-in-Chief of the British Indian army. 

This exchange and circulation of people and ideas between British India and 

occupied Egypt should be seen as one important source of inspiration for the decision to 

enlist the services of Egyptian laborers in World War I. India was the first colony from 

which so-called “Pioneers” were recruited from among the local population. Pioneers 

were infantry troops with special construction skills who assisted the fighting troops of 

the British Indian army by constructing field fortifications, military camps, bridges, and 

roads. In 1780, two Pioneer Companies were raised in Madras, which were used 

extensively in military engagements in the late 18th- and early 19th-centuries to assist with 

the difficulties of campaigning in the Indian environment with little to no infrastructure.16 

The pioneers eventually increased to battalion size to provide labor for all units in the 

British Indian army.17 It is also interesting to note that, when not involved in active 

military operations, Pioneers were encouraged to take up civilian contracts to build 

commercial infrastructure. For example, in 1904, 121 Indian Pioneers constructed the 

thirteen-mile-long Matheran Light railroad.18 By 1914, twelve Indian pioneer regiments 

                                                
15 For a good explanation of the construction of the First Aswan Dam, see Derr, 
“Cultivating the State,” Ch. 4. 
16 Ian Summer, The Indian Army 1914-1947, (Oxford: Osprey, 2001). 
17 John Starling and Ivor Lee, No Labour, No Battle: The Labour Corps in the First 
World War (London: The History Press, 2009), 19. 
18Ibid., 19. 



 
 

 40 

were in existence, fully trained and equipped for road, rail and engineering work, as well 

as for infantry service.19 

Besides India, the British could look elsewhere in their empire for inspiration on 

how to enlist the local population as logistical laborers. In 1817, the British West India 

Regiment formed corps of military laborers, consisting mainly of free blacks and 

manumitted slaves. Black Caribbean soldiers were valuable for the British in garrisoning 

the West Indies, where white troops were prone to disease and unable to fight in the 

tropical climate. They served against similar units that had been recruited by the French 

during the Napoleonic Wars.20 Decades later, in the Crimean War (1854-1856), the 

British army formed the first Army Works Corps. Works Corps units arrived in Crimea 

starting 11 August 1855, and were charged with “carrying out works of a civil 

character…such as the construction of roads and railways, the erection of stonehouses 

and jetties, on which stores and materials might be landed with facility.”21 The Works 

Corps did not enjoy a good reputation and were disbanded after the end of the war.22 But 

the British maintained the Corps of Royal Engineers, commonly known as “sappers,” to 

undertake logistical labor for the army. Other colonial wars utilized colonized peoples as 

                                                
19 John Gaylor, Sons of John Company: The Indian and Pakistan Armies, 1903-1991, 
(Spellmount, 1992). 
20 A.B. Ellis, The History of the First West India Regiment (Project Gutenberg Ebook 
#29984), accessed September 16, 2015, 
http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/29984?msg=welcome_stranger. 
21 “History and Background of the Royal Pioneer Corps,” Royal Pioneer Corps & Royal 
Pioneer Association, accessed September 16, 2015, 
http://www.royalpioneercorps.co.uk/rpc/history_main1.htm,. 
22 Starling and Lee, No Labour, No Battle, 18. 
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logistical laborers as well, including, most notably, the Boer War in South Africa (1899-

1902), which involved the importation of civilian labor from India and China.23 

 British military experience in Egypt made its own unique contribution to the 

development of techniques to mobilize colonized peoples as logistical laborers. During 

the so-called “Gordon Relief Expedition”—in which a large British Expeditionary Force 

of some 18,000 was sent to relieve the Anglo-Egyptian garrison at Khartoum in the face 

of a Sudanese uprising in 1884—the British developed a variety of new techniques for 

mobilizing labor to assist in military logistics. For example, 336 Canadians, including 

eighty-six members of First Nations tribes, were recruited to serve as “Nile Voyageurs” 

to aid the boats of the expedition in navigating upstream through the six cataracts of the 

Nile.24 This was the first overseas expedition by Canadians in a British Imperial conflict. 

Egyptian civilian laborers played an even more important role in the Gordon Relief 

Expedition. 5,000 men and boys were contracted during the course of the operation by 

the private travel agency Thomas Cook to assist in transporting 80,000 tons of supplies 

from Alexandria to the forward operating base at Wadi Halfa, 793 miles south of Cairo 

on the Nile.25 For the Egyptian laborers, this entailed unloading twenty-eight large 

steamers and loading their contents onto a total of 13,000 railway trucks. While on the 

Nile, twenty-seven steamers and 650 sailing boats were used to carry troops and 

supplies.26 As progress up the river stalled, the Gordon Relief Column split into two, and 

                                                
23 Ibid., 19. 
24 Louis Jackson, Our Caughnawagas in Egypt, (Montreal: W.M. Drysdale & Co., 1895); 
Roy MacLaren, “Nile Expedition,” in The Canadian Encyclopedia, accessed September 
16, 2015, http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/en/article/nile-expedition/. 
25 Starling and Lee No Labour, No Battle, 19. 
26 “Thomas Cook History,” Thomas Cook, accessed September 9, 2015, 
https://www.thomascook.com/thomas-cook-history/. 
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sent a force of roughly 3,000 men by camel on a short cut to avoid a bend in the Nile. The 

Relief Expedition was too late; Sudanese forces led by Muhammad Ahmad ibn 

‘Abdallah, who called himself the mahdi—or the awaited messiah from Islamic 

tradition—overran General Gordon’s garrison at Khartoum in January 1885. But the 

British learned valuable lessons on how to navigate desert terrain to supply their army, 

and Sudan was soon re-conquered in a campaign by the new hybrid Anglo-Egyptian 

army—led by Kitchener—in 1898.  

Building on the lessons of the so-called “Mahdist Wars,” the British established a 

school to train a small camel corps within the Anglicized Egyptian army. Its stated 

purpose was to “enable the General Officer commanding to equip a small British corps in 

an emergency.”27 By 1913, this school included ninety-eight personnel trained in camel 

driving.28 The camel corps of the Egyptian army was apparently seen as state-of-the art at 

the time, with requests from German and Italian officials to receive courses of instruction 

for their own men preserved in the British archives.29 Developing this logistical technique 

of using camels to transport military supplies in the desert would prove to be fruitful for 

the British military during World War I. 

 By 1914, then, the British Empire had many years of experience with recruiting 

and utilizing the labor of colonized peoples to support the logistics of their military 

campaigns. Egypt in particular had proven to be a source of laborers to assist in the 
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Mahdist Wars, and had become a stage on which to develop novel techniques like the use 

of a camel corps to overcome the logistical challenges of fighting in the desert. This 

history had given British officials time to establish the relationships and develop the 

technologies necessary to mobilize large numbers of laborers in the Egyptian countryside. 

 

The Non-West of the Western Front 

Perhaps no event in modern history has received as much attention from historians as the 

events that led to the outbreak of World War I. The “Guns of August” followed the 

assassination of Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand by Serbian nationalist Gavarillo 

Principe, triggering a complicated system of alliances that ultimately induced Russia to 

begin mobilizing troops in Eastern Europe, and Germany to declare war in response. 

Hoping to take out Russia’s ally, France, before the Russians were able mobilize their 

vast land empire, the Germans invaded Belgium in an attempt to penetrate the French left 

flank. The British responded to the invasion of Belgium by declaring war on Germany, 

and landed the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) in Northern France, while the French 

marched towards them from their base in Alsace-Lorraine in a race to the sea against the 

German outflanking maneuver. By the fall of 1914, the Western Front had solidified into 

entrenched lines stretching from the North Sea to Switzerland. These lines would barely 

move over the course of the next four years of bloody and intense fighting. 

 Many students of World War I are not as familiar with the crucial role played by 

non-European peoples and spaces in the course of this fighting.  As in many cases in the 

history of the British Empire, the earliest example of imperial subjects serving on the 

Western Front comes from India. When the war broke out, the government of British 
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India offered two cavalry and two infantry divisions to serve attached to the BEF on the 

Western Front.30 The force took part in the “Battle of Ypres” in November 1914, and in 

March 1915, an Indian infantry division led the assault in the “Battle of Neuve 

Chappelle.”31 To assist the Indian troops at Neuve Chappelle, the British enlisted the 

services of Indian laborers and organized them in the “Indian Mule Corps.”32 This early 

experiment with using colonized peoples as logistical laborers on the Western Front 

provided the seeds of an idea that would sprout as the war dragged on over four 

agonizing years. 

The Indian Infantry did not last long in Europe.33 Unaccustomed to the cold and 

untrained in the latest weaponry, they were withdrawn to Egypt in October 1915. Indeed, 

Egypt served as a crucial transit point for troops throughout the British Empire as they 

made their way to Europe through the Suez Canal. Immediately after the outbreak of war, 

the Egyptian Prime Minister Husayn Rushdi yielded to pressure from the acting British 

agent in Cairo, and issued a declaration on 5 August 1914 which virtually committed 

Egypt to the British war effort: No resident could conclude an agreement with any 

country at war with Great Britain; No vessel flying the Egyptian flag could enter an 

enemy port; and British naval and military forces were authorized to exercise all rights of 

war in Egyptian ports and territories.34 From that point until the end of World War I, 
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Egypt became a base camp for troops from the British Empire. Trenches were dug and 

fortifications were constructed around Port Said on the Suez Canal and Alexandria on the 

Mediterranean.35 In preparation for the Gallipoli campaign (see below), troops from 

disparate regions of Australia and New Zealand encamped outside of Cairo as they 

trained themselves and formed into the storied ANZAC divisions. This produced a 

curious amalgamation on the streets of Cairo, where soldiers from India, Australia, and 

New Zealand mixed with the urban poor and cosmopolitan elites.36 

Similar scenes were recreated behind the lines in France, Italy, and Belgium, as 

vast arrays of logistical laborers were brought in from throughout the colonized and semi-

colonized world. In the beginning of the war, the British relied on local civilian labor, as 

prescribed in the 1909 Field Service Regulations: 

Civilian labour will be hired or requisitioned for unloading and stacking supplies 

wherever possible. Military labour will not be used for this service if civilian 

labour is available, or unless military labour can be provided without interfering 

with the fighting efficiency of the troops.37 

Civilian laborers were used primarily in military ports for unloading ships and organizing 

their contents, which included everything from food, to shelter for troops, to ammunition. 

The Army Service Corps (ASC) was then responsible for moving these supplies from the 

docks to the front. But by 1915, the British Headquarters in France wrote to the War 

Office that they worried about labor shortages caused by French civilian laborers being 
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withdrawn by the French government to serve in the army.38 A labor shortage could mean 

that ships would not be turned around quickly, and supplies would be delayed to troops 

on the front. Furthermore, as the strength of the British army in Europe increased, the 

demand for labor to supply them was growing by the day.39 The number of laborers 

needed on the Western Front especially skyrocketed after the decision to establish 

“supply depots” in France, where extra stocks of supplies could be stored before they 

were issued to units in the field. Supply depots meant that supplies could be more quickly 

distributed to troops by the ASC, but it also resulted in greater demand for laborers to sort 

and pack supplies, as well as to construct the depots themselves. To further speed up the 

process, supplies had to be circulated from the ports, to the depots, to the fronts using 

railroads. If proper railroads did not exist in these areas, they had to be re-purposed or 

constructed by even more logistical laborers. This combination of under-supply and 

increasing demand led to a shortage of labor on the supply lines as early as the summer of 

1915.40  

 In the run-up to the “Somme Offensive” in 1916, this labor shortage became 

acute. French and British military authorities began to look to their colonies and quasi-

colonies as sources of so-called “Coloured Labour” or “Native Labour.” For the French, 

troops from Algeria and West Africa had been serving as infantry since the autumn of 

1914. In 1915, French military officer Charles Mangin announced his intention to recruit 

500,000 men from the colonies to assist in the war effort as both laborers and infantry 
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troops.41 As early as 17 March 1915, the French had also begun discussion with the 

Chinese government to provide logistical laborers from China.42 China, which was not 

officially a colony of any country, but was strongly under the influence of various 

European powers due to the so-called “Open Door Policy,” eventually sent 140,000 

laborers to work in the Western Front in an act of foreign diplomacy by the Chinese 

government.43 The British also looked to their colonies to supply laborers. Besides Indian 

and Chinese labor, the British mobilized Caribbean laborers in the “British West Indian 

Labour Corps,” and organized blacks and mixed-race laborers from South Africa in the 

“South African Native Labor Corps” and the “Cape Coloured Battalion,” respectively.44  

 As part of this pivot towards the Empire to find logistical laborers, British military 

authorities began to look to Egypt as a potential labor source for the Western Front. On 

24 March 1916, the Foreign Office sent a telegram to the British High Commissioner in 

Egypt, communicating their desire to “raise an Egyptian Labour Corps to undertake 

loading and unloading in French military ports.” The telegram contained the further 

request to make arrangements with the Levant Base—the military base in charge of 

controlling transport and coordinating supplies to troops in the Mediterranean and the 

Suez Canal zone at the time—to recruit “maximum one thousand men” on “six months 

[sic] indentures” with “possibility of further increase.”45 The scheme was ultimately 
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found to be impracticable, because of the objections of local authorities in France that 

Egyptians would take away valuable jobs from French civilian laborers.46  

Although the initial plans to recruit Egyptian laborers for France were scrapped in 

April 1916, by January 1917, another request was sent to Cairo for 1,000 Egyptian 

laborers to work at Marseilles. The following month, another 10,000 were requested to 

work on military ports in Northern France.47 A base depot was soon established for the 

ELC in Marseilles, and the Directorate of Labor for the Western Front was assigned an 

Adviser for Egyptian labor.48 On 24 March 1917, the first Egyptian Labor Companies 

arrived in Marseilles, and throughout the spring and summer of that year, more Egyptians 

came to work on ports at Dunkirk, Calais, Boulogne, Havre, and Rouen.49 In 1917 and 

early 1918, over 10,000 Egyptian laborers were serving in France.50  Most of the 

Egyptians had reached the end of their contracts by 1918, and although consideration was 

given to raising another two companies of the ELC for work in Marseilles in June 1918, 

the demand for Egyptian labor on other fronts prevented this.51 
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 Besides working in France, Egyptian laborers also made the trip to Europe to 

work on the Italian port of Taranto. Italy became a minor theater of the Western Front on 

24 October 1917, when Austrian and German forces attacked the Italians at Caporetto. 

By the time British soldiers arrived at the Italian front on 4 November 1917, there were 

2,009 Egyptians of the ELC employed there.52 The British chose Taranto as the transit 

point for men and materials coming from the Dardanelles and Egypt to contribute to the 

Italian front. Egyptians arrived in July 1917 and got to work constructing docks and 

erecting camps for the troops.53 By September 1917, Egyptians were the primary source 

of labor in Taranto, with one general commenting “the entire work at [Taranto] was 

carried out by Egyptians, coaling, loading and unloading of ships, trains etc., building 

quays, making railways, erecting huts.”54 The ELC at Taranto enjoyed a good reputation, 

but as their contracts began to expire, they were repatriated from October to December 

1917.55 To replace the departing Egyptians, the British moved companies from the British 

West Indian Labor Corps from France.56 

 Egyptians thus served on the Western Front during World War I, like migrant 

laborers from a variety of nationalities across the globe. Companies of the ELC worked 

primarily on loading and unloading ships at military ports, and did not see action close to 

the front lines. Nevertheless, they made a valuable contribution by supplying the troops 

and freeing up British military and French civilian laborers to serve as infantry troops on 

the front. Egypt also made a unique contribution as a node in the logistical network that 
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connected the Western Front with far-reaching parts of the Empire. Troops from 

Australia, New Zealand, and India passed through Egypt, and supplies from the 

campaigns in the Mediterranean were re-directed from Egypt to the Western Front after 

the Italian campaign heated up.  

 

Ottoman Entry into the War  

Although the number of Egyptians serving on the Western Front was not insignificant, 

the various fronts associated with British fighting against the Ottoman Empire proved to 

be the places where Egyptians were most heavily utilized in World War I. The Ottomans 

had deep historical roots in Egypt, and Egypt’s geographical proximity to the Ottoman 

Empire made it both vulnerable to Ottoman attack and an ideal staging ground from 

which to launch offensives against the Ottomans. Throughout the conflict, hundreds of 

thousands of Egyptians would be embroiled in both defensive and offensive struggles 

against Ottoman troops. Over the course of the fighting, Egyptian laborers would play an 

important role in constructing the infrastructure of the modern logistical infrastructure in 

Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and the Dardanelles—all Ottoman territories. 

Prior to World War I, and in contrast to Egypt’s gradual entry into the British 

orbit, the Ottoman Empire was increasingly drawn to the Germans. The process, which 

had manifested itself in a German concession to build a railway connecting Berlin and 

Baghdad in 1903, continued into the beginning of the war. On 16 August 1914, the 

Ottomans violated their official neutrality and accepted two German warships into their 

navy, protecting them from British pursuit. But despite this defiance, the British remained 
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hesitant to supplant legal Ottoman sovereignty in Egypt.57 The Foreign Office first 

communicated their intention to announce a protectorate over Egypt in case the Ottomans 

entered the war on the side of the Germans in a telegram on 27 September 1914.58 But the 

acting British Consul-General balked at implementing the orders immediately after a 

series of meetings with the Egyptian Prime Minister Husayn Rushdi.59 However, when 

the Ottomans used their newly acquired German warships in a naval bombardment of 

British ally Russia on 29 October 1914, the British felt compelled to respond. On 2 

November 1914, the commander of the British Force in Egypt (BFE), John Maxwell, 

announced a policy of martial law. But the British still tried to toe a delicate line in 

Egypt, with Maxwell explaining in a separate announcement on the same day that the 

order was meant “not to supersede but to supplement civil administration” in the 

country.60 On 7 November, Maxwell announced that Great Britain was at war with 

Ottoman Empire, and, in a similarly delicate move, issued the following declaration: 

In defense of Egypt’s rights and freedoms, which…this country has continued to 

enjoy in the peace and prosperity that has been realized during the period of 

British occupation, Great Britain…takes upon Herself the sole burden of the 

present war, without calling upon the Egyptians for aid therein.61 

The convoluted diplomatic language of the declaration was difficult to interpret, but the 

Egyptian press interpreted it in a way that implied that Egyptians would not be greatly 
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impacted by the war at all.62 The following month, the British Foreign Secretary gave 

notice that Ottoman suzerainty over Egypt was officially terminated, deposed the 

Khedive ‘Abbas Hilmi II because of his Ottomanist sympathies, and installed the oldest 

living prince from Mehmet ‘Ali’s lineage, Husayn Kamil, as the official head of state 

with the new title of “Sultan.” 

Maxwell’s declaration on 7 November 1914 would prove to be significant in the 

development of British labor recruitment policy in Egypt, and it must be evaluated in the 

context of this gradual shift towards elimination of Ottoman sovereignty and the decision 

to incorporate Egypt into the British Empire as a “protectorate” rather than a colony or a 

self-governing dominion. One important factor in this strategy for the British was the role 

of Rushdi himself, who threatened to resign when he was first approached with the 

suggested policy.63 Another factor was fear of a revolt or rebellion in Egypt. Throughout 

the previous decade, Egyptian nationalists had been advocating for the elimination of 

British influence in the country, but the British were smug about the possibilities for 

Egyptian nationalism. Official policy alternated between half-hearted conciliation, 

including replacing Cromer as Consul-General in the wake of the Dinshaway incident of 

1906, and strong punishment, including exiling leaders of major nationalist parties. But 

the most important factor in the decision to issue the Maxwell Declaration was perhaps 

British concern at the prospect of stirring “Pan-Islamic” feelings by declaring war on the 

Ottomans. The Ottoman Sultan claimed to be the “Caliph” or leader of all faithful 

Muslims across the world, and on 12 November 1914, the Ottoman Sultan used this 

cultural capital to call for a jihād (holy war) against the British, French and Russian 
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allies.64 With significant Muslim populations in their colonial and quasi-colonial domains 

of Egypt and India, Foreign Office officials in London tried to walk a delicate line; they 

had to assert the prerogatives of the British Empire during World War I, but they also had 

to at least try to provide a veneer of traditional legitimacy to the governments that 

executed their orders.  

 

Defending Egypt Against Ottoman Attack 

Despite the promises of the Maxwell declaration, it would not be long until Egyptians 

were fighting Ottoman troops on the field of battle. On 15 January 1915, the Cairo 

Headquarters of the BFE received an intelligence report regarding a concentration of 

Ottoman troops led by German officers massing at Jerusalem and threatening to march on 

the Suez Canal.65 Maxwell decided to withdraw to the west bank of the canal and 

establish a line of defense. In February 1915, a small detachment consisting of Ottoman 

Bedouin conscripts commanded by a German officer raided the quarantine station at Tur 

at the southern extremity of the Sinai Peninsula. 200 riflemen from the Egyptian army 

hastily garrisoned the area. The troops mounted a successful defense, and, after being 

joined by an additional force of 300 Indians, drove the Ottoman-German force away.66 

Additionally, the 5th Battalion of the Egyptian army was incorporated in the BFE during 

the “Battle of Tusun” on 2-3 February 1915.  

The campaign to defend the Canal against the German-Ottoman attack marked the 

first use of Egyptian logistical laborers in World War I. Maxwell’s line of defense on the 
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west bank of the canal was headquartered at Isma‘iliyya, with sectors at Port Said to the 

North and Suez to the South. The most effective means of transportation was a single-

track railroad running along the canal, which connected with the main railroad to Cairo at 

Isma‘iliyya. Besides this, there were no roads in the Suez Canal zone, and the prevalence 

of lakes and bogs in the region made progress of men on foot or in wheeled transport 

virtually impossible. 67  In these conditions, camels became the main means of 

transportation for bringing up supplies or reinforcements for the defense effort. In 

addition to camels, the BFE required men to drive them, and so roughly 1,000 Egyptian 

drivers were contracted as part of the Hired Camel Transport (HCT) and distributed 

across the line of defense January and February 1915.68 Following the Ottoman retreat 

and the subsequent period of inaction, most of the hired camels were returned to their 

owners, and the strength of the HCT was reduced.69 

 Despite their lack of success, the Ottoman-German commanders seem to have 

stumbled upon a strategy they thought held some promise: that of using the vastness of 

the British Empire against it by attacking it in its colonies. It was hoped that, by 

deploying Ottoman troops to attack Egypt from all sides, British forces would be 

distracted from the decisive front of the Suez Canal, and perhaps even from the Western 

Front in Europe. In February 1915, the Ottomans sent an envoy to Libya to persuade the 

leader of the sanūsiyya (Senussi) state in Western Libya to attack Egypt from the western 
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desert and encourage insurrection in Egypt.70 The Ottomans provided machine guns, 

artillery, and money delivered by German submarines to assist in the attack.71 From their 

base in the oasis of Siwa, the sanūsiyya attacked small cities along the Mediterranean 

coast and several oases in the southwest of the Egyptian desert. After a tactical retreat, a 

combined force of ANZAC, Indian, and Egyptian troops, aided by the Egyptian coast 

guard, repelled the sanūsiyya and re-occupied the Western coast in February 1916.72 The 

ELC was used in the campaign, building encampments for the troops across the Western 

coast and building depots and roads to keep the garrisons supplied.73 Egyptians were also 

used as camel drivers, with the beasts of burden providing mobility throughout multiple 

small engagements scattered across the oases of the Western desert.74  

The battles with the sanūsiyya called British attention to Egypt’s other neighbors. 

So, on 27 February 1916, the British sent a force of Egyptians into Darfur in a pre-

emptive war against the local leader ‘Ali ibn Dinar.75 Eventually, companies of the ELC 
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would be sent to Sudan to assist the 15,000+ Egyptian troops in their advance into Darfur 

and the subsequent occupation of the land.76 Supplies to the Egyptian troops in Sudan 

were transported downriver, re-tracing the steps of the Gordon Relief Expedition thirty 

years earlier.77 The Egyptian force succeeded in pacifying and occupying the land, which 

remained in the control of the Anglo-Egyptian government. 

These efforts to repel Ottoman attacks on Egypt from the East, West, and South 

were some of the earliest theaters in which Egyptians were recruited as logistical 

laborers. Given the longstanding British policy of recruiting local labor to assist with the 

logistical work of military invasion, this decision makes sense. By employing Egyptians, 

the British could leverage their small forces and maintain Egypt as an important node in 

their logistical network, while not sacrificing troops from the all-important Western 

Front. The Germans and Ottomans hoped to stretch the British too thin, but with the 

contributions of thousands of Egyptian workers, they were able to hold out against attack 

from all sides. 

 

Attacking the Ottomans in Gallipoli and Mesopotamia 

Just as the Ottoman-German commanders hoped to use the vastness of the British Empire 

against it, British military authorities sought to exploit an overstretched Ottoman Empire. 

By 1916, “factors other than those of a purely military nature had begun to influence 

plans of the British Government…[and] a school of thinkers had arisen who appeared to 
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attach less importance to finishing the war at the first possible moment than to extend the 

boundaries of the Empire through it.”78 The Ottoman Empire had long been seen as the 

“sick man of Europe,” and the war provided the allies with the pretext they needed for the 

coup de grace. Presumably easy victories against the Ottomans could offer, not only an 

increase in morale among the troops and at home, but an opportunity for Great Britain to 

exit the war much stronger than when she had entered it, with rich colonies from the 

defeated Ottomans incorporated into the British Empire. 

By the end of 1914, Britain and France formed the Mediterranean Expeditionary 

Force (MEF) to commence an allied invasion at Gallipoli. The Gallipoli Peninsula was 

strategically located on the Dardanelles, and the British and French hoped that by 

securing it from the Ottomans, they could ensure safe passage for their ally Russia out 

into the Mediterranean Sea. The allied naval attack was launched on 18 March 1915, with 

a massive fleet including 18 battleships garrisoned in the Moudros Harbor on the Greek 

Island of Lemnos. Alexandria was the Headquarters of the MEF, and beginning in 

January 1915, troops had been disembarking in Cairo and Alexandria from England, 

Australia, New Zealand, and India to be trained and prepared to ship out to Gallipoli. The 

allied invasions began in March and April 1915, but the steadfast Ottoman defenses 

surprised the allies, and forces led by Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk) were able to launch 

counter attacks that drove the allies back throughout April and May. By the summer of 

1915, both sides had settled into a stalemate and entrenched themselves on the peninsula. 

It was soon clear to the allies that the attack would not be as easy as initially expected. 
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The first Egyptian laborers to be employed outside of Egypt were in Gallipoli. In 

May 1915, the 2nd and 3rd Egyptian Works Companies from the Egyptian army arrived on 

the island of Imbros, a Greek Isle located halfway between Lemnos and Gallipoli, which 

was used as a transit point for the MEF.79 As the fighting ground on into the summer, 

demand for auxiliary labor to facilitate lines of communication and transport supplies 

increased. By the end of the Gallipoli campaign, the British had recruited 3,000 Egyptian 

laborers to serve in the ELC in the Dardanelles.80 Besides working on the docks at 

Lemnos and Imbros, the ELC was sent to the peninsula itself in July 1915, serving at 

Helles and Suvla Bay.81 The use of Egyptian laborers behind the front lines freed up the 

men from the ANZAC divisions to be used as soldiers in the trenches. After successive 

defeats by Ottoman forces, the MEF decided to evacuate Gallipoli as 1915 drew to a 

close. Simultaneously, a smaller front opened in Salonika in October of 1915, and the 

MEF began to pivot away from Gallipoli and towards Salonika on the one hand, where 

they fought a combined Austrian-German-Bulgarian Force, and the Suez Canal zone in 

Egypt on the other hand. One company of the ELC made its way to Salonika in March 

1916. 82  Their work consisted mainly of laying railroads and guarding logistical 

infrastructure.83 

The British also saw a potential opportunity emanating from Ottoman territory in 

Mesopotamia. In 1908, a British businessman discovered oil in Southwest Persia, and 

founded the Anglo-Persian Oil Company (APOC, today known as British petroleum or 

                                                
79 Starling and Lee, No Labour, No Battle, 163. 
80 Ibid., 107; ‘Izz al-Din, “Awwal Dirasa.” 
81 Starling and Lee, No Labour, No Battle, 210. 
82 Ibid. 
83 “Firqat al-‘Umal al-Misriyyin,” al-Muqatam, 17 September 1917. 
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BP) to extract and process it. In 1913, a refinery was built in Abadan at the mouth of the 

Shatt al-‘Arab waterway. The following year, before the outbreak of the Great War, the 

APOC obtained the contract to provide fuel for the British navy, which would be shipped 

through the Suez Canal and into the Mediterranean. After the war started in Europe, the 

British landed a reinforced Division from the Indian Army to protect the Abadan refinery. 

When the Ottomans entered the war on the side of the Germans, British India began 

concentrating its fourth army in Mosul and Baghdad. In November 1914, the British 

began a pre-emptive offensive against the Ottomans in Mesopotamia by occupying Basra. 

By the beginning of 1915, the Anglo-Indian force was advancing up the Tigris River. The 

Ottomans were defeated at the “Battle of Shaiba” in April 1915, and, despite already 

having a supply line that stretched for 150 miles in a country without railways or roads, 

the British continued to advance.84 After marching forty miles in two weeks through bad 

weather conditions, the British were defeated in the “Battle of Ctesiphon,” and on 22 

November 1915, they retreated to the fortress of Kut, where they remained besieged until 

April 1916.85 

 Efforts to relieve the siege at Kut highlighted the inadequate supply routes and 

unorganized logistical labor during the early years of the Mesopotamian Campaign. The 

British attempted twice to re-supply the fortress. Both attempts were unsuccessful, and 

the Anglo-Indian force suffered a total of 23,000 casualties.86 The British were severely 

hampered by the lack of logistical infrastructure in the country. When ships arrived at 

Basra, they were unloaded by small boats, which then unloaded their cargo on shore, 

                                                
84 Starling and Lee, No Labour, No Battle, 170. 
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which was then stored in supply depots. On top of this complicated process, there was a 

shortage of warehouses that could serve as depots, and almost no railways or roads to the 

north of Basra. After the embarrassing defeat against the Ottomans at Kut, the British 

made an effort to improve the port at Basra so that ships could be unloaded faster, and 

they issued orders to build rest camps and supply dumps to facilitate the reception of men 

and materials at the port.87 But the British encountered difficulty obtaining sufficient 

civilian labor to undertake all this new construction. The conscription of the so-called 

“local Arabs” and the importation of Indian labor were objected to on political grounds, 

while Persians could only be imported in limited numbers.88 In March 1916, Labor Corps 

from India and Egypt arrived to supplement local laborers.89 In October 1916, the ELC 

brought in six more officers and 2,512 more men to Mesopotamia.90  

 As part of their effort to double down on the Mesopotamia Campaign after the 

siege of Kut, the British sent in a new commander and authorized a new offensive on 

Baghdad. By March of 1917, the British had succeeded in taking the city, and the 

Ottomans had retreated to Mosul. This second advance was slower and more methodical, 

with the assembled logistical laborers laying down the infrastructure to pave every step of 

the way. With the ELC consider tried and true after their experiences in Gallipoli and 

Sinai/Palestine, 5,224 Egyptians were sent to Mesopotamia by June 1917. All told, over 

8,000 Egyptians served in the Mesopotamia Campaign out of a work force that included 
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roughly 50,000 laborers from India, Persia, and the local Arab population.91 They were 

engaged mostly in land reclamation, construction of wharves and slipways, and laying 

down a light railroad north of Basra.92 When the British occupied Baghdad, Egyptians 

were specially trained and formed into a police force for the occupying army.93 One 

contemporary press article refers to their efforts as “dangerous” work to “protect the 

system and the public security in the city of Baghdad [with] its Muslim inhabitants.”94 It 

also mentions that Egyptians were used to guard “government buildings (maṣlaḥāt al-

bilād).”95 British sources also describe how ELC laborers were “selected, trained, and 

formed into a police force for policing Baghdad.”96 

 British authorities deployed Egyptian laborers to do the work of policing the 

population of Baghdad because they thought Muslim policemen would be better suited 

for a Muslim population. This idea drew on a phenomenon that developed throughout the 

nineteenth century and into World War I, which Cemil Aydin has referred to as “the 

racialization of Muslims.”97 As rulers of almost half the world’s Muslims, British fears of 

rebellion engendered policies that viewed Muslims in the British Empire as racially 

distinct and inferior. Additionally, the spread of new transportation and communication 

                                                
91 Western sources (e.g. Starling and Lee, No Labour, No Battle p. 278) agree with 
Arabic figures (e.g. ‘Izz al-Din “Awwal Dirasa” and Salim, Misr fi-l-Harb, 245), which 
put the number in Mesopotamia at 8,500 total. BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/10, Murray 
to Wingate, 24 March 1917 puts the number serving in “France, Mesopotamia, etc.” at 
that time at 23,000.  For more on the total number of laborers employed in Mesopotamia, 
see Starling and Lee, No Labour, No Battle, 175. 
92 Ibid., 210. 
93 Ibid., 210. 
94 “Firqat al-‘Umal al-Misriyyin”, al-Muqatam, 17 September 1917. 
95 Ibid.  
96  Archibald Murray, Sir Archibald Murray’s Despatches: June 1916-June 1917 
(London: J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd., 1920),, 210. 
97 Aydin, The Idea of the Muslim World, 5-6. 
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technologies such as steamship and telegraph was facilitated by British imperial 

expansion, which fostered unprecedented levels of connection among Muslims.98 At the 

same time and in response to the same pressures, the British also developed a policy of 

“indirect rule,” which held that discrete communities were best left to rule over 

themselves within the overall framework of the British Empire.99 These ideas combined 

in Mesopotamia to create a demand for Egyptian laborers to do the face-to-face work of 

policing the inhabitants of Baghdad. This is another important way that British imperial 

traditions and ideas that had developed over the long durée of colonial history came to 

influence the decision to use Egyptians as logistical laborers in World War I. 

 

The Advance through Sinai/Palestine 

While the British had tested the Ottomans with attacks to their extreme Northwest in the 

Dardanelles and their extreme Southeast in Mesopotamia, they began preparations to 

advance directly into the heart of the Empire through a two-pronged offensive into Syria. 

The most well known aspect of this offensive originated from the Ḥijaz region of the 

Arabian Peninsula under the banner of the sharīf (Noble Descendant of the Prophet 

Muhammad) Husayn b. ‘Ali, led in part by T.E. Lawrence (“Lawrence of Arabia”). 

Egyptian troops did join Lawrence on this expedition in a mixed force with British and 

Bedouin camel drivers.100 But, in terms of the numbers of men and material involved, the 

second aspect of the offensive, which advanced into Syria from Egypt through the Sinai 

                                                
98 Ibid., 7. 
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Peninsula and Palestine, was by far the more important one. The strategic and symbolic 

importance of this initiative, along with the unique logistical challenges it presented, 

would ultimately transform the Sinai and Palestine Campaign into the most important 

source of demand for Egyptian labor in World War I.101 

 As the allies were evacuating from Gallipoli back to their headquarters in 

Alexandria in 1916, reports were coming in of Ottoman troops massing in Palestine and 

Syria. Therefore, the decision was made to transfer the bulk of the troops to Egypt, under 

the command of Sir Archibald Murray in Cairo.102 Murray began to take a position in the 

desert east of the Canal. To assist Murray in supplying these outposts, the British decided 

to formally establish the Camel Transport Corps (CTC). In December 1915, the order 

was given to raise two corps of the CTC, each consisting of 10,000 camels and their 

drivers. The Headquarters of the CTC moved from Isma‘iliyya to ‘Ayn Shams outside of 

Cairo, and 2,020 camels were immediately hired to create the “A” company.103 Orders 

were issued to establish ten companies in all, each one to include 2,020 camels, twenty 

horses, 1,168 Egyptian drivers, and ten British officers.104 By mid September 1916, the 

CTC included 13 companies capable of carrying heavy burdens from supply depots at the 

terminus of existing railroads to the new lines east of the Canal.105 Until the railway and 

water pipelines to the east of the Canal were built, all water, food, shelter, equipment, and 

ammunition had to be carried to the front lines by the CTC. With the concentration of 

                                                
101 FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/142 Wingate to Balfour, 15th September, 1918. 
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105 For company figures, see Badcock, History of the Transport Corps, 22. For figures on 
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animals came increased demand for veterinary corps to maintain their care, and the 

Camel Veterinary Corps (CVC) was also established and attached to the EEF. 

In 1916, Murray moved the EEF Headquarters from Cairo to Isma‘iliyya, and 

began preparations for an advance on Ottoman Forces through the Sinai. Murray believed 

that an advance into the Sinai would be a more effective means of defending the Canal, 

putting the Ottomans on the defensive and keeping the canal out of range of Ottoman 

artillery. Murray began by occupying the Qatiyya Oasis outside Rumani and laying the 

groundwork for the logistics of the advance. The EEF constructed three railroad lines, the 

most advanced of which pushed 12 miles into the desert, and upgraded the line from 

Zaqaziq to Isma‘iliyya from a single track to a double track railway.106 Good roads were 

essential to the logistics of the campaign, and the EEF laid 200 miles of road with 

Egyptian labor in 1916.107  

The EEF also needed a source of drinking water out in the desert terrain of the 

Sinai. In February 1916, construction began on a water pipeline from East Qantara to the 

Qatiyya Oasis. One innovation that assisted the process of gathering water was the “spear 

point,” which was developed when Australian military engineers cut a 2 ½ inch pipe into 

a sharp point, perforated it, and covered it with a sheet of fine brass. The pipe would be 

driven down into the water, and then the ordinary pump was attached to pull up the water. 

The spear point pumps enabled the troops to “get water at any of the hods in the desert in 

a very short space of time.”108 This innovation made getting drinking water possible in 
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the arid desert, but it also increased the demand for Egyptian manpower to lay the water 

pipes.  

A railway was also built east of Rumani, hugging the Mediterranean coast.109 

After laying this logistical infrastructure, fighting broke out at the “Battle of Rumani” in 

August, which ended with the EEF defeating a combined force of 16,000-18,000 

German, Austrian, and Ottoman troops. The Battle of Rumani was the first significant 

allied victory against the Ottoman Empire in World War I, and it received significant 

coverage in the local press back home.110 The EEF then continued their advance for 

seven months, beating the Ottomans at the “Battle of Magdhaba” (December 1916) and 

the “Battle of Rafa” (January 1917). The British march into Jerusalem almost one year 

later coincided with the Christmas holiday, and was celebrated in the press with much 

fanfare. (Figure 1.2 shows Allenby marching into Jerusalem as depicted in the British 

press.) 

The advance through the Sinai into Palestine and Syria ultimately became the 

most significant source of demand for Egyptian laborers by far. (Figure 1.3 shows the 

schedule of Egyptians employed with the EEF from March 1916 to June 1918.) For 18 

months, the number of Egyptians working in the ELC, CTC, and CVC stayed between 

58,000 and 107,000. According to Figure 1.4, this translated to over 327,000 total 

enrollments by Egyptians to work with British forces between 17 March 1917 and 30 
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June 1918.111 Furthermore, these numbers do not include casual laborers employed by the 

EEF informally, or the Egyptians employed in the HCT in the early years of Ottoman 

attacks on the Suez Canal. In a report from the British High Commissioner of Egypt, it is 

noted, “were [casual laborers] included [in the total number of enrollments by the EEF 

from 17 March 1917 to 30 June 1918], it would represent a very much larger proportion 

of the total than was the case last year, and that total itself would be much higher.”112 The 

massive numbers were employed by the EEF to undertake the work of building roads, 

railways, and laying water pipeline, as well as transporting supplies to the front lines via 

camel. Egyptian logistical laborers thus made an invaluable contribution to the British 

advance on Syria, which would put the final nail in the Ottoman coffin upon the 

successful capture of Damascus by Australian cavalrymen of the EEF in October of 1918. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has focused on the factors that ultimately compelled the British to enlist 

Egyptians to serve as logistical laborers in World War I. It has shown how the British 

decision evolved haphazardly from the early promise of the Maxwell Declaration not to 

enlist any Egyptians, to the later use of Egyptians, as demand for logistical laborers 

increased. Furthermore, as new technologies were implemented by the military, such as 

the creation of supply depots in France and elsewhere or the development of the spear 

point water pump in the Sinai, possibilities for increasing the efficiency and speed of the 

British war machine were realized. But these technologies could not be implemented 
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without the manpower to do the dirty work of unloading supplies, building supply depots 

and railways, and laying water pipes, etc. The Ottoman entry into the war and the 

decision to harass the British in Egypt from their Western, Southern, and Eastern flanks 

opened up new theaters, further increasing demand for laborers. Thus the geographic and 

human diversity of the various theaters of World War I created an upward spiral in 

demand for logistical laborers, as each new challenge was overcome with more and more 

labor intensive solutions. 

But the geographical scape and topographical diversity of the war do not fully 

explain why the British would necessarily turn to Egypt as a source of labor. To 

investigate this question, we have had to dive deeper into the long history of the British 

colonialism as global military and cultural project. By the time World War I broke out in 

1914, the British had been using logistical laborers drawn from their colonies and quasi-

colonies for over 130 years in places as diverse as India, Egypt, South Africa, and the 

Caribbean. The British could also build on a long history of using Egyptian laborers for 

“remunerative” public works projects like upgrading Egypt’s irrigation infrastructure. 

The relationships established in these civilian projects paid dividends when the British 

demand for labor skyrocketed during the war, as the Egyptian Ministry of Public Works 

would go on to play an important role in “recruiting” workers and peasants to serve as 

logistical laborers in World War I. Additionally, British notions of a “Muslim World” 

that was somehow united and shared similar characteristics led military authorities to 

draw on Egyptians to become a police force for the Muslim inhabitants of Baghdad. 

On a deeper level, then, this chapter has argued that World War I and the history 

of British colonialism were inexorably intertwined. Military conquest and colonial 
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expansion were both based on the logistical production of space, which proceeded to knit 

together the various places in the British Empire over the long durée. The logistical space 

produced by the British Empire—along with similar spatial projects undertaken by the 

other Great Powers in the long nineteenth century—enabled the industrial-scale warfare 

that plagued Europe and the rest of the globe from 1914-1918. The importance of 

logistical laborers, then, exceeds the number of those gathered or the specific 

infrastructures they constructed. The logistical production of space formed the basis for 

the implementation of an imperial system of control and governance that served British 

commercial and military interests. As these interests became further entwined, and Great 

Power Empires were able to mobilize more and more people, war became an inevitable 

outcome of political and economic competition. 
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Figure 1.1 Lord Kitchener Wants YOU (Source: Imperial War Museum, London 
(http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205132695)) 
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Figure 1.2 Allenby Enters Jerusalem (Source: IWM, London 
(http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205285108)) 

Date ELC CTC Imperial 
Camel 
Corps 

Horse 
Trans. 
ASC 

Remount Veterinary 
Service 

Total 

Mar. 
1916 

8,935 10,423 16 0 0 163 19,537 

June 
1916 

15,296 11,016 40 0 0 543 26,895 

Sept. 
1916 

26,231 15,077 56 625 0 428 42,417 

Dec. 
1916 

37,454 19,029 112 555 246 1,085 58,481 

Mar. 
1917 

49,036 20,739 170 1,275 218 1,110 72,548 

June 
1917 

49,656 19,886 170 2,244 1,326 1,305 74,587 

Sep. 
1917 

55,263 21,109 168 4,217 1,165 1,459 83,381 

Dec. 
1917 

60,041 24,944 275 5,772 1,740 2,128 94,900 

Mar. 
1918 

62,675 23,872 219 5,949 2,025 2,838 97,578 

June 
1918 

72,162 23,667 56 5,643 2,164 3,158 106,850 

Figure 1.3 Schedule of Egyptians employed with the EEF, March 1916- June 1918 
(source: FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/142 Wingate to Balfour, 15th September, 1918) 
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Corps Totals 
Egyptian Labor Corps113 237,407 
Camel Transport Corps 62,686 
Imperial Camel Corps 530 
Horse Transport, ASC 14,057 
Veterinary Service 7,207 
Remount Service 5,312 
Total 327,199 
Figure 1.4 Total Number of Egyptians Recruited for service with the British Army 

from 17th March, 1917 to 30th June, 1918 (source: FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/142 
Wingate to Balfour, 15th September, 1918)

                                                
113 Includes Egyptians employed in France, Mesopotamia, Salonika, Mudros, and Akaba 
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CHAPTER 2 

A NEW CORVÉE 

In 1907, Lord Cromer was preparing to board a steamship and finally depart from Egypt, 

after serving as the top British diplomat on the ground in Cairo for twenty-four years. In a 

speech given on the eve of his journey back to England, he sought to answer back 

criticism of his legacy in Egypt: 

I hear it frequently stated that; although the material prosperity of Egypt has 

increased marvelously…nothing has been done toward the moral and intellectual 

advancement of the people. What, gentlemen, has there been no moral 

advancement? Is the country any longer governed, as was formerly the case, 

exclusively by the use of the whip? Is not forced labor a thing of the past? Has not 

the accursed institution of slavery practically ceased to exist? … If all these, and 

many other points to which I could allude, do not constitute some moral 

advancement, then, of a truth, I do not know what the word morality implies.1 

In this speech, Cromer assumes a certainly familiarity among his audience with previous 

British policy in Egypt. Indeed, he was fond of pointing to policies like his supposed 

abolition of the “three Cs”—the courbash (Egyptian Arabic: kurbāg, a whip used to 

administer floggings), the corvée, and corruption—in order to make a case for Great 

Britain’s “enlightened” and “liberal” occupation and administration of Egypt since 1882.2 

                                                
1Kautz Family YMCA Archives, Minneapolis, MN, (YMCA) Biographical Records—
William and Louise Jessop, Box 105, Louise Ahl Jessop, “How Egypt Arrived at 
Independence,” Current History: A Monthly Magazine of the New York Times Vol. XLV, 
No. 5 (August, 1922).  
2Evelyn Baring (Lord Cromer), Modern Egypt (London: MacMillan & Co., 1908), 419. 
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Upon further inspection, however, it appears that Cromer’s efforts were not as 

enlightened as he made them out to be. For example, according to Nathan Brown, the 

reduction in the use of corvée labor that happened under Cromer’s administration actually 

stemmed from British needs to cooperate with large Egyptian landowners, who resented 

being forced to turn their labor force over to the state just as the spread of perennial 

irrigation was increasing demand for labor on their large personal holdings.3 As was 

outlined the introduction, the corvée was a traditional practice in the Egyptian 

countryside in which each village was responsible for furnishing a certain number of 

laborers for a certain number of days to help with public works projects. In 1892, the 

corvée was legally abolished, even though in practice it continued to persist on small-

scale irrigation projects much as it had in the Ottoman period.4 It was replaced by a 

system of labor contracting, in which enterprising contractors would tour the countryside 

gathering idle laborers—largely from the basin-irrigated south—and, in exchange for a 

share of their earnings, bring them to worksites where manpower was scarce. Labor 

contractors provided workers for public works projects undertaken by the colonial state, 

including renovations to the irrigation system.5 Rather than abolishing forced labor, then, 

the British had depended on it to expand the land under perennial irrigation in the 

beginning of their rule, and, once the owners of the large estates enabled by this 

expansion had consolidated political power, they were able to convince the British to stop 

forcing them to send away laborers from their estates. Thus, a new class of capitalist 

                                                
3 Nathan Brown, “Who Abolished Corvee Labor in Egypt and Why?” Past & Present 
144 (1994): 116–37. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Jennifer Derr, “Cultivating the State: Cash Crop Agriculture, Irrigation, and the 
Geography of Authority in Colonial Southern Egypt, 1868-1931” (PhD Diss, Stanford 
University, 2009). 
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intermediaries—the contractors—emerged to meet the demand for labor and turn a profit 

for themselves. 

In this chapter, I detail the system of human resource mobilization that emerged 

during World War I to recruit workers and peasants from Egypt as logistical laborers. 

This system ultimately saw the official re-introduction of corvée labor in Egypt, as 

British officials were constrained by the actions of rural intermediaries and peasant 

laborers, and tried to represent their recruitment effort in ways that ordinary Egyptians 

could understand. This labor recruitment network bound peasants in the remote corners 

of the Nile valley to one another, to their local administrative officials, and to wartime 

decision makers in London, Cairo, and on the front lines. By reconstructing this network 

and examining the variety of ways that workers and peasants acted within its constraints, 

this chapter answers analyzes how the British colonial state went about rounding up 

workers to serve in the ELC, as well as how workers and peasants engaged with this 

process.  

Previous studies of the ELC tend to portray the recruiting process as either 

“voluntary contracting” or “forced conscription.” During World War I, the British went 

to great lengths to portray ELC recruiting as “voluntary” in their official communications 

within the government and in the press.6 Historians writing in Arabic and in English have 

preserved the dualistic logic of this discourse by portraying the recruiting process as an 

evolution from “voluntary contracting” to “forced conscription.” For example, Egyptian 

Social Historian Amin ‘Izz al-Din (1969) characterizes the early years of recruiting as 

                                                
6 British National Archives, Kew, London (BNA) FO 141/798 “Circulars concerning 
voluntary employment in the ELC,” or BNA FO 141/667/1 No. 2689/171 “Synopsis of 
voluntary recruiting circulars,” 6 June, 1918, or BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/31 Rushdi 
to Wingate.  
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“voluntary contracting” (t‘āqud ikhtiyārī), but refers to recruitment in later years as 

“kidnapping” (khaṭaf).7 American Political Scientist Ellis Goldberg (1992) describes a 

similar type of chronological development, whereby the “British…offered wage 

employment to peasants in the Labour Corps and forcibly recruited them when too few 

volunteered.”8 This vacillation between conceptions of “voluntary” and “forced” labor 

also has reverberations in the historiography of colonial Indian labor in the Great War—

and throughout the history of the British Empire more generally—which alternates 

between characterizing migrant labor either as a “new system of slavery” or as an 

opportunity to escape poverty and social stigma.9 

In this chapter, I argue that reducing the complex phenomenon of labor migration 

to a process that is either simply “coercive” or “voluntary” ignores the many ways that 

migrant laborers transformed themselves, their communities, and the very structures of 

the imperial state through a variety of deeply sophisticated means of engaging with labor 

recruitment. Workers and peasants could join up with the ELC and seek out the financial 

rewards that came with cooperation—and some even took advantage of the situation to 

harvest relative windfalls. But as the recruitment effort ramped up, more and more 

peasants rejected the efforts of the Ministry of Interior to recruit them. This rejection 

could take the relatively benign form of petitioning, but by the summer of 1918, more 

and more chose violent means to resist recruitment. Importantly, this political activity 
                                                
7 'Izz al-Din Amin, “Awwal Dirasa ‘an Sabab Ham Min Isbab bi-Thawrat 1919: al-
Shughul fi-l-Sulta: Qissat Filaq al-‘Umal al-Misri wa Filaq al-Jamal,” Al-Musawwar, 
March 1969. 
8 Ellis Goldberg, “Peasants in Revolt - Egypt 1919,” International Journal of Middle East 
Studies 24 (1992): 263. 
9 Syeda Rozana Rashid, “Colonial Labour Migration from India furing the First World 
War: Present Implications,” War and Colonies: 1914-1918, Alliance Française de Dhaka, 
University of Dhaka, India, 2014. 
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ultimately fed back into the decision calculus of British officials, and the solutions they 

proposed in response would drastically alter the course of British governance as it had 

developed in Egypt for a generation.  

 

Hired Labor  

When the effort to defend the Suez Canal against Ottoman attack began in February 

1915, British military authorities were fresh off the Maxwell declaration, and intent on 

minimizing the extent to which the war would be felt on Egyptian soil. At first, they tried 

to restrict their use of Egyptian personnel to those already enrolled in the Anglicized 

Egyptian army. As a fighting force, the Egyptian army was called upon to assist in 

repelling the attack on the Suez Canal in February 1915.10 There was also an early 

attempt to utilize military labor from the Egyptian army in the Gallipoli campaign, when 

the 2nd and 3rd Egyptian Works companies were sent to the island of Imbros in May 

1915.11 This practice did not persist, and the Egyptian Works Companies were soon 

replaced with ELC. But the Anglo-Egyptian Army remained involved in the early phases 

of recruiting for the ELC. To assist in the defense of the Suez Canal in 1915, military 

authorities sent British Inspectors around the provinces to gather camels, offering 15 

piasters to their owners in compensation.12 Additionally, calls for Egyptians to contribute 

their camels were issued in the press, controlled as it was by censorship authorities under 

                                                
10 P.G. Elgood, Egypt and the Army (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1924); Latifa 
Salim, Misr fi-l-Harb al-'Alimiyya al-Ula (Alexandria: al-Hay’a al-'Ama li-Maktabat al-
Iskandariyya, 1984). 
11 John Starling and Ivor Lee, No Labour, No Battle: Military Labour during the First 
World War (London: The History Press, 2009), 163. 
12 “al-Jamal fi-l-Qatar”, al-Ahram, 3 February 1915. 
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martial law. 13  On the strength of this mobilization and propaganda campaign, 

approximately 1,200 camels had been gathered from throughout the provinces to assist in 

the defense effort by February.14 Following the Ottoman retreat and the subsequent 

period of inaction, most of the hired camels were returned to their owners, and the 

strength of the HCT was reduced so that by late 1915, no more than 500-600 camels were 

available (See Chapter One).15  

As British demand for manpower in the war effort exceeded the capacity of the 

small Anglo-Egyptian army, the colonial state and military authorities began working to 

recruit civilians through labor contractors. As discussed in Chapter One, the first 

Egyptian civilians to work outside of Egypt served in the Gallipoli campaign in 1915. By 

23 July 1915, 1,152 workers had been recruited from Suhag, Tanta, and Bani Suwayf, 

and hired on three-month contracts to be sent to Mudros.16 The short term of the contract 

corresponded to the period of time migrant workers had grown accustomed to leaving 

their homes for work during the summer cotton harvest.17 One can get a further sense of 

how analogous these first wartime laborers were to other forms of civilian migrant work 

from a memorandum produced by the General Staff Army Headquarters, which reports 

fears of the men being “bribed by labor agents.”18 This seems to suggest that the men 

having been recruited were similar in social standing to the population that was subject to 

recruitment by labor contractors for work in agriculture or industry. 

                                                
13 “al-Difa‘a ‘an Misr: Hadarat al-Asfal Ashab al-Muqaṭam”, al-Muqatam, 3 July 1915. 
14 “al-Jamal fi-l-Qatar”, al-Ahram, 3 February 1915. 
15 G.E. Badcock, A History of the Transport Services of the Egyptian Expeditionary 
Force 1916-1918 (London: Hugh Rees, Ltd., 1925), 20–22.  
16 BNA FO 141.797/2 No. 2689 General Staff Army HQ, 23 July 1915.  
17 Elgood, Egypt and the Army, 239–40. 
18 BNA FO 141.797/2 No. 2689 General Staff Army HQ, 23 July 1915. 
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As the war dragged on, labor contractors faced increased demand for their 

services from the allied forces in France and Mesopotamia. The unexecuted plans to 

recruit Egyptian laborers in the spring of 1916 reveal a great deal about how the logistics 

of rule in pre-war occupied Egypt came to inform British tactics during the war itself. In 

response to the initial request, The Commander-in-Chief of the Levant Base made 

arrangements with the British Adviser to the Ministry of Public Works, Murdoch 

MacDonald, to send workers in “gangs of 500 at a time at fourteen days notice for each 

gang” for work in France. By April 1916, preliminary contracts had been drawn up 

between two labor contractors to employ Egyptian workers for this purpose. 19  

MacDonald was an important figure to link the colonial state with labor contractors. In 

1915, he was appointed Director of Works on the Suez Canal defenses.20 As a technocrat 

in the Ministry of Public Works, he had been responsible for organizing construction on 

the First High Dam at Aswan in 1902, which entailed the mobilization of 6,000 Egyptian 

laborers.21 Although it is not clear in the existing literature how these laborers were 

organized, it seems reasonable to assume that contractors would have been used at least 

in part, given that construction began six years after the official abolishment of corvée. 

By 1915, Murdoch had more than fifteen years of experience in the Ministry of Public 

Works, where he would have been well situated to develop his relationships with the 

contractors responsible for raising the labor to maintain Egypt’s irrigation infrastructure.  

Unfortunately, we don’t get much information about the specific labor contractors 

involved in the recruitment effort from the British documents, besides a few cryptic 

                                                
19 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689 McMahon, 1 April 1916. 
20 BNA FO 371/3713 No. 20835 “War Service Rendered by the Ministry of Public 
Works”, 6 September 1919. 
21Derr, “Cultivating the State.” 
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references to the names “Alexandrini” or “Alessandrini” and “Belleni.”22 The most 

distinct possibility seems to be that these characters came from the population of 

merchant moneylenders “holding Ottoman or European citizenship but thoroughly a part 

of Egyptian rural society” who were a presence in Egypt’s villages throughout the long 

19th century.23 As a population with a long history of moving between the city and the 

countryside, and with knowledge of both Arabic and European languages, these 

expatriate labor contractors would have been an easy choice for the British to utilize in 

order to secure the laborers they demanded for the war effort. By utilizing the same labor 

contractors on whom they had depended to gather laborers for the “remunerative” Public 

Works under Baring and his successors, the British reaped the dividends of a system they 

had been encouraging through their policies in Egypt over the preceding decades. 

 

Calling Up the Reserve 

After briefly contributing troops to the effort to defend the Suez Canal in 1915, the 

Anglo-Egyptian army continued to play a role in providing military labor and overseeing 

labor recruitment. The role of the Levant Base in the labor-contracting scheme outlined 

above is evidence of this. By the beginning of December 1916, all the land in Egypt was 

divided into two districts for recruiting purposes, with one officer from the Egyptian 

                                                
22 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689 FO to MacMahon, 24 March 1916 suggests “asking 
Alexandrini to raise gangs on six months indentures.” BNA FO 141/797/2 No 2689 
Graham to Macdonald, 26 March 1916 mentions “General Altham’s arrangements with 
yourself and Alexandrini for the recruitment of labor.” BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689 
MacMahon to Foreign Office, 31 March 1916 mentions “preliminary contracts…drawn 
up with Alessandrini and Belleni, and between contractors and workmen.” 
23 Nathan Brown, Peasant Politics in Modern Egypt: The Struggle Against the State, 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), 190. 
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army put in charge of Upper Egypt, and another in charge of Lower Egypt.24 The 

recruiting staffs under both men included British Recruiting Officers from the Ministry of 

Interior and British Medical Officers from the Anglo-Egyptian army.25 

 To help meet demand for logistical laborers, the Anglo-Egyptian army made the 

decision to call up the army reserve (al-radīf al-miṣrī) on 20 January 1916. The reserve 

had been established with the Draft Law (َqānūn al-qar‘a) of 31 July 1880, which 

subjected every Egyptian male “right in body” from the ages of 20 to 35 to military 

service. The law stipulated that all men who were not immediately in demand for the 

armed services, as well as those who had already served their allotted time in service, 

were to be sent into the army reserve for a period of time ranging from 4 to 6 years.26 

According to estimates of the Assistant Adjutant General for recruiting in 1916, out of 

the 130,000 men who became eligible for military service annually under the Draft Law, 

80,000 would be selected by ballot, and 60,000 of these would present themselves for 

medical examination. Of these, only 5,000 would pass the required height standard of 

5’6”. With the military demand at 2,700 annually, this left a surplus of 2,300 held in 

reserve each year.27 Including all the men drafted over the course of the preceding seven 

years—and allowing for attrition and exemptions for certain classes of men—

approximately 10,000 men were made immediately available through the army reserve to 

serve as laborers in 1916.28 One contemporary press source mentions that they were to 

                                                
24 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/8 Copy of letter from Hazel to Haines, 12 May 1917. 
25 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/64 Allenby to Wingate, 13 February 1918. 
26 “al-Khidma al-‘Askariyya fi-l-Qatar al-Misri”, al-Ahram, 21 January 1916. 
27 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/2 Proceedings of meeting held in IGC office, 8 May 
1916. 
28 The British estimate puts the number at 8,000, see BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/2 
Proceedings of meeting held in IGC office, 8 May 1916; The estimate in the Egyptian 
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serve in the “camel force” (ḥamlat al-jamal), specifically.29 Moreover, in a report on the 

status of the CTC in May 1916, reservists are specifically mentioned as one of the two 

main sources of drivers in the force.30 The reservists were organized under the general 

command of a British official in the Ministry of Interior given temporary rank as a 

military officer, with Egyptian non-commissioned officers below him on loan from the 

Anglo-Egyptian army.31  

 

“Administrative Pressure” 

With the Sinai/Palestine campaign grinding to a stalemate in early 1917, discussion 

began in London as to whether Egypt was contributing its “fair share” to the war effort. 

On 21 May 1917, the head of the British army sent a telegram to the commander of the 

Egyptian Expeditionary Force (EEF), writing, “It is essential that all parts of the empire 

should share in the strain [of the war] as far as local conditions admit…As regards Egypt, 

I am not satisfied that this is the case.”32 The commander responded, “It has always been 

my opinion that…Egypt has not felt the strain of war at all and I have constantly studied 

the question as to how to utilize Egyptian resources more fully.”33 On 2 June 1917, the 

War Office, which oversaw the British armed services from London, sent a telegram to 

                                                                                                                                            
Press is significantly higher at 12,000, see “al-Radif al-Misri: al-‘Adad alladhi yajam‘u 
minhu wa al-gharđ min jam‘uhu”, al-Ahram, 22 January 1916 for the numbers; see “al-
Iskandariyya: Akhbar al-Yawm: al-Radif fi-l-Iskandariyya”, al-Ahram, 22 January 1916 
on how some men were exempted, because they were serving in the Fire Department, 
Police, and Coast Guard. 
29 DKM “al-Radif”, al-Ahali, 3 February 1916. 
30 BNA FO 141/797/2 Whittingham, 1 May 1916. 
31 “Nizam al-Radif al-Misri”, al-Ahram, 16 February 1916. 
32 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/13 Chief London to Chief EEF, 21 May, 1917. 
33 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/17 Extract of Telegram from Murray to War Office, 24 
May 1917. 
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the Foreign Office, which oversaw the British diplomats, inquiring the opinion of the 

Secretary of State if forced conscription could be instituted in Egypt. The military wanted 

to raise 17,000 more men, on a permanent basis not subject to renewals, and at the low 

level of pay prevailing for soldiers at the time.34 

This request was communicated to diplomatic officials on the ground, and a 

meeting was convened in Cairo on the subject. At that meeting, representatives of the 

Anglo-Egyptian army objected to forced conscription on the grounds that the army could 

not spare enough officers to manage such a large force of workers. Furthermore, 

diplomatic officials from the Foreign Office objected because “no sense of loyalty 

towards the British Empire could be counted upon to secure the support of any 

appreciable proportion of the population.”35 Therefore, in his telegram to the War Office, 

the Undersecretary of State wrote, “[Foreign Secretary] Balfour is in agreement 

with…the conclusions reached by the committee at Cairo,” effectively rebuffing the War 

Office’s request to institute forced conscription.36 

 But the impression that “Egypt is profiting by the war without endeavoring to 

make any adequate return” persisted among military leaders in the War Office and was 

continuously communicated to the top British diplomat on the ground in Egypt, Reginald 

Wingate.37 Wingate passed along these criticisms to the Egyptian Prime Minister, Ḥusayn 

Rushdi, writing in August 1917, “The affair has highlighted the urgent need of a 

telegraph here at the earliest possible moment to detail the measure that you have the 

                                                
34 According to BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/16 telegram no. 685, 6 July 1917, the total 
desired strength of the ELC was to be 100,000. Murray put the number at that time at 
approximately 98,000, but he included 15,000 casual laborers in this pool. 
35 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2869/12 Minutes of Meeting, 28 May 1917. 
36 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/17 FO telegram, 18 June 1917. 
37 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/19 Graham to Wingate, 23 August 1917. 
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intention of taking to increase recruitment.”38 Rushdi responded quickly with a proposal 

for a comprehensive plan to increase recruitment, including: a pay raise for the laborers 

with the difference covered by the Egyptian government; a release from military service 

for every man who enters the auxiliary labor corps for at least one year; exemptions from 

certain taxes; and “tours of the provinces by a high functionary of the Ministry of Interior 

to manage the execution of these orders.”39  

At the next meeting of the Egyptian Council of Ministers, Rushdi communicated 

the plan to the Ministry of Interior.40 In light of objections by the Anglo-Egyptian army, 

it was decided that an increase in pay for engagements in the ELC was impracticable, but 

that exemption from military service and an extra effort from provincial functionaries—

referred to under the euphemism “administrative pressure”—could be done. So, on 20 

October 1917, the Minister of War issued a decree modifying the Draft Law so that 

“every person liable for military service…shall be exempt from the obligation to such 

service if he shall enlist in and serve for a continuous period of one year with…any 

auxiliary service attached to the British troops.”41 In order to publicize the scheme, a 

decree from the new Sultan, Fu’ad I, was published in the press providing exemption 

from military service for anyone who volunteered for one full year of service in the 

“Egyptian Labor Corps (firqat al-‘umāl al-miṣriyya) or the Camel Transport Corps (firqat 

                                                
38 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/21 Wingate to Rushdi, 23 August, 1917. 
39 Ibid. 
40 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/31 “Traduction de deus circulaires addresser par les 
Ministere de l’interieur aux mourdirs at gouverneurs au sujet du Labour Corps,” 28 
August 1917. 
41 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2869/42 Ministry of War, 19 October 1917.  
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al-naql bi-l-jamal) or any other branch of service attached to the armies of his Highness 

the King.”42 

An effort was also made to distribute the recruiting burden more evenly 

throughout the country. In the course of his investigations, Wingate was “interested to 

learn” that recruitment had, up until that point, “practically affected Upper Egypt 

alone.”43 This imbalance was explained due to the lower wages prevailing in the South, 

which made the terms of the labor contracts offered by military authorities more 

attractive to southerners, in addition to the basin irrigation in the four southern-most 

provinces of the country, which resulted in little to no local demand for labor after the 

harvest.44 According to official statistics, 28,986 men were recruited in Upper Egypt from 

the beginning of the war through 2 May 1917, while in Lower Egypt 53,549 were 

enlisted between 6 December 1916 and the end of April 1917.45 Lower Egypt offered 

some advantages in that the bulk of the rural population lived in the fertile lands of the 

Delta, and thus there was a much larger pool of laborers from which to draw. But, 

perhaps because they were less accustomed to the practice of migrant labor, the peasants 

from the Delta were less willing to leave their homes for protracted periods of time. 

Consequently, through the summer of 1917, contracts for Lower Egyptians were fixed for 

three months at a time, while those for Upper Egyptians extended to six months. On 1 

                                                
42 “Firqat al-‘Umal al-Misriyya,” al-Afkar, 22 October 1917.  
43 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/7 Herbert to Haines, 3 May 1917. 
44 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/8 Haines to Herbert, 13 May 1917. 
45 These statistics are unreliable. The document notes that for the early part of the time 
official statistics were kept, the Middle Egyptian provinces of Beni Suef and Fayyoum 
were included as part of “Upper Egypt,” and they were later changed and considered part 
of “Lower Egypt,” see BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/8 Copy of letter from Hazel to 
Haines, 12 May 1917. 
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November 1917, contracts were standardized for all laborers throughout the country at 

six months.46 

The system of “administrative pressure,” therefore, was formed out of a sort of 

compromise between the military authorities of the War Office, the civilian diplomats in 

the Foreign Office, and the Egyptian government of Rushdi Pasha. The War Office 

pushed for conscription, but the Foreign Office rebuffed their repeated calls. Instead of 

conscription, the diplomats of the Foreign Office decided to put pressure on the system of 

village administration to produce the massive number of laborers requested by the War 

Office. Under this new system, the local functionaries in the Ministry of Interior—the 

‘umād (sing. ‘umda, village headmen), ma’mūrūn (sing. ma’mūr, district-level 

executives), khufara’ (sing. khafīr, village security guards) and mudīrūn (sing. mudīr, 

provincial-level executives)—would be the crucial intermediaries responsible for 

securing the laborers demanded for the war effort. 

 

Local Intermediaries 

In issuing orders to the local administrative officials in the Ministry of Interior, Rushdi 

tried to impress upon them that they had to handle the task delicately and use their “moral 

authority.” A circular from Rushdi to the provincial authorities followed up the October 

decree, urging the ma’mūrūn and the ‘umād to “encourage the rural folk to enroll 

themselves in the ‘Labor Corps,’ and to offer their efforts to spread this idea to the 

public.”47 In Rushdi’s communications with Wingate previous to the order, he also 

emphasized the need to spread “propaganda in the villages by the ma’mūrūn and the 

                                                
46 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/64 Allenby to Wingate, 13 February 1918. 
47 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/44 Rushdi, 21 October1917. 
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‘umād in favor of entrance into the corps” and for “the mudīrūn…to support entrance into 

the corps with the full weight of their authority.” Rushdi’s conception of the authority 

held by these local functionaries in the Ministry of Interior seems to be that of a benign, 

charismatic force able to “encourage the rural folk to enroll themselves” in the ELC 

through “propaganda” and “applying the full weight of their authority,” rather than 

forcibly conscripting them to join the ELC against their will. 

But if officials in the Egyptian government hoped that workers and peasants 

would flock to join the Labor Corps because of the “moral authority” of their local 

village headman, this was wishful thinking on their part. In implementing the system of 

“administrative pressure,” the local officials carried out their duties and dealt with 

problems in a manner that was much more dependent on sheer violence than charisma or 

moral influence. In his report of 1 May 1916, the British Inspector in charge of the Camel 

Transport Corps (CTC) noted, “drivers supplied through the governors of the provinces 

are not all volunteers” and “forced labor…is practically what has been supplied up to 

now.”48 Badcock’s description of the CTC lends credence to this conclusion: “the first 

recruits were volunteers, which is to say that of every three, one came to avoid the police, 

one was sent by the police, and one was a respectable wage-earner.”49 In the summer of 

1918, instructions were issued to the British Inspectors against the practice of “grabbing 

men off roads.”50 This style of recruitment, backed up with the armed force of the 

khufara’, essentially amounted to kidnapping laborers and sending them off to war. 

                                                
48 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/1 Whittingham’s Report, 1 May 1916. 
49 G.E. Badcock, A History of the Transport Services of the Egyptian Expeditionary 
Force 1916-1918 (London: Hugh Rees Ltd., 1925), 31. 
50 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/134 Haines to Wingate, 6 August 1918. 
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Some ‘umād also amassed large fortunes from accepting bribes to exempt people 

from recruitment. In March 1915, al-Ahram ran a series of articles on the ‘umda of the 

village of al-Mahmudiyya in the province of al-Buhayra in the Nile delta region. The 

initial article of 1 March 1915 reports that the ‘umda had been accused of “accepting 

bribes from one of [the villagers] in order to exempt him from the draft (al-qar‘a).”51 

Two days later, al-Ahram issued a retraction. The retraction mentions that the public was 

“shocked” by the article, but that ultimately the case was unfounded, and the newspaper 

had been “lying,” and was guilty of “libel” (furiyya).52 The initial article may have been 

an instance of libel. But it is also a possibility that British censors caught al-Ahram 

reporting on a subject they were not interested in publicizing: the forced recruitment of 

laborers for the war effort. In the context of the massive censorship effort undertaken by 

the British during the war, this series of reports may be an instance where one report 

slipped past the censors, only to be retracted later. Contemporary observers also accused 

the ‘umād of accepting bribes. Salama Musa recounts one story of an ‘umda “owning six 

acres, who gathered 5,000 LE [for himself], while the peasants went hungry because they 

paid these bribes out of pocket.”53 Elgood also notes that many ‘umād made personal 

fortunes by taking such bribes.54 By accepting bribes and forcing those without the means 

to pay them into service, recruitment under the system of administrative pressure became 

a deeply regressive, in-kind tax on the rural inhabitants of the provinces, and many of the 

poorest villagers were forced into service for the military authorities.   

                                                
51 “Itiham ‘Umda,” al-Ahram, 1 March 1915. 
52 “Dafa‘a Furiyya,” al-Ahram, 3 March 1915. 
53 Musa, Tarbiyyat Salama Musa, 113. 
54 Elgood, Egypt and the Army, 318. 



 
 

 88 

‘Umād also used their new discretionary powers to protect themselves and their 

property from being subject to whims of the British colonial state. The ‘umād were able 

to secure their own sons exemptions from recruitment.55 Additionally, some managed to 

protect their own property from confiscation by the Military Authorities. By the fall of 

1917, the British had moved towards forcible dispossession of camels in the provinces to 

meet the demands of the CTC.56 In October of that year, the ‘umda of Asyut was 

involved in a trial that received press coverage after he was forced to resign for hiding his 

camels from the Military Authorities.57 Moreover, in the summer of 1917, the British 

recorded the activities of certain notables who were “hindering the voluntary 

commitments to the ELC” around their personal agricultural estates.58 By impeding labor 

recruitment, these large landowners endeavored to maintain a steady supply of 

agricultural laborers at harvest time in order to avoid having to pay inflated wages in 

conditions of labor scarcity. Local officials, therefore, were able to take advantage of the 

labor recruitment network not only through positive authorities accumulated in their 

hands, but also through the negative ability to keep the state from expropriating their own 

family and property. 

 All attempts to represent the ‘umād, ma’mūrūn, khufara’, and mudīrūn as 

possessing some kind of “moral authority” in the countryside that they could wield as 

“soft power” to convince the villagers to join the Labor Corps ultimately rang hollow. 

Even though the Egyptian government attempted to frame their authority along these 
                                                
55 BNA FO 141/667/1 No. 2689/171 Claghin to Allenby, 5 July 1920 “Synopsis of 
voluntary recruiting circulars—6 June 1918.” 
56 Salim, Misr fi-l-Harb, 266. 
57 “‘Umdat Asyut,” al-Afkar, 10 October 1917. 
58 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/31 Rushdi to Wingate—2nd circular (to Mudirs and 
Governors), 28 August 1917. 
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lines, their recruitment efforts could not be carried out without recourse to violent and 

arbitrary force. With their actions essentially unchecked by central authorities in Cairo, 

local officials were able to consolidate financial and social power in the countryside 

through a variety of practices like taking bribes and generally manipulating the 

recruitment process to their own benefit. But their growing boldness and audacity in these 

manipulations led them into conflict with the workers and peasants whom they were 

tasked with recruiting.  

 

Engaging with the Recruitment Network—Contracting  

Thus, a new generation of workers and peasants throughout Egypt were confronted with 

the imposition of a harsh tax to be paid to the state in the form of their own bodily labor. 

Workers and peasants engaged with the recruitment network in a number of ways. The 

first option available to workers and peasants was, of course, to join up with the ELC. 

Salim finds evidence of laborers approaching the Military Authorities of their own 

intiative and asking to sign up for terms of service in the Gallipoli campaign.59A report 

from al-Ahram in March 1916 announced, “Out of work laborers and others looking for 

work [can] find a good opportunity (furṣa sāniḥa) to join in service to the Military 

Authorities, which gives an active wage of not less than seven piasters per day…and 

[pays the workers] salaries in advance for their travel.”60 This report—issued as it was 

during a time of heavy military censorship—offers a particularly positive valence to 

joining up with the auxiliary labor corps by deeming it a “good opportunity.” It also 

seems to have exaggerated the wages expected for a low-level laborer, which were five 

                                                
59 Salim, Misr fi-l-Harb, 408. 
60 quoted in ‘Izz al-Din, “Awwal Dirasa.”  
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piasters/day for the ELC and six piasters/day for the CTC.61 But even at these rates, 

peasants could still make more than normal wage of three piasters/day for migrant 

laborers in the contracting system before the war.62 New recruits were also supposed to 

be given an advance on their salaries of three pounds (i.e. 300 piasters or roughly one 

hundred times the daily wage of a migrant laborer at the time) so that temporary 

provision could be made for the maintenance of their dependents during their absence.63  

 The memoir of ‘Abd al-Hamid Muhammad Husayn provides insight into the 

considerations at play for workers who joined up with the ELC. According to this 

document—which was published more than fifty years after the war in the Egyptian 

magazine Ruz al-Yusuf—Husayn was a rare example of a literate enrollee in the ELC. In 

the beginning of his story, Husayn emphasizes the paramount role played by financial 

constraints in the space of his village, writing, “poverty is what governed over everything 

in [my] humble neighborhood…and poverty gives birth to values and laws (wa-m‘a al-

faqr tawlida al-muthul wa-l-quwānīn).”64 He writes that he had been working in casual 

migrant labor since the age of eleven, but he treats the actual moment of his recruitment 

into the ELC very briefly, writing only that he “found himself joining the army” (wajadtu 

nafsī altaḥiq bi-l-‘askariyya).65 He continued to re-enroll in the ELC multiple times. 

After his first tour of duty in Gallipoli in 1915, he returned to Egypt and joined up again 

for multiple tours in Sudan. Finally, in 1917, Husayn re-entered the ELC for a final tour 

                                                
61 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/64 Allenby to Wingate, 13 February 1918. 
62 Salim, Misr fi-l-Harb, 188. 
63 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/64 Allenby to Wingate, 13 February 1918. 
64‘Abd al-Hamid Muhammad Husayn “Khamsa wa Sab‘aiyyin ‘Aman bayn Qibat al-
Masajid wa-Jaysh al-Ingliz, wa-Sajun Isra’il,” Ruz al-Yusif, 17 June 1968. 
65 Ibid. 
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supporting the EEF in the Sinai/Palestine campaign.66 Because he was literate, Ḥusayn 

rose quickly through the ELC hierarchy, ataining the rank of Awmbāshi, which gave him 

authority over the storehouse for his ELC encampment in Palestine. 

Poverty and financial constraints played a paramount role for many families in the 

rural and urban working classes at the time. After the outbreak of World War I in the 

summer of 1914, general uncertainty led British industry to reign in expenses. With 

demand decreasing in the Lancashire cotton mills, it soon became clear that the cotton 

harvest of summer 1914 would be “left unpicked, rotting in the ground.”67 Buying and 

selling of cotton, which was the lifeblood of the Egyptian economy, ground to a halt 

when the market at Alexandria simply shut down in August and September. Soon 

afterwards, banks and moneylenders became fearful of debtor insolvency, and began to 

make a more concerted effort to collect outstanding loans from small farmers.68 Workers 

in Egypt’s major urban centers also suffered from economic hardship at the beginning of 

the war. Unemployment skyrocketed as major businesses tried to cut back on expenses, 

and the business interests of enemy nationals were closed. Many of the workers in urban 

areas were originally migrants from the countryside, so, in light of public security 

concerns, steps were taken to remove migrant laborers back to their villages of origin. In 

September 1914, 3,000 Upper Egyptians were relocated from the Mediterranean ports of 

Alexandria and Port Sa‘id, and an additional 1,900 were evacuated from the Delta town 

of Damanhour.69 

                                                
66 Ibid., 24-5. 
67 Elgood, Egypt and the Army, 51. 
68 Salim, Misr fi-l-Harb, 104-105. 
69 Salim, Misr fi-l-Harb, 175. 
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For this large population of cash-strapped and unemployed peasants and laborers, 

the ELC could provide opportunities for financial relief. If laborers could get themselves 

classified as “skilled,” they could receive “bounties” of fifty to one hundred piasters (i.e. 

ten to twenty times the daily wage for an “unskilled” laborer in the ELC) for each 

additional time they re-enrolled in the auxiliary labor corps.70 The British military 

authorities established schools that provided courses for laborers to attain skills as 

mechanical transport drivers, clerks, or officer’s attendants (“suffragis”).71 Others would 

take a premium for waiting until a man was condemned to service and then offering to 

take his spot in the ELC. One British Adviser wrote of  “thousands” of recruits “ready to 

volunteer” who “stand out for something extra before joining.” According to his report, 

men could make from one to seven pounds (i.e. 2,000-14,000 percent of the daily wage 

for a low-level unskilled laborer in the ELC) extra by doing this. The Adviser also 

mentions a second-hand report of eighty men in Damanhour “waiting outside [of the 

markaz building]…who were willing, for a consideration, to take [the recruits’] places.”72 

Although British characterizations of their own policies in Egypt should certainly be 

taken with a grain of salt, it seems that there is some evidence—both in English and 

Arabic—that workers approached the recruitment effort as a financial or even 

entrepreneurial opportunity and sought to join up with the military authorities. 

 

 

                                                
70 But the “vast majority” of laborers received no bonus for re-enrollment.  
BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/38 Wingate, 20 September 1917. 
71 See BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/63 Memo from the Ministry of Finance, 9 February 
1918. 
72 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689, Haines, 30 June, 1918. 
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Petitioning 

As for those who were recruited against their will, they resorted to a variety of means to 

negotiate with, subvert, or resist the recruitment network. One important means of 

engaging with the state over the subject was petitioning the government for exemption 

from recruitment. According to the British Adviser, the Ministry of Interior had received 

4,919 such petitions and granted exemptions in 596 or twelve percent of cases from May 

1918 to March 1919.73 The Ministry received petitions “from recruits or their parents,” 

indicating that kinship networks were often mobilized in the course of drafting each 

petition.74 At the time, petitioning was a common method employed by villagers seeking 

a redress of their grievances with the state.75 ELC officers also continuously forwarded 

petitions from the ELC to the Recruiting Department.76 

 

Violent Resistance 

Besides petitioning, workers and peasants also used violence to resist or reject 

incorporation into the recruitment apparatus entirely. The British National Archives 

contain thirty-five reports of violent resistance to recruitment issued within the Ministry 

of Interior in just over three months from 19 May 1918 to 27 August 1918.77 All told, the 

records show that the battles between villagers and the local officials who were working 

to conscript them in the summer of 1918 lead to the deaths of three khufara’, two ‘umād, 

                                                
73 BNA FO 141/667/1 No. 2689/171 Claghin to Allenby, 5 July, 1920. 
74 Ibid. 
75 Brown, Peasant Politics, 174; Chalcraft, “Engaging the State”: 304. 
76 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/52a Haines - Note on El Afkar’s Article on the Labour 
Corps, 20 December 1917. 
77 BNA FO 142/797/2 “Raising the Egyptian Labour Corps.” 
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and eighteen villagers. A further thirty-five khufara’ and twenty-two villagers were 

wounded, and at least seventy-nine villagers were arrested.  

The most common, and perhaps the most instinctive, method of violent resistance 

was for individuals to physically assault officials as they attempted to grab them off the 

street or from their homes. Eighteen of the thirty-five cases (fifty-one percent) can be 

categorized as this type of “individual” resistance. These acts of resistance were generally 

unsuccessful, as local administrative or judicial officials ultimately apprehended the 

perpetrators. Although using firearms against administrative officials constituted the 

largest category of weapons used in the attacks, the records show almost as many cases of 

stabbing, along with a significant number of cases in which recruiting officers were 

beaten with seemingly any implement that was ready-at-hand for the villagers; including 

sticks, stones, kitchen knives, and axes.78  

The Ministry of Interior also received a number of reports of physical resistance 

by kinship groups, with eleven out of thirty-five cases (thirty-one percent) qualifying. 

Family members could have coordinated their behavior in advance to defend their kinship 

group once knowledge of the recruitment process became widespread in the countryside. 

One important reason families were able to mobilize quickly to respond to threats on a 

family member was because they often lived nearby.79 The family as a site of resistance 

had significant effects on the women of the countryside. One case of women getting 

                                                
78 For a report from the Delta province of Gharbiyya about an act of individual resistance 
in which villagers used a kitchen knife and a “nabut,” or a wooden stick used in a popular 
combat game, to resist the khufara’, see BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/110 Ministry of 
Interior 19 June, 1918khufara’. 
79 For a different report from Gharbiyya detailing relatives “living a neighbouring house” 
resisting the recruitment of their with sticks and an axe, see BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 
2689/86 Ministry of Interior, 21 May, 1918. 
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involved in violent resistance comes from Nag‘ Hamadi in the Upper Egyptian province 

of Qina, where relatives “interfered” with the recruiting process. Upon seeing this 

interference, the khufara’ fired at the offenders “wounding a man and a woman.”80 Wives 

were also called to testify against their husbands after they had been apprehended for 

resisting.81 Another way women contributed to resisting labor recruitment was through 

marriage. ‘Izz al-Din relates a spate of marriages that “spread like wildfire” in an 

unspecified village in response to a rumor that the Military Authorities had decided to 

“gather” (ḥashd) the unmarried in their conscription tours.82 Indeed, the family status of 

recruits was supposed to be taken into account by recruiting officials, with “heads of 

families” exempt from recruitment according to the law.83 Women could thus be involved 

in outright physical resistance or a more subtle style of resisting conscription through 

marriage, and they were persecuted and attacked by judicial and administrative 

authorities for their role in such acts. 

Besides resistance on an individual or family level, mass uprisings also took place 

encompassing larger groups of actors—up to and including entire villages. At least seven 

examples of mass resistance connected to recruitment for the ELC and CTC are 

preserved in the Foreign Office records. The largest example of mass resistance reported 

in the archives comes from the Delta province of al-Daqhiliyya. The report focuses on the 

police lieutenant posted at the “Biala Outpost,” who was preparing to leave for the 

Ṭalkha district center with recruits in tow, when “about two hundred villagers gathered 

and interfered with him, persistently asking for the release of Mohamed el Sayed.” The 

                                                
80 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/119 Ministry of Interior, 3 July, 1918. 
81  E.g. BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/86 Ministry of Interior, 21 May, 1918. 
82  ‘Izz al-Din, “Awwal Dirasa,” 26. 
83 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/96 Rushdi to Mudirs circular No. 10 26 May, 1918. 
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confrontation apparently came to blows, as the lieutenant and some of the other 

policemen at the outpost required medical treatment for the wounds they received. The 

ma’mūrūn from Ṭalkha and Kafr al-Shaykh, along with policemen from outposts in Kafr 

al-Gharb and Bilkas, were sent to the scene and thirty-one villagers were arrested. 84  

 The recruitment effort therefore sparked a variety of new repertoires of 

contentious politics in the Egyptian countryside by the end of the Great War. Workers 

and peasants responded in ways that engaged with the state, such as sending in petitions 

to the central government, as well as ways that rejected the state through physical 

violence directed against state officials. The situation seems to have come to a head in the 

summer of 1918, when at least thirty-five separate incidents of violent resistance took 

place in a three-month period. 

 

The Government’s Response: Re-instituting the Corvée 

So far, we have traced the process of recruiting workers and peasants for the ELC from 

the top down. We have seen how demands for conscription from the Military Authorities 

in the War Office were relayed to the civilian officials in the Foreign Office, how those 

civilians worked with the Egyptian government to produce the compromise solution of 

“administrative pressure,” and how this system empowered the mid-level officials in the 

Ministry of Interior and was negotiated by the villagers who were subject to recruitment. 

But the recruiting process was also driven from the bottom up, as the actions of the 

peasantry and the numerous acts of violent resistance taking place in the countryside 

                                                
84 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/88 Haines, 25 May 1918. 
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ultimately fed back into the decision-making process and impacted the form of the 

recruitment effort. 

 As early as February 1918, the British were aware of the problems with 

“administrative pressure.” In a report from that month, the Adviser to the Ministry of 

Interior complained, “Mamurs and Omdehs are using pure compulsion to show good 

recruiting figures. This gives recruiting a bad name and it is against the wish of the 

army.”85 On 6 May 1918, a meeting was convened of the British Advisers and the 

Military Authorities to find a solution to the problems. At the meeting the Adviser to the 

Ministry of Interior, suggested, “Labor should be requisitioned from the villages on a sort 

of corvée system.”86 This would be based on the system for Public Works projects known 

as “Nile Defense Works,”87 which had already prepared lists of 16,000 men to work for 

150 days before the Nile flood to dredge irrigation canals and dig new canals to divert 

water in order to ensure the canals did not overflow.88 These Nile Defense Works were 

the last remaining relic of the old corvée system, but they received a new lease on life 

during the recruitment effort for the Labor Corps. 

The re-institution of the corvée was significant because it represented a total 

reversal in British policy of the past thirty years. In his communications with the Foreign 

Secretary in London, Wingate provided a mixed assessment of the decision to employ the 

corvée. He referred to it as “the methods which we have now in a sense been constrained 

to employ” and called it an “expedient…not in agreement with the general sentiment and 

                                                
85 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/60a Haines, 5 February 1918. 
86 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/75 Notes of Meeting at the Residency, 6 May 1918. 
87 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689 Haines, 26 May 1918. Also see BNA FO 141/798 
“Circulaire Concernent l’Enrôlement Volontarie.” 
88 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/66 MacDonald, 2 March 1918. 
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character of our administration of Egypt.” But he nevertheless justified the decision to 

use “the corvée, which has legal force and with which the population is familiar.”89 With 

its long history in the countryside, the corvée proved to be a tool that was ready-at-hand 

for the British when the EEF campaign in Palestine ramped up in 1918. 

The British attempted to portray the reintroduction of the corvée as an effort to 

reduce the abuses of the ‘umād. Indeed, when the new Sultan Fu’ad I complained of 

recruiting abuses, Wingate pointed to the reintroduction of the corvée scheme as the 

solution to the problem.90 The preface to the Ministry of Interior announcement of the 

scheme stated that the reasons behind its promulgation were “the numerous complaints 

received by the Ministry, some of which presume an exercise of abuse, by the Omdehs 

and public employees, of their powers, for reasons of a purely personal nature.”91 The 

British accused the ‘umād of “neglect” when they saw that the proportion of recruits to 

total population was much smaller in some districts as compared to others.92 It was 

therefore hoped that the use of corvée lists could centralize and systematize recruiting; by 

having a list they could refer to, the British attempted to take some of the discretionary 

power away from the local officials, thereby reducing complaints of abuse and corruption 

from the population.93 

But if the theoretical goal of reintroducing the corvée lists was to limit the 

exposure of recruits to the arbitrary whims of the ‘umād, the practical implementation of 

the system actually left much up to their discretion. It was clear that the lists prepared by 

                                                
89 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/142 Wingate to Balfour, 15 September 1918. 
90 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/129 Wingate, 25 July 1918. 
91 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/96 Rushdi to Mudirs circular No. 10, 26 May 1918. 
92 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/78 Copy of Letter from Rushdi, 8 May 1918. 
93 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/89 Haines, 26 May 1918; BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 
2689/87b Keon-Boyd, 26 May 1918. 
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the Ministry of Public Works could not be imported wholesale to the task of military 

recruitment without some modifications. In a circular to the provinces, the Ministry of 

Interior instructed none other than the ‘umād themselves to prepare the new lists “on the 

basis of lists prepared over the past year for the men charged with guardianship of the 

Nile banks.” The final lists should exempt anyone less than eighteen years or more than 

forty-five years of age, along with military recruits who have already passed a medical 

exam, heads of families, and employees of “societies and administrations occupied with 

technical employment.” In addition, no more than three men per family were to be 

subject to recruitment.94 According to the British, the ‘umād were the only figures with 

enough “official intelligence” about the locality in which they lived and governed to be 

able to make judgments about such detailed classes of exemption.95 

Complaints persisted about the ‘umād into the summer of 1918. According to 

Haines, the reforms succeeded in that the ‘umda “has no choice about whom he sends,” 

“but,” he wrote, “the trickery is in the lists themselves.”96 By giving the local authorities 

the ability to write the list, the British had essentially institutionalized their arbitrary 

power in the villages. The Ministry of Interior soon came up with a further reform 

proposal. It was suggested that the ‘umād produce double the number of recruits required 

to his district, where the ma’mūr would “make enquiries and release half of those 

produced.” It was hoped that this would “give greater contentment” to the workers and 

peasants subjected to recruitment by giving them a chance to appeal to an authority above 

                                                
94 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/96 Rushdi circular No. 10, 26 May 1918. 
95 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/96 Rushdi, 30 May 1918. 
96 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/134 Haines, 6 August 1918. 
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the ‘umda, even if the total number recruited remained the same.97 By August, Haines 

was reporting on the status of the reform: “I was in Mansura Markaz a day or two ago 

when the Mamur was going through [the recruits] and everything was going smoothly.”98  

By the end of the World War I, then, the British push to recruit laborers had given 

the ‘umād an unprecedented ability to consolidate power in their own hands. The ‘umād 

amassed fortunes by taking bribes to exempt potential laborers and were able to protect 

their own property from being expropriated by the colonial state. Attempts to reign in 

these abuses led the British to reintroduce the old practice of corvée labor, which they 

had strongly denounced in the years prior. Moreover, the actual implementation of this 

policy—dependent as it was on the intelligence only the ‘umda could provide at the 

village level—had the effect of giving the ‘umād an institutionalized means through 

which to continue exercising arbitrary authority. The most the British could do to check 

the concentration of power in the hands of the ‘umād was to install checks and balances 

in the figure of the ma’mūrūn, another class of rural intermediaries, which added an 

additional layer between the British colonial officials and the population they were 

attempting to administer. 

 

Conclusion 

In narrating the history of the recruitment of the Egyptian Labor Corps, this chapter has 

attempted to avoid seeing workers and peasants on the one hand, and the colonial state on 

the other hand, as two mutually opposed, self-creating, and antagonistic entities. After a 

                                                
97 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/85 Keon Boyd, 30 May 1918. 
98 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/134 Haines, 6 August 1918. 
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close study of ELC recruitment, we can see a number of problems with this model of the 

state-society relationship. First, in closely following the decision making process of the 

Anglo-Egyptian colonial state during the recruiting effort, we have seen that military 

officials in London and on the front lines in the Sinai Peninsula and Palestine received 

pushback from diplomatic officials in London and Cairo, officials in the Egyptian 

government, and officers in the Anglo-Egyptian army. These administrators, far from 

implementing their negotiated solution from on high, came to rely on the ʿumdas, 

maʾmūrs, mudīrūn, and khufara’ who had the local knowledge, experience, and ability to 

gather recruits. In turn, the village administrators acted not as subordinates to the central 

state, but as leaders of their own private fiefdoms, within which they were now able to 

consolidate wealth and power and exile personal rivals into ELC service. The decision to 

re-implement the corvée in 1918 is perhaps the best example of the limits of the power of 

the colonial state. The corvée had a long history in Egypt dating at least to Ottoman 

times, and while official policy for at least a generation had been to work towards its 

abolition, the proliferation of incidents and riots associated with ELC recruitment 

ultimately led the British to renege on this policy and, in the process, further devolve 

power to provincial intermediaries. Compared to the notion of state power advanced by 

colonial discourse analysts, the picture of the Anglo-Egyptian colonial state that emerges 

from this history is less totalizing, more open to influences from global developments and 

local actors, and fundamentally dependent on intermediaries and the general 

population—historical actors who were, at times, able to re-fashion technologies of 

colonial domination and control to suit their own ends.  
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Second, this chapter has shown that workers and peasants cannot be seen as 

separate, self-contained actors, thinking only in terms of their parochial interests and 

fundamentally in tension with the state. It is true that a great many rejected the 

recruitment effort and worked—often in vain—to free themselves from service to the 

ELC. But to reduce all labor recruitment to “forced conscription” is to miss crucial parts 

of the story. In enacting their displeasure with recruitment—both through peaceful means 

such as petitioning and through the use of violence—workers and peasants changed the 

course of state policy in the countryside as it was practiced for a generation. Furthermore, 

not all laborers were “forced” to go. Cash-strapped workers and peasants chose to join 

the ELC, and others found ways to make extra money by offering to take the place of the 

forcibly conscripted or enrolling in the schools established by military authorities. Even 

in the difficult and bloody summer of 1918, laborers such as ‘Abd al-Hamid Husayn were 

volunteering to reenter the ELC on multiple tours of duty. This calls into question the 

rigid distinction between “forced” and “voluntary” labor that currently exists in the 

historiography of ELC recruitment. This reductive approach to understanding labor 

recruitment obscures the open-endedness of state power and political subjectivity.   

Instead of imagining state and society as separate, self-contained entities—

existing in their correspondingly separate physical spaces—this chapter has emphasized 

the networked space of the state and the mutual interpenetration of state and society. 

British colonialism in Egypt depended on a shifting assemblage of infrastructures, 

people, and ideas that linked up each of Egypt’s 3,000+ villages with the authorities of 

the Egyptian government and the British Empire. During World War I, the elements of 

this spatial formation—which, as we saw in Chapter One, had been built up over a 



 
 

 103 

generation of British colonialism in Egypt—were re-articulated to facilitate the 

movement of human, animal, and natural resources from the Egyptian countryside to the 

theaters of battle. Chapter Two traced the contours of this assemblage as it worked to 

gather such resources—namely, the laborers of the ELC. Throughout the process, the 

British relied on the existing infrastructures of the Egyptian government, including the 

Ministry of Public Works and the Ministry of Interior, which brought together a variety 

of officials in different places with the help of telegraph and railroad infrastructures. 

Chapter Three will look at another dimension of this process: the transport of laborers 

having been gathered out of Egypt. Although it relied on departments like the Department 

of Prisons and the Egyptian State Railway instead of the Ministry of Interior, the 

transportation of laborers out of Egypt followed the same basic pattern of re-working the 

existing infrastructures of the networked British colonial state in Egypt to serve the ends 

of the British war machine during World War I.  
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CHAPTER 3 

FROM HOME TO THE FRONT 

Throughout the spring of 1917, companies of the Egyptian Labor Corps (ELC) began to 

arrive in France. Egyptian newspapers, under heavy censorship by British military 

authorities at the time, provided limited coverage of developments in the lives of ELC 

laborers abroad. One example was published in the 13 April 1917 edition of the Egyptian 

pro-British daily newspaper al-Muqatam. An article in this issue, entitled “The Egyptian 

Worker’s Unit in France” (qism al-ashghāl al-miṣrī bi-firānsa), describes the scene upon 

the arrival of the first companies of the ELC at the port of Marseille: 

The men [of the ELC] were full of power and activity, and were pleased by the 

new scenery that they saw around them. A big party welcomed them when they 

disembarked [from the ships], and eyes turned to look at them as they passed by 

in the streets. Their good organization and their khaki clothes showed that these 

were men prepared for work. Their health was very fine.1 

This report describes the ELC in a positive valence, later characterizing enrollment with 

the Labor Corps as “a great opportunity for Egyptians to increase their wealth.”2 As we 

saw in Chapter Two, this sort of propagandistic reporting of the ELC—meant to 

encourage recruitment—was common in the Egyptian press under heavy censorship 

during the period of martial law from 1914-1922.  

However, reading against the grain, we can see that the report also contains a 

number of important references to the journey of the men of the ELC from their villages 

to France, and the disciplinary transformation they had undergone as they moved through 

                                                
1 “Qism al-Ashghal al-Miṣri bi-Firansa”, al-Muqatam, 13 April 1917. 
2 Ibid.  
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the networked space of the labor migration network. The “good organization” of the ELC 

describes the various subdivisions and hierarchies established within companies, which 

attempted to instill some level of military discipline into the new troops. The “khaki 

clothes” were provided at supply depots in Cairo and Alexandria, and their “fine health” 

was ensured through the medical examinations and rigorous sanitary processes 

undertaken by the recruits as they migrated from their villages to the lines of supply in 

Europe and the Middle East.  

 Egyptian laborers did not arrive in France in this condition naturally. In the weeks 

and months during their journey, this company of men would have travelled from their 

home villages to the closest town, then on to the big logistics cities of Cairo and 

Alexandria, and finally across the Mediterranean by steamship to arrive in Marseille. For 

many of these Egyptian workers and peasants, the trip might have been the first time they 

left their village, let alone crossed the sea. This chapter reconstructs their journey, along 

with the journeys of other Egyptian migrant laborers who made their way to the 

Dardanelles, Mesopotamia, and Palestine during World War I. How did they travel? 

What was required of them on this journey? And how did they make their mark on the 

spaces through which they circulated? 

To answer these questions, we must follow how, during World War I, 

infrastructures throughout Egypt and the British Empire were built and utilized for 

military purposes. This chapter uses the theoretical framework of Henri Lefebrve’s 

“spatial triad,” as discussed in the Introduction, to trace how spatial practices, 

representations of space, and representational spaces interacted with one another in a 

dialectical process to (re-)produce the logistical space of the ELC labor migration 
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network. The sections of this chapter are thus organized spatially. Each section begins 

with a representation of space worked up by the elites who were charged with 

shepherding ELC laborers along their way. But the sections also draw on a variety of 

archival, press, and popular culture sources to elucidate the spatial practices of the 

laborers who moved through this network. As predicted by Lefebvre, various “counter-

spaces” appear throughout the network; as the scope of labor migration grew in size and 

complexity, conflicts over space multiplied and grew in intensity. In the sections that 

follow, I trace these struggles and their implications for the techno-politics of 

infrastructure in Egypt during World War I. 

 

Internment and Inspection in Provincial Towns 

In 1824, the modernizing reformer Mehmet ‘Ali created the basis for a system of 

provinces to assist in the administration of the Egyptian countryside. ‘Ali divided the 

rural Egyptian countryside into fourteen mudiriyyāt, and further subdivided these 

provinces into marākiz (sing. markaz) or “districts.” Each province was assigned a 

provincial capital town, and each district was assigned a town or a village that served as 

its capital. These towns included the headquarters of the administrative unit, 

encompassing the offices of the mudīr (in a provincial capital) or ma’mūr (in the district 

capital) with administrative responsibility for the mudīriyya or markaz. These building 

complexes also included the telegraph infrastructure needed for local officials to send 

regular reports back to the Ministry of Interior in Cairo. The various rural settlements and 

villages in the surrounding countryside were, for administrative purposes, attached to 

their markaz center, and the marākiz were, in turn, attached to a mudīriyya.  
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After the British occupation in 1882, the marākiz that had grown up during the era 

of Mehmet ‘Ali and his successors were augmented to manage the logistics of the Anglo-

Egyptian colonial state. Figure 3.1 is an administrative map of Lower Egypt published in 

the memoirs of Thomas Russell, a provincial Inspector and police officer in the Anglo-

Egyptian Ministry of Interior from 1902-1946. The light grey lines represent the 

territorial borders of the different mudiriyyāt or “provinces,” which were based on ‘Ali’s 

reforms. During World War I, the marākiz and the mudīriyyāt were the most immediate 

points-of-contact between the provincial administration of the state and the surrounding 

villages. As such, one or both usually constituted the first stop for the men of the ELC on 

their long journey from home to the front. The importance of maps like these for British 

officials working in the Egyptian government illustrates Lefebvre’s point that 

representations of space were crucial for “scientists, planners, urbanists, technocratic 

subdividers, and social engineers.”3 

 For British Inspectors like Thomas Russell, the built environment of the marākiz 

made life during his inspection tours “unattractive.” He described his three-week periods 

traveling through the province for which he had administrative responsibility as “living in 

discomfort in a small town with no social amenities, no cinemas and clubs, with no 

intercourse of families and nothing to do except work and intrigue.”4 At each stop on his 

tour, he would stay in “rest-houses” built of “primitive mud brick,” which “hardly lived 

up to the idea of repose that their name would suggest.”5 Other Englishmen accustomed 

to touring the provinces at the time also fixated on the mud brick construction materials 

                                                
3 Henri Lefebvre, Edited by Donald Nicholson-Smith. The Production of Space. Vol. 9. 
New York, NY: Blackwell, 1991, 38. 
4 Thomas Russell, Egyptian Service, 1902-1946 (London: John Murray, 1949), 27–28. 
5 Ibid., 48. 
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used for most buildings and their “extremely primitive” interiors.6 When Russell stopped 

in a provincial capital—such as Asyut in the province of al-Minya, Tanta in al-

Gharbiyya, or Zaqaziq in al-Sharqiyya—he could stay in the more stately homes of the 

resident English judges and the officials in the Irrigation Department and the Egyptian 

State Railway (ESR) concentrated in the mudīriyya.7  

While English officials like Russell found the marākiz to be isolated backwaters, 

the Arabic sources portray them as more central locations. For example al-Ahram, the 

Egyptian daily newspaper, reported in their 21 March 1915 issue on the ma’mūr of Bani 

Mizar in the province of al-Minya in Upper Egypt holding a large gathering of all the 

‘umād and mashayīkh at his markaz headquarters. In a speech to the assembled crowd, 

the ma’mūr told the men: “I have been installed by the grace of God as your partner to 

make security prevail,” before asserting that each of the men before him was “master 

(ḥākim) of his village” who was “like the example of a father with his sons.”8 In this 

speech, the ma’mūr of Bani Mizar elucidates a hierarchical spatial imaginary linking the 

divine space of the cosmos to the sovereign space of the administrative state—a hierarchy 

ultimately extending all the way down into the patriarchal family at the scale of the 

household.  

The centrality of the markaz to village life can also be seen in the popular story 

(ḥadūta) of “Ibrahim Abu Kuliyya” from the town of Miyt Ghamr in the Delta province 

of al-Daqhiliyya, related by ‘Izz al-Din in his article “The First Study on One of the 

                                                
6 Imperial War Museum, London (IWM) E.K. Venables Papers, EKV/2, They Also 
Served: The Story of the ELC in Sinai and Palestine (unpublished manuscript). 
7 Thomas Russell, Egyptian Service, 1902-1946 (London: John Murray, 1949), 49. 
8 “Wajibat al-‘Umad fi Bildanihim: Khutbat Ma’mur Markaz,” al-Ahram, 23 March 
1915. 
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Important Causes of the 1919 Revolution: Working for the State (al-shughul fi-l-sulṭa)” 

(1969). According to the story, Abu Kuliyya was a well-known “thug” (shā’i) who was 

targeted by the ‘umda for recruitment into the ELC. The ‘umda made an announcement 

that he would appoint Abu Kuliyya as the new shaykh li-l-khufara’ (chief of the local 

police guards), so Abu Kuliyya dressed in his finest clothes and began his celebratory 

procession to the markaz in order to receive this honor. The ‘umda gathered his posse and 

followed behind. As Abu Kuliyya was preparing to accept his appointment at the police 

headquarters, suddenly the ‘umda and his men snatched him, tied him up, and sent him 

off to join the ELC. The incident was memorialized in a zajal (zagal) or popular song in 

Egyptian colloquial Arabic: 

I told you, Abu Kuliyya/ be straight! Don’t deviate! 

For the sake of the ‘umda/ it’s you he hates! 

The shaykh al-khafīr exiled you to Jaffa/ and you won’t get your wage rates!9  

The lyrics to the song show how travel to the markaz—which was ostensibly a rare 

enough honor to coax a well known criminal out of hiding—became associated with 

“exile” to the ELC during the Great War. Although both reports illustrate the centrality of 

the markaz to rural life, one can discern within the zajal the outlines of a “counter-space” 

juxtaposed to the lofty ideal of authority represented by the Ma’mūr of Bani Mizar.  

Whether forced into labor like Abu Kuliyya or volunteering to work for a 

financial reward, most laborers’ initial destination was a markaz jail cell. From the 

beginning of the recruitment process, recruits were to be sent to the marākiz and kept 

                                                
9 Ma ‘ultilak ya Abu Kuliyya?/ imshī matit‘uwgish!/ li-ḥusn al-‘umda 
mabiyaḥibaksh!/ramāk shaykh ghafar fi yāfā/ wa ma hiyya walla taqabḍish! Cited in 
Amin 'Izz al-Din, “Awwal Dirasa ‘an Sabab Ham Min Isbab bi-Thawrat 1919: al-
Shughul fi-l-Sulta: Qissat Filaq al-‘Umal al-Misri wa Filaq al-Jamal,” 76. 
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there until one of the British Sanitary Inspectors could examine them on their regular 

tours.10 The marākiz had small “lock-ups,” which were administered directly by the 

Ministry of Interior and supplied by the Prisons Department.11 During their internment, 

ELC recruits would likely sleep the same way prisoners had for years—on a mat on the 

asphalt floor.12 The lock-ups were notoriously overcrowded before the recruitment effort, 

and the establishment of the ELC only exacerbated the problem. For instance, in his 

testimony to the Milner Mission in 1920, a British political officer in the Delta province 

of Manufiyya reported that the ma’mūr of the markaz of Manuf “often kept 70 or 80 men 

locked up in a room for several weeks waiting to be sent to the Labor Corps.”13 

Authorities in Cairo were aware of this, as a circular from August 1918 relays the 

information that “some Mamurs of markazes detain the men recruited a very long time 

before they are examined.”14 The same circular proposes to decrease internment times by 

allowing districts not able to be seen by Sanitary Inspectors in a timely fashion to send 

their recruits on to the districts that were.15 An attempt was made to fix a standard date 

for medical examination of recruits in all of the mudīriyyāt, but it failed due to 

“differences of opinions of Mudirs caused by local reasons.”16 It was not uncommon for a 

markaz to receive the Sanitary Inspection team on a tour just once a month, and an 

                                                
10 British National Archives, London (BNA) FO 141/667/1 No. 2689/171 Report of the 
Ministry of Interior, 5 July 1920. 
11 Ibid.  
12 Charles Coles, “Prison Problems in Egypt,” The Near East, No. 348 Vol. XIV, 4 
January 1918, 12. 
13 BNA FO 848/6 (1920—Evidence Presented to Milner Mission), testimony of Rev. 
W.W. Cash. 
14 BNA FO 141/667/1 Synopsis of Voluntary Recruiting Circulars, August 1918 
15 Ibid.  
16 BNA FO 141/667/1 Synopsis of Voluntary Recruiting Circulars, 14 September 1918. 
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attempt to increase this pace to once a fortnight failed in December 1918.17 Thus, recruits 

were allowed to pile up in the jail cells while the men waited for Sanitary Inspectors to 

come see them. 

 

Medical Discipline and Dissimulation 

Sanitation Inspectors were so important because the colonial state had issued an order 

that each recruit must undergo a medical exam at the markaz before they could enroll in 

the ELC. Many recruits were rejected during the exam and sent home. For example, from 

the six-month period from November 1916 to April 1917, the Royal Army Medical Corps 

(RAMC) claimed that 130,000 “natives” presented themselves to doctors for examination 

at the recruiting stations. Of this number, 30,000, or twenty-three percent, were denied 

entry into the corps.18  Recruits were rejected for various causes, but one RAMC source 

emphasizes the especially high prevalence of eye disease among the rejected recruits.19 

The first colonial efforts to deal with eye disease in the countryside were made around 

1900, when travelling tent hospitals staffed by trained ophthalmologists were sent on 

tours of the provinces to diagnose and treat eye disorders.20 In the years before the war, 

similar tent hospital tours were set up that focused on treating parasites such as bilharzia 

and hookworm.21 These set important precedents for the traveling bands of Sanitary 

Inspectors who toured the countryside during the war, subjecting recruits to medical 

exams, and turning away those who did not pass. 

                                                
17 BNA FO 141/667/1 Synopsis of Voluntary Recruiting Circulars, December 1918. 
18 Serjeant-Major RAMC, With the RAMC in Egypt (London: Cassell, 1918), 296-7. 
19 Ibid.  
20 Ibid., 356. 
21 Ibid., 356.  
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Although the long march on foot to the markaz and the even longer internment in 

the lock-ups was doubtless a grueling experience for the recruits, some were able to turn 

the spatial concentration of recruits in the marākiz to their advantage. For example, 

during the spate of draft riots in the summer of 1918 (see Chapter Two), protestors in the 

Farsakur markaz undertook a unique demonstration of strength. A telegram from the 

mudīr of the province of al-Daqahiliyya in the Delta relates a story in which twenty-six 

men had staged a sit-in at the markaz by locking the prison door from the inside.22 When 

the police tried to force their way into the room, a crowd gathered outside the building 

and began throwing stones at them. Eventually, the crowd attempted to break into the 

lock-up and release the interned men, but the armed force of khufara’ resisted them, 

firing “a few shots” in the process. The markaz employees telephoned the mudīr, and he 

“took a police force and proceeded there by a special train.”23 A different force was also 

sent from the port city of Damyat on the Mediterranean coast, and the combined strength 

of these two police forces was ultimately able to subdue the crowd. The recruits were 

removed from the markaz prison and sent on to Mansura by rail, to continue their journey 

to the front.24 Although their protest was ultimately unsuccessful, this report shows how 

the spatial concentration of recruits in the marākiz could work against the military 

authorities as they attempted to gather recruits from the countryside. 

Recruits could also get out of conscription at this stage in the process by more 

subtle means. An article from the Egyptian daily al-Afkar, published 10 October 1917, 

reveals one particular strategy that was devised to fool the Sanitary Inspectors by 

                                                
22 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/86 Ministry of Interior Attached G. Morice, 20 May 
1918. 
23 Ibid.  
24 Ibid. 



 
 

 113 

deliberately sabotaging medical exams. The article reports a legal case in front of the 

felony court in Cairo that accused a group of twelve people of operating a conspiracy to 

free recruits for “the draft” (al-qar‘a), with conspirators in the rural and coastal provinces 

who were “accustomed to freeing draftees as they made their way to Cairo” by making an 

injection into their bladders the night before an exam.25 Recruits would be ordered not to 

urinate until the medical exam, at which time they would urinate blood, and the Sanitary 

Inspector would reject them as unfit for service. By taking money in exchange for 

liberating recruits in this way, the ringleaders of the operation were allegedly able to 

accumulate vast fortunes, with the head of the organization styling himself a noble Bey.26 

The markaz as a place of gathering and sanitary inspection therefore opened up 

possibilities for men to escape the recruitment network by paying money, and for others 

to enrich themselves at the expense of condemned recruits. These networks of capital 

accumulation served as an interesting example of a kind “counter-logistical space” that 

linked up multiple physical spaces through the creation of an alternative infrastructure 

that is only hinted at in the sources. 

As they had been since the reforms of Mehmet ‘Ali, the marākiz and the 

mudīriyyāt were the most immediate points of contact between the state and rural society 

in the ELC logistical network. During the war, the provincial prison and lock-up system 

became re-articulated as a site of internment and inspection. Just as the provincial 

administrators in the Ministry of Interior had been used to recruit ELC laborers (see 

Chapter Two), the resources of the Department of Prisons were placed at the disposal of 

military authorities for the housing and transportation of ELC laborers. This new space 

                                                
25 “A‘da’al-Qar‘a Imam Mahkamat al-Jiniyyat,” al-Afkar, 10 October 1917.  
26 Ibid. 
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operated according to its own temporality defined by the schedule of Sanitary Inspection 

tours. But the length of internment and the consequent overcrowding of local prisons and 

lock-ups also created opportunities for workers and peasants to resist, subvert, and profit 

off of the recruitment effort. This illustrates how the production of space in this node of 

the ELC logistical network was not simply defined from the top down by government 

officials. Workers also made their presence felt through the creation of “counter-spaces,” 

in much the same way that Lefebvre predicted. The space of the markaz town was thus 

(re-)produced during World War I as it became the gateway to the network responsible 

for moving ELC laborers from their home villages to the fields of battle. 

 

Logistics Cities: Distribution and Supply 

For ELC recruits who had endured internment and passed inspection, the next stop on 

their journey to the front were usually what Cowen calls “logistics cities.”27 These are the 

major nodes in the networked space of logistics, and they are notable for their 

concentration and co-mingling of logistical infrastructures. During World War I, cities 

across Egypt became sites for the convergence of new barracks, supply depots, 

distribution camps, and transportation infrastructures to facilitate the movement of 

supplies, material, and people from Egypt to the various fronts of battle. As part of this 

effort, urban centers like Cairo and Alexandria joined provincial capitals like Asyut, 

Suhag, and Mansura as nodes in the network responsible for the organization, supply, and 

distribution of the ELC. These logistics cities were important stopovers for migrant 

laborers on their journey from home to the front. 

                                                
27 Deborah Cowen, The Deadly Life of Logistics: Mapping Violence in Global Trade 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014). 
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The spatial layout of logistics cities in wartime Egypt can be gleaned from 

Figures 3.2, 3.3, and 3.4, which show historical maps of Cairo, Alexandria, and Asyut, 

respectively. The American branch of the YMCA kept these maps during and 

immediately following World War I. With their main headquarters located one block 

away from the European quarter in Izbakiyya, and their hostel in the heart of downtown, 

the YMCA was in a position to service soldiers and officers from across the British 

Empire on “R&R” in Cairo.28 The main military establishments in Cairo, on the other 

hand, were positioned for their proximity to logistical infrastructures; with the main 

barracks for British troops located on the Nile at the Qasr al-Nil bridge, the barracks of 

the Military Mounted Police adjacent to the Cairo Railway Station, and the workshops of 

the Egyptian State Railroads (ESR) located on the Nile north of Bulaq. Similarly, in 

Alexandria, the main guard garrison was located next to the railway station, and the Base 

Post Office, Egyptian Post Office, and Eastern Telegraph station were located across the 

street from the Eastern Harbor, adjacent to the tramline. Even a less populated provincial 

capital like Asyut had many important buildings concentrated in the narrow strip between 

the railway and the Nile.  

As these maps show, one of the most important features of logistics cities is the 

concentration and entanglement of logistical infrastructures within them—particularly 

railroads, telegraph lines, and bodies of water. By the time of World War I, Egypt had a 

dense railway network, with the highest ratio of length of track to inhabited area in the 

                                                
28 For more on the role of the YMCA in Cairo during the Great War, see Mario M. Ruiz, 
“Manly Spectacles and Imperial Soldiers in Wartime Egypt, 1914–19,” Middle Eastern 
Studies 45, no. 3 (2009): 351–71. 
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world at the time.29  In Upper and Middle Egypt, the majority of the track followed the 

course of the Nile, while in Lower Egypt, hundreds of miles of track crisscrossed the 

Delta.30 The core of this railway network was managed by the ESR, which had over time 

absorbed various stretches of railway built by private (mostly European) companies in the 

latter half of the nineteenth century. During World War I, the head of the ESR, George 

Macaulay, was heavily involved with military authorities in discussing the questions of 

how “Egypt can offer more assistance in the war.”31 In May of 1917, Gen. Archibald 

Murray, the Commander-in-Chief of the Egyptian Expeditionary Force (EEF) at the time, 

wrote that Macaulay “has given…assistance in every possible way and has invariably 

complied with every request I have made.”32 This included providing rails and rolling 

stock to military railroads instead of using them for civilian purposes, and transporting 

agricultural products and laborers for military purposes on state-owned railroads from the 

countryside to the logistics cities and beyond.  

The railways of the ESR brought recruits from the mudiriyyāt to supply depots 

and distribution camps located in these major hubs, including Cairo, Alexandria, Port 

Said, and Qantara. The first major supply depot that catered primarily to Egyptian 

migrant laborers serving in the war was established at ‘Ayn Shams outside of Cairo in 

December 1915, which primarily served the Camel Transport Corps (CTC) in the 

Sinai/Palestine front (See Chapter One). Col. Charles Whittingham, who had previously 

served as the Inspector-General of the Prisons Department in the Ministry of Interior, was 

                                                
29 Ulrichsen, The Logistics and Politics of the British Campaigns in the Middle East, 21. 
30 See Barak, On Time. 
31 BNA FO 141/469/1 No. 1615/6 “Egypt and the War”, 7 July 1917.  
32 BNA FO 141/469/1 No. A.M. 1953 Extract from telegram from G.O. C-in-C, Egypt, 
24 May 1917. 
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tapped to run the CTC. He sent Inspectors like Thomas Russell to gather camels from 

throughout Egypt, and formed purchasing commissions to acquire the remainder from 

Sudan, India, Somalia, and Algeria.33 In addition to serving as a clearinghouse for these 

camels of various national origin, the supply depot at ‘Ayn Shams also stored the 

equipment with which camels were outfitted for service. 750 packsaddles were 

requisitioned from the Egyptian Army in December 1915, but as camels arrived quickly, 

contracts had to be entered into with private suppliers to purchase an additional 20,000.34 

The camel purchasing commissions were asked to purchase saddles with the camels, and 

were able to obtain 10,000 thusly, but according to Murray “all had to be overhauled, re-

tied, pads re-stuffed, girths, breastplates, and cruppers renewed and made from any rope 

that could be procured.”35 The Royal Army Ordnance Corps (RAOC) coordinated these 

repairs from the Levant Base in Alexandria, which “occupied a large acreage at Gabbari,” 

a suburb south-west of Alexandria, “where a very extensive workshop also existed.”36 

Demand for packsaddles was so high that the workshops of the ESR were converted to 

factories in order to pump them out alongside other supplies for the CTC like water-

tanks, desert ambulance carts, wagon parts, sand-tires, and pedrails.37 These supplies 

were then sent by train to the ‘Ayn Shams depot and assembled by CTC laborers on 

site.38 

                                                
33 Archibald Murray, Sir Archibald Murray’s Despatches: June 1916-June 1917 
(London: J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd., 1920), 219. 
34 Ibid., 220.  
35 Ibid., 200.  
36 Arthur Forbes, A History of the Army Ordnance Services (London: Medici Society, 
1929), 214. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Badcock, A History of the Transport Services of the Egyptian Expeditionary Force 
1916-1918, 60. 
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Supply depots and distributions camps were also established for the ELC. The 

Levant Base in Alexandria served as the initial supply depot for the first companies of the 

ELC heading to Gallipoli in 1915.39 But in July 1916, after the disbanding of the Levant 

Base and the formation of the EEF (see Chapter One), a supply depot specifically for 

ELC recruits was formed at al-Hadra in the eastern suburbs of Alexandria.40 Soon 

thereafter, a second large supply depot was formed on al-Ruda Island in the Nile south of 

Cairo.41 It appears most of the ELC recruits passed through one of these two camps 

before they made their way to the front. As demand for the ELC increased, so-called 

“distribution camps” were also opened throughout the country. During May and June of 

1916, four camps were established at Kharga, Samaluṭ, Shusha, and Fayyum, 

respectively.42 A large distribution camp was opened in Asyut on 16 October 1916, with 

a second opening ninety miles south along the Nile in Suhag soon after.43 According to 

military authorities, both camps “proved of great value,” as recruits could be collected in 

them and “dispatched to the coast [i.e. the supply depot in Alexandria] by special trains in 

drafts of 2,000.”44 It was, therefore, the presence of railway, telegraph, and maritime 

infrastructure in these logistics cities that made them ideal sites for distribution camps. 

New infrastructures, such as Supply Depots and Distribution Camps, were thus 

established in cities and towns throughout Egypt to facilitate the movement of ELC 

laborers from their home to the front. These were connected by the existing railway and 

telegraph infrastructure, which was continuously augmented throughout the course of the 

                                                
39 Murray, Murray’s Despatches, 206. 
40 Ibid., 207. 
41 Ibid., 207. 
42 Ibid., 206. 
43 Ibid., 207-8.  
44 Ibid.  
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war by the ESR. As the circulation of laborers increased, more and more nodes of the 

network were established, with the new distribution camps coming online in 1916. These 

constituted the second stop for ELC laborers on their journey from home to the front. 

 

From Workers and Peasants to Military Laborers 

In their brief time passing through the distribution camps and supply depots, recruits were 

to be transformed from ordinary workers and peasants into military laborers. First, at the 

distribution camps in the provincial towns, the recruits were issued two blankets and an 

overcoat. They then traveled by train to the supply depots in Cairo and Alexandria, where 

they were disinfected, clothed and equipped.45 At the al-Hadra Depot, for example, new 

arrivals would first enter the “recruits’ compound,” which consisted of “a walled-in 

enclosure, fitted with latrines, ablution benches, shower baths, cooking places and living 

tents reserved entirely for new recruits.”46 Here, medical officers from the RAMC cut 

each recruits’ hair with clippers and shaved their body and pubic hair. Recruits then 

proceeded to the disinfection station close by, carrying their blankets and personal effects 

with them. On arrival at the steam disinfector, the recruits removed their clothing, 

wrapped it together with their belongings in one of the blankets, and left the entire bundle 

to be disinfected by RAMC staff. The recruits’ second blankets then served as robes 

during their passage to the “bath-house,” where they proceeded two at a time into a large 

bath of fluids including cresol, soft soap, paraffin, and sulfur.47  Recruits then moved on 

to the equipment store a few yards away, where they received their new uniform, 

                                                
45 FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/64 Allenby to Wingate, 13 February 1918. 
46 Serjeant-Major RAMC, With the RAMC in Egypt (London: Cassell and Company Ltd., 
1918), 297. 
47 Ibid., 297-8 



 
 

 120 

consisting of brown linen slacks, a tunic with the letters “E.L.C.” emblazoned on the 

front, and an overcoat. Finally, the men recovered their belongings from the main 

disinfector and marched to the store, where the rest of their equipment—boots, cap, 

etc.—was provided to them. According to the RAMC, “the whole process…occupies an 

average time of three-fourths of an hour, in which period the new recruit is changed into 

a fully equipped member of the Egyptian Labor Corps, and is ready for service in any 

part of the war area, be it Palestine, Salonika, or France.”48  

After disinfection and outfitting, the next step to instill a modicum of military 

discipline to the recruits was to organize them on a hierarchical basis. Recruits were 

divided into “squads” of fifty. Then, Recruiting Inspectors chose a foreman, or ra’īs, who 

they believed was “accustomed to control [the recruits] when working for ordinary 

contractors.”49 Recruits were then issued identification numbers printed on “discs to be 

worn … with a string around the neck.”50 These numbers were to tally with those on a list 

written out to accompany the gangs wherever they moved. Gangs were organized into 

companies of 500-600 men, each under a commanding officer assisted by 2 junior non-

commissioned officers.51  

The new habits of bodily comportment associated with the space of the logistics 

cities illustrate the importance of analyzing what Lefebvre refers to as “spatial practices,” 

rather than focusing strictly on physical spaces, the built environment, and 

infrastructures. From Lefebvre’s point of view, what is interesting is the ways in which 

                                                
48 Ibid., 298. 
49 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2869/12 Minutes of Meeting in Cairo, 28 May 1917. 
50 Imperial War Museum, London, England (IWM), EKV/2 They Also Served 
(unpublished manuscript), 5. 
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human beings inhabit physical spaces, and the dialectical interplay of space and place. 

The transformation of workers and peasants into laborers organized with military 

discipline in the Supply Depots and Distribution Camps of the ELC illustrates this 

dialectic, in which powerful political and economic forces like the British colonial 

government re-make spaces that are then inhabited in myriad ways by laborers, sanitation 

inspectors, officers, and others.  

 

Port Cities, Base Depots, and Desertion 

The final stop for ELC laborers in Egypt were the “base depots” located in Alexandria, 

Qantara, and Port Said. These were the major ports of embarkation for ELC companies 

before they had to cross the seas or the deserts in order to reach their destination in the 

various theaters of battle in Europe and/or the Middle East. As early as February 1915, 

when British officials in the War Office and the Admiralty first began discussing the 

possibility of opening a new front in Gallipoli, Alexandria had been identified as an ideal 

place for a logistical base. Whereas the islands of the Dardanelles “did not even possess a 

pier to which ships could tie up,” Alexandria had a large, functioning commercial port 

with a “fine harbor and docks.”52 A small detachment of the RAOC set up its tents at 

Alexandria in March 1915, from whence it provided clothing and small arms ammunition 

to ANZAC troops as they made their way from their base near the Pyramids across the 

Mediterranean Sea to Gallipoli. These tents formed the nucleus of the Levant base, which 

became the central clearinghouse for ordnance service for troops fighting the Ottoman 

                                                
52 Arthur Forbes, A History of the Army Ordnance Services (London: Medici Society, 
1929), 211. 



 
 

 122 

Empire in the Dardanelles and the Suez Canal zone from 1915-1916. 53  Military 

encampments were set up at the Ras al-Tin palace on the coast of Alexandria to defend 

the city, and military barracks housed garrison troops at Abu Qir and Rashid.54 As the 

Gallipoli campaign wound down in 1916, plans were made to send ELC companies to 

France to work as stevedores on the military ports to supply troops on the Western 

Front.55 Alexandria continued to be a major port of embarkation for these men as they 

headed north across the Mediterranean. 

 For those soldiers and laborers headed east—through the Sinai desert and into 

Palestine to participate in the campaign against the Ottomans—Qantara became the major 

point of embarkation on their journey. With hundreds of thousands making their way 

through the Sinai desert via Qantara, what had formerly been a small outpost of the Suez 

Canal Company, “with a flagstaff and a few low buildings breaking the eternal sight lines 

of the banks,” was soon transformed into a bustling city that saw both banks of the Suez 

Canal “crowded with new buildings and the surrounding country white with innumerable 

camps.”56 The pages of the ELC News, published by British officers of the ELC in 1919, 

are replete with stories of sporting matches, traveling cinematographers, and the official 

ELC brass band, indicating the level of activity that came to characterize Qantara during 

the war.57  

Logistics cities witnessed a chaotic mix of people, animals, and infrastructures. 

Language and communication issues plagued the ELC, in particular. Officers came from 
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“every nation under heaven,” including “Greeks, Egyptians, Syrians, Jews of many lands, 

Italians, Spanish, French, Russian, Armenians, and even English!”58 An officer with the 

RAMC described the scene at Qantara thusly: 

A hum of work pervaded the place. Cars and lories and vehicles of all kinds 

thronged the new made roads and floating-bridges. The ground quaked under 

regiments on the march. Companies were drilling everywhere. The air was full of 

the clarion of bugles and the mingled sound of working-tools—steam-saw and 

pumping-engine, hammer and axe, whistles blowing and sirens booming.59 

The confusion of intersecting logistical infrastructures in cities like Qantara thus created a 

soundscape that immersed those inhabiting the space in a cascade of dizzying noises 

associated with labor. The men of the CTC had the added difficulty of becoming 

acquainted with their camels. According to one British officer, “Life at Ain-el-Shams was 

rendered exciting and even perilous by the savage disposition of many of the camels. 

Nearly every day one or more men went to the Hospital with camel bite, and frequently 

when a camel got loose at night and excited the others, the camp was kept awake 

practically all night.”60 As the main force of camel drivers, Egyptian laborers bore the 

brunt of these hard lessons in how to integrate the beasts of burden with the military 

force. 

Despite these horror stories, some recruits were able to turn the confusion to their 

advantage and desert from the ELC at these major ports of embarkation. For example, in 

1915, a trainload of 200 recruits from the province of Bani Suwayf deserted while their 
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train was stopped at the Alexandria station.61  In 1917, another trainload deserted, with 

one lone exception, before reaching Cairo.62 Desertion was a problem at the distribution 

camps as well. One report from May 1917 mentions that recruiting authorities at the 

Asyut distribution camp had “found it necessary to surround the camp with barbed 

wire.”63 One possible explanation for this “necessity” could be the threat of desertion. 

Yet the large distribution camps at Suhag and Asyut seem to have been relatively quiet.64  

Like the marākiz, then, the constant flux that resulted from the circulation of 

migrant laborers, tools, infrastructures, and animals in these logistics cities provided 

opportunities for recruits to desert in the midst of generalized confusion. As the nodes of 

the labor mobilization network multiplied with the proliferation of supply depots, 

distribution camps, and other infrastructures, opportunities for desertion only increased. 

In this sense, laborers were able to use the spatial reach of logistical space against the 

intent of military planner—turning their mobility into an advantage. Instances of 

desertion inscribed themselves on the space of the labor mobilization network, 

influencing the production of space—as when military authorities were forced to build 

barbed wire fences around the camps to prevent escape. The ability for ELC laborers to 

influence military authorities and other spatial planner illustrates another important aspect 

of the dialectical relationship between space and place that governed the production of 

logistical space. 
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63 Ibid. 
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Crossing the Sea and Sand 

After moving from their villages to their local markaz center, and on through the 

distribution camps and supply depots in the major logistics cities, ELC recruits had to 

cross vast expanses of sea and sand before arriving at their eventual worksite. Friedrich 

Gerhard Rohlfs, the first European to map the North African deserts, recognized the 

similarity of sea and sand from the point of view of the traveler, as both are broad, 

seemingly interminable barriers that must be traversed in order to reach one’s final 

destination. In 1867, when Rohlfs published the results of his cartographic journey along 

the well-worn Tuareg trade route from Tripoli to Egypt by way of the Siwa oasis, he 

called the western desert between Egypt and Libya Das Grosse Sandmeer or “The Great 

Sand Sea.”65 A generation and a half later, a British medical officer attached to the EEF 

used a similar metaphor to discuss his journey in the opposite direction, east across the 

Sinai from Egypt, when he wrote that the British army “crossed the Sinai Desert literally 

on a bridge of water and steel.”66 Murray was likewise praised for “bridging … the desert 

between Egypt and Palestine.”67 This persistent metaphor of a “bridge across the desert” 

denotes the conceptual proximity of sea and sand, both of which presented the final 

obstacles for ELC recruits as they made their way from home to the front. 

When Murray began to plan the advance eastward from Egypt across the Sinai 

desert and into Palestine, he—like Gerhard Rohlfs before him—looked to the migratory 

patterns of the nomadic people who had been making the trek for generations. Of the 
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three Bedouin caravan routes over the Sinai, Murray chose the northernmost route for 

British troops to follow, which runs in parallel to the Mediterranean through Rafah and 

al-‘Arish and intersects the Suez Canal at Qantara.68 One of Murray’s first initiatives was 

to undertake a large-scale survey of the Suez Canal zone east of the British lines, carried 

out by the Topographical Section of the Intelligence Branch in cooperation with the 

Royal Flying Corps, and under the direction of the Director-General of the Survey 

Department of the Anglo-Egyptian government. 69  This led to the standardization, 

printing, and issue of tactical maps of the Sinai Peninsula to the whole of the British army 

on the Sinai/Palestine front.70 Murray described the process as “the attainment of the 

highest topographical accuracy in the survey of almost featureless desert.”71  

 The first step to cross the Sinai would be the construction of a “bridge of water 

and steel” across the desert, which would combine a railroad and a water pipeline to 

convey troops across the inhospitable topography of the Sinai desert. In the early months 

of 1916, after Murray decided to advance east, the ESR began construction in the Sinai 

Peninsula, with the most advanced rail line pushing twelve miles east of Qantara towards 

the Qatiyya oasis.72 The railheads on the east bank of the canal were connected to the 

ESR line on the west bank by swing bridges.73 150 km of standard gauge track belonging 

to the ESR, which was initially supposed to be earmarked for renewals of ESR track 

across Egypt scheduled to take place in 1916 and 1917, was re-routed and used for this 
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purpose. 74  The railway across the Sinai reached Rumani by 15 May 1916, but 

construction soon slowed as the summer heat made work unbearable for British imperial 

troops and Egyptian laborers alike.  

 Throughout the latter half of 1916, Murray’s forces also made significant progress 

in the construction of an intricate water supply network that could reach the troops in 

advanced positions in the Sinai desert. Up to late 1915, the small garrisons and posts 

stationed on the east bank of the canal had been supplied with water by barges sent from 

Port Sa‘id and Isma‘iliyya.75 These cities were supplied by the “Sweetwater Canal,” an 

aqueduct that had been built during the construction of the Suez Canal from 1859-1869 to 

convey fresh water from a nearby lake to the arid zone on the west bank of the canal. 

Beginning in 1916, the EEF constructed six filtering points near the Sweetwater Canal, 

where water could be purified, then carried by syphon-pipes across the bed of the Suez 

Canal into concrete reservoirs on the east bank.76 At Qantara, plans were made for an 

additional filter plant capable of pumping 500,000 gallons/day, two 250,000-gallon 

reservoirs, and two sets of sixty-six-horsepower pumping engines to drive fresh water to 

Rumani.77 By November of 1916, fresh water was flowing through the new pipeline into 

the reservoirs at Rumani. Despite their occasional engagements with Ottoman troops east 

of the main railhead, British troops were reliant on the progress of railway and water 
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pipeline infrastructure to such a great extent that the official history of the Sinai/Palestine 

campaign concluded: “the speed of the advance had been and was to remain dependent 

on that of the railway and, to a lesser degree, the pipeline.”78 It wasn’t until the following 

year that construction had progressed through the Sinai Peninsula and into Palestine, with 

the capture of Rafah on 9 January 1917. 

 With the completion of this new supply line across the Sinai Peninsula, British 

officers serving with the ELC developed a new symbolic vocabulary through which to 

imagine the new space. Frequently, British officers referred to the trek from Egypt across 

the Sinai and into Palestine as going “up the line.”79 One article in the ELC News referred 

in glowing terms to the “Iron Track Across the Desert” and predicted that “the enormity 

of the task of laying a permanent line of communication across the inhospitable wastes of 

the Sinai…will become more and more recognized…as civilians and tourists of the future 

travel in comfort from Cairo to Jerusalem.”80 The article goes on to compare the new 

journey to the old “overland route” by camel caravan, which was “not only highly 

expensive but also not a little dangerous.” It concludes by referring to the ELC as the 

“pioneers who made [this safer] journey possible.”81 Thus, the new “iron track across the 

desert” transformed the “representational space “of the British Empire, bringing Cairo 

and Jerusalem conceptually closer together as a result of the decreased time it now took 

to travel between the two important hubs of the expanding British Empire in the post-war 

Middle East. 
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Life on “the Line” 

This change in the “representational space” of the British Empire found its corollary in 

the production of new “representations of space”—in the form of logistical diagrams 

illustrating the lines of supply and communication across the Sinai and into Palestine. 

Figure 3.5 shows a diagram of the water supply as of November 1916, sketched out by 

the official Ordnance Survey, while Figure 3.6 shows the various lines of supply and 

communication linking Egypt and Palestine at the end of the war. These “representations 

of space” are both taken from the Official History of the Sinai-Palestine campaign, 

produced by the Stationary Office of the British Government. But the spatial triad 

framework of Henri Lefebvre calls our attention to the gap between the “spatial practice” 

of ordinary people on the one hand, and the routes that they are supposed to travel 

according to abstract representations of space on the other. Logistical diagrams like these 

obliterate the physical reality of spatial practice, providing an illusion of smooth 

simplicity in the functioning of logistical infrastructure. This section explores the gap 

between representations of space and spatial practice by focusing on the unintended 

consequences that emerged when the plans of British officials were realized on the 

ground in the Sinai and Palestine. 

 One place where the gap between the plan and its execution is immediately 

apparent is in the construction of the water pipeline east of the Suez Canal. Special 

pumping machinery had to be ordered from London to meet requirements for the engines 

to pump water from the filtration points on the canal. However, these requirements were 

“impossible to forecast adequately,” which meant that the water pump was not always 
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functioning in the proper manner needed to supply water to troops and laborers up the 

line.82 Furthermore, when preparing the original scheme of the water supply, it was 

estimated that it would be necessary to pump water from Qantara to an elevation of about 

200 feet above sea level. In some cases, though, posts for the water pipelines were 

established at elevations of up to 450 feet above sea level. This difficulty was surmounted 

by the construction of intermediate reservoirs and relay pumping stations along the 

pipeline.83  

As the size and complexity of logistical network increased, the movement of 

supplies and materials within it became more difficult to control. One ELC officer relates 

a story of how he was sent “up the line” with 800 Egyptians under his command without 

any equipment “such as cooking utensils, water tanks, etc.,” and was told that it would be 

there waiting for them when they arrived. Upon arrival, their allotted equipment was 

nowhere to be found, so the officer stole equipment earmarked for another company at 

the supply dump and continued on their way past the railhead.84 As food rations, fuel-

wood, and other items had to be brought over lengthening distances past the railhead by 

camel convoy, often under the cover of darkness, opportunities for Egyptians to set aside 

extra supplies for themselves multiplied. Later on in his period of service in Palestine, 

officers had to issue threats to the Egyptians in charge of minding stores when some of 

his company’s rations went missing.85 The same officer illustrates how the logistics 

system multiplied opportunities for misappropriation and theft, writing, “there were 
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shortages, as [supplies] had to be handled several times by Egyptians, loading and 

unloading.”86 Accounts such as these provide evidence of the chaos inherent in the vast 

scope of the logistical space of the British Empire during World War I; regardless of their 

intentions, planners in the upper echelons of the military could not reign in this chaos 

entirely.  

Thus, the sheer size and complexity of the logistical network provided laborers 

with opportunities to re-appropriate supplies for their own ends. This provides further 

evidence that the production of logistical space in Egypt during World War I was not a 

top-down process, defined unilaterally by British colonial power or any “central” 

authority. Rather, authorities re-worked existing infrastructures to maximize the flow of 

resources out of, in to, and through Egypt. This process, unfolding over time, 

continuously encountered the limits of the infrastructures, people, and environments that 

were its raw materials, and worked to overcome these limits with the invention or re-

purposing of practices and technologies.  

 

Shipping Laborers 

Instead of traversing a “bridge of steel and water” across the “Great Sand Sea,” Egyptians 

heading to the Dardanelles, France, Italy, or Mesopotamia would pile into massive 

steamships and make the perilous journey across the waters of the Mediterranean or Red 

Seas. For British military authorities, this required the seizure and/or construction of an 

intricate network of ports, and the requisitioning of large numbers of steamships that had 

been used primarily for commercial purposes before the war.  
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 The construction of port facilities was one of the first tasks undertaken by ELC 

laborers serving outside of Egypt, on the island of Mudros located on the line of supply to 

the Gallipoli campaign in 1915. ELC laborers built quays, docks, and landing stages for 

loading and unloading ships, erected storehouses and other buildings, and paved roads so 

they were suitable for the passage of troops and heavy guns between the camps.87 The 

arrival of Egyptian laborers in Mesopotamia also coincided with British efforts to 

develop the port facilities at Basra, where wharves were continuously under construction 

from August 1916 through February 1918.88 The first ELC laborers arrived in Basra in 

March 1916, and they stayed through the summer of 1917.89 During this time, the cargo 

unloaded at Basra more than tripled, as animals, men, and material arrived to assist the 

British advance up the Tigris.90 Even the relatively developed facilities in France were 

forced to undergo major renovations to deal with the massive logistical flows of World 

War I. For example, the facilities at Calais, which included docks and a transit hangar 

before the war, were adequate to meet the demands of the British Expeditionary Force 

from 1914 to 1915. But traffic eventually surpassed the capacity of the dock, and supply 

depots were built on the outskirts of Calais for cased goods, hay and oats, the RAOC 

(responsible for ammunition), and the Royal Engineers (responsible for building roads 
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and railroads).91 For the movement of supplies and material, this meant that what was at 

first a simple matter of off-loading from a ship onto a train—requiring one handling by 

workers—now necessitated off-loading into storage at a supply depot, from which goods 

would have to again be loaded on to a nearby train—requiring two handlings by workers. 

The logistics system at Calais became so complex that, by the end of the war, supplies 

might pass through six handlings at the most and four on average.92 

 A fleet of steam ships connected these developing port cities. Immediately after 

the outbreak of the war in 1914, the British called on the resources of the empire to 

procure the ships they needed to move men and materials between the various theaters of 

the war. The Anglo-Egyptian government worked with the Royal Admiralty and the 

Egyptian Board of Trade to requisition merchant ships from Egypt for military 

purposes.93 For example, the RAMC used Nile steamers borrowed from the Thomas 

Cook tourism company to use as hospital ships in Egypt.94 Most ELC laborers heading to 

Europe traveled on “His Majesty’s Australian Transport” (HMAT) ships, which the 

Government of Australia had requisitioned from private merchants and refitted for 

military transport.95 For example, in 1917, it was suggested that 2,700 Egyptian laborers 

could be conveyed to Basra on HMAT Aeneas or Shropshire.96 The Aeneas was built in 

1910 in Belfast for the Ocean Steam Ship Company of Liverpool. At 509 feet long and 

weighing 10,049 tons, it was one of three ‘A’ class passenger ships built from 1910-1911 

for the South Africa-Australia service. The maiden voyage of the Aeneas went from 
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Glasgow, to Liverpool, to Fishguard, to Las Palmas, to Cape Town, to Adelaide, to 

Melbourne, and finally arrived in Sydney. The service took 39 days and operated on a 

six-weekly basis until the Australian Government requisitioned the ship for military 

purposes in 1915.97 Similarly, the Shropshire was built in 1911 at 526 feet long and 

weighing 11,911 tons. It operated as a combined passenger and cargo ship, with 

refrigerated storage facilities, bringing people and meat between New Zealand and Great 

Britain until the Australian Government leased it for military purposes in 1914.98  

For many of the workers and peasants of the ELC, the journey by steamship was 

their first trip across the sea, and one that surely produced a lot of anxiety. One British 

source wrote: “to cross the sea is a big undertaking for the Saidi,” and reported that the 

British Inspector of the Girga province in Upper Egypt had accompanied the first squad 

sent across the Mediterranean to Mudros in 1915.99 Another article from al-Muqatam, 

published on 1 August 1917, relates a story of fifty-three laborers who went by boat to 

the Dardanelles, and writes, “all of them were from the interior of Egypt (i.e. the rural 

provinces) and had never ridden a boat before.”100  

The Arabic sources also show the serious danger associated with travel by 

steamer. The laborer ‘Abd al-Hamid Muhammad Husayn recalls how one of his 

compatriots died during the return journey from the Dardanelles while on a ship 
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(bārja).101 The German U-Boat attacks against allied shipping in the Mediterranean made 

the journey legitimately perilous, with up to twelve U-boats employed on merchant 

warfare per day at the height of the German campaign in 1917.102 An article from al-

Muqatam reports that a German U-Boat sank the ship carrying fifty-three laborers, but 

that the men were picked up by a Greek merchant ship and returned to Port Said.103 The 

ELC News also includes testimony from a British ELC officer who survived a shipwreck 

during his service: 

“Excepting for very rough weather on the first night out, all went well till 100 

miles from our destination … we were all awaked by a terrible dual crash. The 

weather at the time was wet, and the night pitch dark … our ship had been run 

into by an outward-bound steamer … The order then came for all to take to the 

boats …the transshipment to our companion ships, a very dangerous proceeding 

on a choppy sea, was carried out without an injury, the men waiting for their turns 

to descend the dizzy rope ladder with great patience and unconcern … the only 

amusing incident was recorded by those on the Heroic. Long before the first 

boatload of [Egyptians] arrived, one man in nature’s clothing swam up to their 

gangway and sat shivering until some kind soul provided him with a shirt. 

Needless to say, his name was never discovered. This man had swum three-

quarters of a mile in a very choppy sea.”104 
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In addition to the threat of German U-Boats, then, British steamers were also at risk of 

other accidents on the high seas, including crashing into other ships. In the event of such 

a disaster, ELC laborers on board were expected to calmly evacuate into lifeboats and 

paddle to the nearest ship. Egyptian victims of shipwrecks who were not able to find their 

way onto a lifeboat were forced to swim for their lives or else drown in the ocean.  

Steamships therefore played a crucial role in the logistical space of the ELC 

during World War I. Infrastructures like Tomas Cook Co.’s Nile steamers and HMAT 

ships, which had initially been developed for commercial purposes, were re-purposed to 

transport and care for logistical laborers during the war. This re-articulation is illustrative 

of the overlap and entanglement of military and commercial logics in the process of 

producing logistical space. The history of the movement of Egyptian laborers provides 

perhaps no better example to support Deborah Cowen’s point that “the networked 

infrastructure and architecture of the supply chain animates both war and trade.”105  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter attempted to explain in detail how the migrant laborers recruited to the 

Egyptian Labor Corps were transported from Egypt to the various theaters of battle in 

which they served during World War I, including France, the Dardanelles, Mesopotamia, 

and Sinai/Palestine. It has used Lefebvre’s notion of the spatial triad—composed of 

spatial practices, representations of space, and spaces of representation—to outline the 

production of a networked space that made this migration possible. By mining official 

histories, published memoirs, and public archives in the U.S. and U.K., this chapter has 
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unearthed representations of space created by military and civilian officials, it has charted 

the emergence of new spatial imaginaries, and it has documented how these ideas and 

practices interacted with spatial practices at each specific node in the network responsible 

for moving ELC laborers out of Egypt. 

 On another level, then, this chapter argues that the production of space was a 

dialectical process. Spatial practice was never a simple instantiation of the representations 

that had been made by military authorities and colonial officials. Rather, the construction 

of infrastructure was constantly coming up against the physical limits of labor and the 

environment, with water pumps malfunctioning, Sanitary Inspectors being delayed, and 

supplies being misplaced or stolen. Continuous attempts to close the gap between 

representations of space and spatial practice, mediated through certain spaces of 

representation, drove the production of logistical space. This process, in turn, created new 

and increasing strains on the physical bodies of logistical laborers, infrastructural 

technologies, and the natural environment.  

 Finally, this chapter has traced the emergence of various “counter-spaces,” as 

laborers made their own contribution to the production of logistical space. These counter-

spaces were contingent on a number of factors across time and space, but they allowed 

laborers to appropriate the logistical network for their own ends, and were often spaces of 

subversion or evasion of state control. Spatial concentration could work in the laborers’ 

favors, as when recruits staged their sit-in at the markaz lock-up in 1918, or when the a 

conspiratorial network found ways to sabotage medical examinations through the 

injection of a “concoction” into the bladders of condemned recruits. At other times, it was 

the diffuse nature and vast spread of the logistical network that provided opportunities for 
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subversion, including desertion and the stealing of supplies. To analyze how ELC 

laborers attempted to construct such counter-spaces, we have had to read against the grain 

and triangulate from a variety of English and Arabic-language sources. 
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Figure 3.1 Thomas Russel's map of Lower Egypt (Source: Sir Thomas Russell 
Pasha, Egyptian Service, 1902-1946 (London: John Murray, 1949)) 
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Figure 3.2 Map of Cairo during World War I (Source: Y.USA 9-2-22 Box 7) 
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Figure 3.3 Map of Alexandria during World War I (Source: Y.USA 9-2-22 Box 8) 
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Figure 3.4 Map of Asyut in 1927 (Source: Y.USA 9-2-22 Box 9) 
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Figure 3.5 Logistical Diagram of the Water Supply in the Sinai, 1916 (Source: Cyril 
Falls and A.F. Becke, Military Operations Egypt & Palestine From June 1917 to the 

End of the War, Part 1 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1930), 271.) 
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Figure 3.6 Lines of Supply and Communication Between Egypt and Palestine, 1917-
18 (Source: Cyril Falls and A.F. Becke, Military Operations Egypt & Palestine From 
June 1917 to the End of the War, Part 1 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 

1930), Appendices) 
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CHAPTER 4 

RACE, SPACE, AND PLACE IN AN ELC CAMP 

The Egyptian laborer ‘Abd al-Hamid Muhammad Husayn worked as part of the war 

effort since the outbreak of hostilities. Husayn was born around 1893 in the neighborhood 

of al-Imam al-Shaf‘i on the outskirts of Cairo. His mother’s brothers raised him after his 

father divorced his mother when he was young. Although he was educated at a traditional 

kuṭṭāb (one-room school), poverty forced him into working as a stonemason at the age of 

eleven.1 In 1915, Husayn “found himself joining the soldiery” as a laborer in the ELC, 

and after tours of duty in the Dardanelles and Sudan, he was sent to Palestine in 1917. 

Like Husayn, Ernest Kendrick Venables served in the war since the outbreak of 

hostilities in his home country. Venables was born in the town of Birkenhead, Cheshire 

County, England in 1890. His father was a clerk to the Birkenhead Corporation, and he 

graduated from the Cheshire County Training College.2 He worked as a schoolmaster 

until enrolling in the British army at the outbreak of World War I, where he was assigned 

to a Field Ambulance unit of the Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC) attached to the 

Welsh Border Mounted Brigade. In April 1916, his unit was assigned to Egypt, and 

Venables traveled by steamship with his compatriots to Alexandria. After one year 

serving in the general field hospital, he applied for, and was granted, reassignment to 

work with the Egyptian Labor Corps (ELC). In April of 1917, Venables began his 
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journey to serve in the ELC, first moving to the Supply Depot outside of Roda Island in 

Cairo, and finally “up the line” on to Palestine.3  

 By 1917, then, both Venables and Husayn would have been serving in Palestine. 

It is hard to know if their paths ever crossed, but the Palestinian theater was full of 

thousands of British officers like Venables and hundreds of thousands of Egyptian 

laborers like Husayn; all working together in relationships governed by specific, unequal 

power dynamics, and living side-by-side in military encampments. How were these 

relationships structured? What was the daily routine within an ELC encampment? What 

resulted from putting Egyptian laborers and British officers together in such close 

proximity?   

 Analyzing the writings left behind by Venables and Husayn, who provide us with 

some of the best first-hand accounts of the everyday life of the ELC in English and 

Arabic, respectively, allow us to compare and contrast the two groups they represented. 

Venables’ writings are contained in the archives of the Imperial War Museum (IWM), 

including diaries, correspondences, photo albums, and an unpublished manuscript titled 

They Also Served. These documents provide rich detail about everyday life in the ELC 

camps in Palestine—where the vast majority of Egyptians served during World War I. 

The institutional location of these documents is also significant. The government of Great 

Britain decided to establish the IWM in 1917, while World War I was still underway, to 

document the efforts of the British Empire during the war. It opened to the public in 1920 

at its original location in the Crystal Palace at Sydenham, and in July 1936, moved to its 
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present location on the former grounds of Bethlem mental hospital—commonly known 

by its popular moniker “Bedlam.”  

 As for the account of ‘Abd al-Hamid Muhammad Husayn, it consists of a mere 

three-and-a-half pages, published fifty years after the war, in the popular magazine Ruz 

al-Yusuf. The account was published on the heels of the Egyptian defeat in the June 1967 

war with Israel, and the life story of this humble Egyptian laborer who traveled to 

Palestine during World War I offers a transnational parable linking Egypt and Palestine 

in the somewhat distant past. Yet this paltry source, refracted through the prism of the 

nationalist struggles of its day—constitutes the only written account from the perspective 

of an Egyptian laborer during the war that I have been able to find. The vast majority of 

laborers were illiterate, and therefore unable to produce written accounts. One important 

reason for this persistent, mass illiteracy was the fact that education had been a low 

priority for the Anglo-Egyptian colonial state under Lord Cromer and his successors, who 

focused instead on making the government financially solvent through promoting 

agriculture and tax reform.4 Instead of written accounts, the stories of ELC laborers are 

passed down in popular tales (ḥuwādīt sing. ḥadūtah) and songs (ṭaqāṭuq sing. ṭaqṭuqa 

(Egyptian: ṭa’ṭu’a)), and other fragments of spoken words in Egyptian colloquial Arabic 

preserved for us in the accounts of observers.  

 Colonialism thus paradoxically brought Englishmen like Venables and Egyptians 

like Husayn together, while simultaneously inventing a variety of techniques to keep 

them apart. To help elucidate this paradox, I find it helpful to employ the theoretical 

framework of Keith Aoki, who points out two key affinities between critical geography 
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and the Anglo-American academic tradition of “Critical Race Theory” in his article 

“Space Invaders” (2000).5 On the one hand, Aoki shows how racialized logics drive the 

uneven processes of capital accumulation and the production of space. Drawing on the 

work of critical geographer David Sibley, Aoki argues that “‘the expansion of European 

empires and the development of the capitalist world economy required fitting dependent 

territories and dependent peoples into the cosmic order of the dominant powers,’ 

delineating a spatial boundary between civilized ‘selves’ and … uncivilized ‘Others.’”6 

Aoki thus shows how racial identities are contingent and constructed in history through 

spatial processes, rather than immutable and unchanging essences. On the other hand, 

drawing on the work of critical race theorist Gary Peller, Aoki argues that this very 

spatialization of racial logics can work to create situations in which—for racially 

marginalized groups—ideas of “race” can become the foundation for a “‘quasi-nation’ 

based on shared experiences of oppression within a particular historical context.”7 

According to Aoki, this means that race can function as a sort of “localism,” which can 

be “one axis along which opposition to spatial change … may be politically articulated.”8 

In this sense, a spatially- and temporally-contingent identity can come to be experienced 

as the basis for a shared political community. 
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6 Ibid., 926.; David Sibley, Geographies of Exclusion (London & New York: Routledge, 
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7 Aoki, “Space Invaders”: 932.; Gary Peller, “Race-Consciousness,” in Critical Race 
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 In this chapter, I reconstruct life in an ELC camp at the intersection of race, space, 

and place. I trace the racist attitudes of British officials through a close study of 

representations of Egyptian laborers in the writings of political leaders, journalists, and 

petty officers who worked side-by-side with the ELC. I then detail how these attitudes 

manifested themselves in a variety of spatial practices, including the segregation, 

regimentation, and disciplining of Egyptian laborers. But Egyptians also participated in 

the production of space in an ELC camp through a variety of cultural and political 

techniques, including the use of oral practices to create a unique soundscape, and the 

organization of strikes and mutinies on the basis of group and subgroup identity and 

shared experiences of racist oppression.  

 

Race and British Attitudes Towards the ELC 

Racism and racialized language underwrote British efforts to promote migrant labor 

during World War I from the earliest phases of the process. In mid-1916, men like Prime 

Minister H. H. Asquith and Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour began discussion about 

whether to import so-called “colored labor” to meet the shortfall in demand for 

manpower.9 To be sure, not all British politicians were entirely in agreement on how 

migrant laborers should be treated. The memory of “Balfour’s Blunder”—a scandal that 

involved the importation of nearly 50,000 Chinese indentured laborers to work in the 

Rand Mines in South Africa in 1903-4—was kept alive by liberal and leftist politicians 

like G.N. Barnes, Keir Hardie, and J.R. MacDonald who demanded respect, fair play, and 
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justice in dealing with the “Black and Yellow subject races.”10 But even left and liberal 

rhetoric never denied the fitness of the white man to rule, evincing an inability or 

unwillingness to realistically confront the logic of racism. Among the classes of 

professional civil servants both conservative and liberal, this patronizing attitude towards 

“subject races” was “primarily a socially inherited one, molded by a tradition of 

leadership and cultural superiority inculcated at the public school level, and confirmed in 

the cloisters of Oxford and Cambridge.”11 

 This collective investment in racial identity at the highest reaches of the British 

government also manifested itself amongst petty officers and embedded journalists in 

their discussions of how to manage Egyptian migrant laborers. For example, an officer 

with the RAMC in Qantara wrote that his commanding officer, “[possesses] all the 

dominant racial traits which have made British rule over Eastern people such a success 

wherever our flag flies… From a fairly extended acquaintance with the lower class 

Egyptian—the typical ELC or CTC man—he is convinced that upon a true estimation of 

his peculiar racial qualities depends all our success in governing him both in the present 

time of war and hereafter.”12 Venables referred to the Egyptian laborers he commanded 

as “nafars”—a word derived from the colloquial Arabic term for an “individual.” 

Although this term seems innocent compared to some of those enumerated above, a poem 

from the The ELC News, entitled “The ELC Nafar,” shows the shades of meaning it came 

to acquire for the British serving in Sinai/Palestine: 

                                                
10 Nicholas Griffin, “The Use of Chinese Labour by the British Army, 1916-1920” 
(University of Oklahoma, 1973), 13. 
11 Ibid. 
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When you joined the ELC/ you were just the same as me/ you didn’t know the 

darndest thing about it. 

You had heard that they were heathen/ with wildest passions seethin’/ you’d never 

had the slightest case to doubt it… 

Tho’ he’s dark about the skin/ and ugly-faced as sin/ his manners and his morals 

free and easy. 

Yet he’ll obey you blindly/ if you but treat him kindly/ remembering your word’s 

“kallam ingleezie.”13 

 In this poem, we see the “nafar” as an amalgamation of racist tropes; the “dark” and 

“ugly” physical features, the uncivilized, “heathen” morals, and the childlike obedience 

of British officers. The phrase “kallam ingleezi” is an Anglicized rendering of the 

colloquial Egyptian Arabic phrase for “the words of an Englishman.” This signifies that 

white British officers could expect to be obeyed, regardless of what they said, for the 

simple fact of who they were when they were saying it. Although not as common an 

epithet as some of the others used by British and Australians working with Egyptians, the 

common use of the term “nafar” for Egyptians nevertheless came to index the racial 

discourses of empire, and contributed to their dehumanization and Otherization. 

 ELC officers like Venables thus participated in empire-wide discourses of racism 

and Orientalism. Egyptians were seen as children in a state of arrested development, 

condemned by their pseudo-biological typology to lives of menial labor. This rhetoric 

asserted the importance of the white British officer, who was necessary to supervise these 

children and whip them into shape. In this sense, Egyptians were not unique, but were 
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treated just like “colored laborers” from all over the world who participated in World 

War I. The Times demonstrated up the global reach of this discourse in an article titled 

“An Army of Labour” published 27 December 1917. The author writes, “The Chink [i.e. 

the Chinese Labor Corps], like the Kaffir [i.e. the South African Native Labor Corps], has 

to be kept under ward when he is not working. He gives little trouble if rightly 

managed.”14 In these two sentences, we can see that laborers from China and South 

Africa were subject to the same elements of racism we have identified in representations 

of Egyptians, such as the use of derogatory nicknames, infantilization, and the assertion 

of a need for British domination and control. 

 

The Racialized Production of Space at an ELC Camp 

The racist attitudes of British leaders, petty officers, and journalists towards Egyptians 

and other so-called “colored laborers” were thus part of a long discursive tradition that 

grew up inseparably from the British Empire. But these racist perceptions and attitudes 

only made their influence felt in the social world when they inscribed themselves in 

physical space. 15  While colonial expansion necessitated the circulation of people, 

materials, and ideas at ever-increasing speeds, the logic of racism worked to separate off, 

enclose, and subordinate racialized Others. In the context of World War I, the racialized 

production of space allowed imperial authorities to subject logistical laborers to 

increasing levels of surveillance and control, which, in turn, strengthened the resiliency 

of the supply network fueling the British military machine.  

                                                
14 “An Army of Labour,” The Times of London, 27 December 1917.  
15 For a similar process carried out in the camps of the ARAMCO Oil Company in Saudi 
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The racialized production of space during World War I was most readily apparent 

in France, where the so-called “colored labor corps”—a category that encompassed 

Egyptian, Indian, Chinese, Algerian, Vietnamese, Senegalese, West Indian and South 

African, and other non-white logistical laborers—were strictly segregated. Both French 

and British authorities resolved to ensure that colored laborers were separated from one 

another, from the French population, and from white troops and prisoners of war.16 

Figure 4.1 shows how this segregation was conceived in spatial terms through the 

construction a camp for the Chinese Labor Corps at the French port city of Cherbourg. In 

this map, French authorities envision logistical infrastructures as barriers to enforce 

segregation, with a road between the Chinese camp and the local French inhabitants on 

the one hand, and a canal between the Chinese and the white troops and prisoners of war 

on the other. The infrastructures of logistical space could thus, at times, serve the 

paradoxical function of speeding up circulation of goods and materials, while 

simultaneously enclosing racial “Others” and maintaining racial separation. In this 

respect, the racialized logics governing the production of space in wartime Cherbourg 

resembled a pattern we see in cities throughout the United States of America in the 20th 

century, where “highways and roads were used as barriers and boundaries to hold the 

black community in certain areas.”17 

The racial segregation of migrant laborers in France can best be illustrated by 

comparing the situation of the so-called “colored labor corps” to that of other migrating 

logistical laborers coded as white. As demand for labor in France increased consistently 

                                                
16 Tyler Stovall, “The Color Line behind the Lines: Racial Violence in France during the 
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from 1916 to 1918, military authorities worked to rationalize and standardize labor 

supplies by imposing greater controls on foreign migrant labor. Although in theory these 

policies did not distinguish between whites and non-whites, “in practice, Spaniards, 

Belgians, Greeks, and other white foreigners often successfully evaded such attempts at 

regulation.”18 Spaniards, for example—who made up roughly seventy percent of all 

European immigrant workers in France during the war—mostly entered France 

surreptitiously and, once there, evaded regulations that were designed to prevent migrant 

laborers from changing jobs in search of higher wages.19 Nonwhite workers, on the other 

hand, were closely regimented and grouped by nationality, with military authorities 

making all arrangements for their transportation, housing, and food.20 There was also a 

racial element to the geographical distribution of logistical labor within France during the 

war, with colored laborers and prisoners of war on the lines of communication in the back 

areas, Chinese labor further forward, and white labor on the front lines.21 Laborers from 

South Africa were divided according to skin color; with black laborers in the South 

African Native Labor Corps and lighter skinned laborers in the “Cape Colored Battalion.” 

The War Office stressed the necessity of keeping the former class of black South 

Africans separate from white labor “of low physical category” for fear that, due the 

relatively faster pace and higher output of black labor, “the native working alongside has 

                                                
18 Stovall, “The Color Line behind the Lines: Racial Violence in France during the Great 
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his ideas of the position of the white man disturbed in addition to the natural tendency to 

slacken to the white man’s pace.”22 Separate living and working arrangements thus 

reproduced racial hierarchies and imported the logic of settler colonialism into French 

port cities and other areas behind the front lines. 

 The ELC was no exception to this generalized policy of spatially isolating 

“colored labor.” It was official policy for the ELC in France that “men who had enlisted 

together from the same village under their own headmen [i.e. ra’īs] were kept together in 

the same companies.”23 This is also corroborated by Venables, who writes that Egyptians 

“enlist in squads of 50, usually from the same ‘belad’ (village), each squad having a ‘rais’ 

(leader) who is usually a man of some importance in the village at home.”24 The Labor 

Directorate appointed Malcolm Coutts, who formerly served in the Anglo-Egyptian 

colonial government as Director of Stores, Prisons and Police in Sudan, as special adviser 

for the ELC in early 1917. Egyptian labor was thus organized under a separate division 

from the point of view of the British, as the separation of “colored labor” into units 

defined geographically by nation, race, and local affiliation was institutionalized.25 ELC 

laborers were grouped together from the moment of their recruitment, with others from 

the same or surrounding villages. In France, laborers slept together in a large tent, with 

each laborer given a wooden board on the ground on which to sleep, and three wool 

blankets for bedding. While British troops slept in similar accommodations, they were 

                                                
22 BNA WO 107/37 “British Labour in France,” 14 November 1919, 28. 
23 BNA WO 107/37, “British Labour in France,” 14 November 1919, 31. 
24 IWM EKV 3/1 Sinai, 3 September 1917, 4. 
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kept in separate camps.26 British camps in France also often featured an officer’s mess—

spaces that were reserved for (white) officers and often equipped with special rations. 

These segregated spaces were usually explained in “separate but equal” terminology, but 

in reality, they worked to reproduce racial hierarchies.27 

 ELC laborers in France also had their movements closely controlled and were 

only given limited opportunities to leave the camp outside of work. Official regulations 

called for a wire fence to surround every camp of ELC laborers in France to keep 

Egyptians enclosed and prevent the possibility of desertion.28 Egyptians were to be 

confined to camp when not at work, and special passes to leave camp and visit the city 

were granted “locally when considered desirable by local authorities.”29 Parties on leave 

were not to exceed eight laborers at a time, and all parties were to be accompanied by a 

“reliable NCO.” Egyptian laborers were also to be restricted to the main thoroughfares in 

the cities, and British regulations stated, “Shops and other places must not be entered by 

Egyptians unless in charge of a European [Officer].”30 Segregation thus manifested itself 

not only in the camps, but also in the regimentation of daily life for the Egyptians, 

especially as compared to non-white migrant laborers. Even on the rare instances in 

which Egyptians were allowed to leave their camps and visit the adjoining cities, French 

society adopted a system reminiscent of Jim Crow-era segregation in the U.S. South, 

keeping Egyptians and other non-white laborers out of white spaces. 

                                                
26 For example, see IWM WSL 1/6, The First World War Diaries of Lt. W.B. St. Leger, 6 
November 1917, where he describes a second-hand story of a man who spent a night in 
an ELC camp in Boulogne with twenty British soldiers in a separate tent. 
27 Stovall, “The Color Line behind the Lines: Racial Violence in France during the Great 
War,” 745. 
28 BNA WO 107/37 “British Labour in France,” 14 November 1919.  
29 Ibid. 
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The Middle Eastern Front 

Egyptians in the Middle Eastern theaters occupied a highly differentiated position, 

determined as much by race as by other conceptual hierarchies of empire. Unlike their 

compatriots in France—who were seen as having been imported to serve the needs of the 

imperial allies, and thus occupied a socio-conceptual space “below” the local French 

inhabitants—Egyptians entered Mesopotamia and Sinai/Palestine as a part of the 

conquering force, and they were treated as such in their interactions with the so-called 

“local Arabs.” Furthermore, the mobility and shifting geography of the Sinai/Palestine 

campaign meant that segregation of the type experienced at the more fixed French 

campsites was impossible. But the racialized logics of empire nevertheless manifested 

themselves in the built environment of camp life—a fact that became more apparent as 

one traveled from the front lines back to the base depots in the Suez Canal zone and 

mainland Egypt.  

As the EEF advanced, ELC and CTC laborers encountered the local populations 

of the Sinai, Palestine, and Iraq on an altogether different playing field than their 

subordinated compatriots in France. For example, when the EEF entered al-‘Arish, the 

attached RAMC officer described the local population of roughly 4,000 as “a thoroughly 

cowed, disheartened, poverty-stricken crew.”31 As part of a sanitation campaign, a house-

to-house tour was organized with an Egyptian doctor acting as an interpreter, and each 

house was “thoroughly cleansed, sprayed with germicide, its compound scavenged, and 
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all garbage and rubbish consigned to the nearest incinerator.”32 ELC laborers were used 

on sanitary routines and sent out scavenging on similar details in al-‘Arish and other 

villages occupied by the EEF as it advanced through the Sinai and into Palestine.33 In 

addition to sanitary work, ELC laborers were organized and trained into a police force, 

which included 1,000 men in Sinai/Palestine at its zenith, guarding the camps on the lines 

of supply and communication and the villages of southern Palestine.34 In Iraq, Egyptians 

were also employed as a police force to “preserve order and public security (yuḥafiẓ al-

niẓām wa-l-’amn al-‘ām) among the Muslim inhabitants of the city of Baghdad.”35 The 

relationship between ELC laborers and the local population was thus governed by a 

different set of power dynamics in the Middle Eastern theaters. Compared to their 

compatriots in France, ELC laborers in the Middle East had greater freedom of 

movement, and did not occupy the lowest or most marginalized position in the space of 

the camp—a position that was reserved for “local Arabs.” This fact was reinforced in the 

daily interactions between Egyptian sanitary crews, scavenging details, and police 

guards.  

 One of the distinguishing features of the Sinai/Palestine front was the fluidity and 

mobility of the front lines as the EEF slowly advanced toward Syria, building their lines 

of supply and communication with the help of the ELC along the way. (See Figure 4.2 

and Figure 4.3.) Thus, for Venables, a “camp” was merely “that spot on the sand where 

the tired [Egyptians] roll themselves up in their blankets and sleep,” while “further up the 
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sand hills, their officer does the same.”36 The default form of shelter was the bivouac or 

“bivvy,” which consisted of “a hole excavated in the sand long and broad enough to 

accommodate two men lying side by side, a stick thrust into the ground at each end, with 

a piece of string tightly stretched between, and a blanket flung across the string in hip-

roof fashion…a ground-sheet for a floor, and another blanket for bedding.”37 The ad-hoc 

and mobile quality of the camps tended to limit opportunities for the kind of segregation 

and enclosure that was possible in France. 

 Nevertheless, British military authorities constructed segregated spaces during the 

Sinai/Palestine campaign, especially behind the front lines in the Suez Canal zone and the 

military encampments scattered about Egypt. One major aspect of the production of 

space in an ELC camp that worked to reinforce racial segregation was the creation of a 

separate hospital and detention system for Egyptians employed with the British forces. A 

new department of the RAMC was created during the war to oversee a network of 

hospitals, detention centers, sanitary stations, and quarantines meant specifically to house 

and treat Egyptians. Twenty medical officers, sixty-five RAMC orderlies, sixty Egyptian 

doctors, and 400 Egyptians orderlies or “termargis” staffed the so-called “native 

hospitals,” which stretched from the Western Desert to the Suez Canal zone.38 Most of 

the hospitals were set up in mobile tents that moved with the laborers they were meant to 

serve, but the main Egyptian hospitals at Isma‘iliyya and Qantara were permanent 

structures. This new RAMC organization dealt with thousands of Egyptians each month; 

for example, 24,000 Egyptians were treated during one typical six-month period from 
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November 1916 to April 1917.39 This system of treating Egyptians in separate hospitals 

also seems to have been in use at Taranto.40 One RAMC officer clearly conceived of the 

native hospital system in racial terms, writing: 

There is perhaps no more interesting or informative experience for the student in 

the art of empire-making than that afforded by a visit to one of these field units 

under the sway of the Egyptian hospitals branch of the RAMC. In them you see 

the best of Britain’s traditions appertaining to the government of Oriental races … 

Now that all this ambiguity of relationship between Egypt and the Empire has 

been finally cleared away, we, that is at least, the men of the British Army in 

Egypt, who may fairly be regarded as typical of their nation, are looking at the 

country and the people with new eyes and wholly new interest.41 

From the perspective of at least one British officer, then, the native hospital system 

functioned as a microcosm for the British Empire as a whole. The hospital brought 

together “the best of Britain’s traditions appertaining to the government of Oriental 

races,” as white British officers were able to treat the helpless and sick Egyptians and 

thus reify the dominance of their government over that of Egypt. In the second part of the 

quote, the “ambiguity” referred to was the uneasy co-existence of de jure Ottoman 

sovereignty and de facto British control in Egypt since at 1882. The officer was pleased 

that this had been “cleared away” by the installation of the British protectorate, which 

made Egypt an official part of the British Empire. Petty officers thus took pride in the 

British Empire and had a personal stake in its expansion.  
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The Body of the Laborer 

Thus, the racist attitudes of British officials were given concrete reality through the 

production of space at the scale of the camp, the hospital, and the city. But the production 

of space also took place at the scale of the body. The body was the site of a variety of 

practices that brought the racist perceptions of the British to bear on ELC laborers in 

ways that reinforced the logistical imperatives of the British war machine. The daily lives 

and routines of logistical laborers were designed and regimented to serve the dual 

purpose of maintaining and increasing the speed of circulation of supplies for the war on 

one hand, while reinforcing racial hierarchies that underpinned British imperial identity 

on the other.  

The daily routine of the ELC was framed by the morning and evening “ṭābūr,” 

when a company would assemble in front of an officer for inspection. The word ṭābūr 

signifies a “line” or a “column” in colloquial Egyptian Arabic, but the British officers of 

the ELC adapted it to their broken patois used for calls and commands. The “ṭābūr” 

occurred with such regularity that one officer used it metonymically to stand in for a day 

in the life of the ELC, writing poetically, “From tabour to tabour, the world forces its 

objective crises upon our notice.”42 Venables outlines the organization of a company 

during “ṭābūr” into squads of approximately fifty men each, “squatting two by two, 

while the number [of laborers in a squad], duties [for the day’s work], etc. were verified 

by the officer with an NCO and the Raises.”43 Over the course of his time in Palestine, 

Venables would demote and promote a number of different ru’asa’, but the acting ra’īs 
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would always be in front of his squad at the day’s “ṭābūr,” presenting his men for 

inspection in orderly lines.  

The spatial hierarchy of bodies in a “ṭābūr,” with men divided into squads and 

squads led by a ra’īs, was meant to instill a certain type of military discipline in the men. 

Venables describes how this hierarchy was envisioned and constructed: 

My policy has been to choose an Egyptian from the company, those who show 

ability in control, to train them and invest them with the necessary measure of 

authority. Being men of stronger personality than the average Gyppie, they are 

useful in assisting control… This state of things was not reached without much 

difficulty, however, as the Egyptian has ordinarily no idea of obeying an order, 

and requires some time to realize an authority not backed up by immediate and 

visible force whose force is invisible. Excessive coercion on the part of the 

Raises, too, was gradually abolished, though their authority was rigidly 

maintained.44 

Venables thus selected ru’asa’ as intermediaries between himself and the mass of 

laborers in the company. Venables describes how the hierarchy he has put in place has 

created a more impersonal, “invisible” type of power and control over the company. 

Venables clearly struggled to describe this form of power he was working to create, even 

crossing out his first attempt in his letter. Michel Foucault would later come to 

understand spatial techniques like the ṭābūr and others sketched out by British imperial 

officials (e.g. Bentham’s panopticon) as belonging to a form of “biopolitical” power that 
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“seems all the less ‘corporal’ in that it is more subtly ‘physical.’”45 The ṭābūr thus 

functioned as a diffuse form of power that operated through the spatial ordering of 

bodies. But even in describing this relatively impersonal form of power, Venables cannot 

resist the urge to define the hierarchy in quasi-racial terms, defining the ru’asa’ as worthy 

leaders based on their “being men of stronger personality than the average Gyppie.” 

At the morning ṭābūr, Venables used the appearance of laborers’ clothing as “a 

useful criterion of orderliness,” and wrote that he “devoted considerable attention to 

training the men to wear their uniforms properly, and look after them.”46 As shown in 

Figures 4.4 and 4.5, the ELC uniform was simple and lacked decoration compared to that 

of their British officers, consisting of a light khaki head cap or a turban wrapped around 

the head, shorts, underwear, and a khaki tunic emblazoned with the letters “E.L.C.”  It 

appears that there was some confusion around the uniforms for the laborers, as when 

‘Abd al-Hamid Muhammad Husayn refers to his uniform as “Indian clothes” (malābis 

hindī).47 Footwear was distributed to the laborers inconsistently, and officers often 

explained this inconsistency in quasi-racial terms; legs and feet were left bare because 

“long use had made the soles as tough as leather.”48 Examination of the photographs at 

the Kautz family YMCA Archives and the Imperial War Museum show that ELC 

laborers often lacked footwear, though not uniformly so. The officer in command of the 

ELC in Basra wrote, it is impossible to get British boots to fit natives who have never 
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worn boots, their feet being very broad and short.”49 ELC laborers in France seem to have 

been issued footwear more consistently. The appearance of the uniform therefore 

functioned as an index for “orderliness,” and provided officers with a lever for control 

over the actions of the laborers. Uniforms also served a symbolic function, separating the 

sparsely adorned Egyptians from the fully outfitted white British officers and troops on 

the one hand, and from the completely drab local populations of civilian laborers on the 

other hand. 

But if the spatial arrangement of bodies in the ṭābūr and the uniform was meant to 

affect an invisible power of military discipline, these techniques were always backed up 

by violence. Venables describes how this dynamic played out during a day’s work in one 

of his letters: 

As on parade [i.e. ṭābūr], so when proceeding to and from work, the squads are 

required to preserve an orderly formation and not straggle all over the road…the 

punishment I meted out to one squad whom I caught straggling was such that they 

never forgot. It is only the fear of being suddenly spotted by the “mudir” that 

causes them to proceed in two orderly files on the right-hand side of the road.50  

From the beginning of the morning ṭābūr, then, laborers were expected to comport their 

bodies in an “orderly” manner. As laborers walked from the camp to the worksite, they 

were expected to stay in these lines, or else risk “punishment” as the hands of the ra’īs or 

the officer. Venables describes such a punishment he meted out when two laborers were 

caught stealing extra food rations, and were “laid across the ration bags and received 
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twenty five lashes from the Bash Rais.”51 The practice of whipping ELC laborers is also 

attested to in the diaries of soldiers preserved at the Imperial War Museum in London.  

The diaries of William Brett St. Leger, posted at Cambrai in late 1917, reveal the racism 

that underwrote much of the physical punishment meted out to ELC laborers. 

Referencing what he has heard of ELC laborers in France, he writes, “force is often, if 

not always the only authority that a native will recognize. [An ELC Officer he spoke 

with] says that when natives refuse to work with him, he gives them a jolly good hiding 

and after that they give him no trouble.”52 The medical officer William Knott, posted in 

Palestine, wrote from a more sympathetic point of view of the “brutish way natives are 

treated … long leather whips are used by Englishmen and overseers, taking off the skin, 

and great gashes exposing the raw flesh are made.”53 Knott could not help but see this 

violent treatment in racial terms, writing, “The treatment of these Egyptians is a scandal. 

They talk about modern civilization and abolishing slavery, yet these men have 

taskmasters paid by the British government to whip them like dogs with long leather 

whips. Even the British and Australians kick and bully them unmercifully.”54 Physical 

punishments thus inscribed themselves on the bodies of the laborers, creating scars as 

physical reminders to all of the violence underwriting British authority. Corporal 

punishment was understood and rationalized in racial terms, as something necessary for 

dealing with Egyptians because of their peculiar racial qualities.  

                                                
51 IWM EKV 3/5 Wadi Gaza, 21 October 1917, 45. 
52 IWM WSL/1/6 The First World War Diaries of Lieutenant W.B. St. Leger, Tuesday, 6 
November 1917. 
53 IWM WK 1/2 W. Knott Diary (14 Septemeber 1917- 9 July 1918), 2 April 1918. 
54 IWM WK 1/2 W. Knott Diary (14 Septemeber 1917- 9 July 1918), 31 October 1917. 



 
 

 166 

 After a hard day’s work, laborers would return back to the camp for the evening 

ṭābūr, where laborers would again be inspected and receive their main meal for the day. 

The provision of food was thus another important technique that contributed to the 

production of space on the scale of the body of the laborer. Egyptians were given rations 

of bread, lentil soup, meat, onions and “other variable details like dates, raisins, salt, 

pepper, and biscuits.”55 Dinner at camp at night was usually the whole meat ration with 

sliced onions “more or less fired in native cottonseed cooking oil.”56 Venables seemed to 

blame the poor dietary conditions on the Egyptians who worked camp duty, writing, 

“Among all these hundreds of Egyptian peasants, there is not a man who has any idea of 

cooking in European style. Some are able to concoct a fearful greasy mess, such as they 

relish themselves…so, for the time being, we are living a true Arab life, mostly on 

biscuits, dates, and water.”57 Knott saw it otherwise, blaming the poor rations on the 

British when he wrote, “the [ELC] men also are ill fed, being a little bread, more often 

mouldy than not, a few dried up dates and lentils.”58  

The body of the laborer was thus one of the smallest scales on which the British 

military authorities worked to produce a space that could simultaneously fuel British 

imperial troops with supplies and materials and maintain the rigid racial hierarchies that 

underpinned British imperial identity in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

The spatial ordering and appearance of bodies, as manifested in uniforms, the task 

system, and the morning and evening ṭawābīr, worked to instill military discipline 

through “invisible” means. But these diffuse forms of power were always backed up by 
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corporal punishment that was justified by racist attitudes towards Egyptians. Racial 

violence inscribed itself on the body through the uneven provision of footwear and food 

rations, and the whip of the officer.  

 

ELC Laborers’ Experiences of Place 

Thus, British (and French) military authorities used a variety of representational and 

spatial practices to control racialized laborers during World War I. But ELC laborers 

were not mere passive spectators in the racialized production of space at the ELC camps. 

In this section, I examine how the migrant laborers of the ELC inhabited the spaces that 

had been created by military authorities to house them during their time of service. 

Laborers created a variety of tactics to adjust to life in their temporary homes, including 

the creation of group identities, and the dissemination of cultural values and norms during 

work and leisure time. These norms were also political, and ELC laborers engaged in a 

variety of protests, strikes, and mutinies to challenge their officers and air their 

grievances. 

 One anecdote from Venables’ letters illustrates multiple aspects of the experience 

of everyday life and work for many of the ELC laborers in Palestine. The story is told in 

a letter from Wadi Gaza dated 20 October 1917, during the run up to the third Battle of 

Gaza, when the EEF would finally break the line of the Ottoman 7th and 8th armies and 

occupy southern Palestine. During such “emergency circumstances,” Venables pushed to 

make sure that the squads did as much as possible within working hours. This entailed 

closer supervision and harsher punishment of “slackers,” but it also produced 

opportunities for Venables to recognize the humanity and skill of his workers. The story 
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takes place when, after returning from a grueling twelve-hour shift from four in the 

morning until four in the afternoon, the company was called for ṭābūr and told that they 

had to tackle another “emergency” job to fill in a “huge bank across a steep valley.” 

Venables describes how his company responded: 

A few minutes’ rest while the work was being explained, a drink of water, then 

the whole company set to work as well as they had been working all day. Here 

and there a few lazy spirits, but they received little consideration from their 

fellows, who saw to it that everyone did his share. About seven o’clock, Rais No. 

8, a fine southern Egyptian who managed his men perfectly with no fuss, started 

his squad singing—and running! The spirit was infectious, and in a few minutes, 

all the men of the company were singing at the top of their voices the native songs 

they chant while at work, and at the same time digging as if possessed, or running 

with full baskets to add to the growing bank. The sight of these running figures, 

the flying soil, the Raises exhorting their men to go faster than the next squad, the 

sound of the chanties from so many lusty throats, were unforgettable.59 

This anecdote illustrates how social relationships within the squad and the company 

sustained the laborers during the most trying times of their work. Laborers identified with 

their squad and their company, and they worked together in often-dangerous conditions. 

The story also shows how laborers used songs, chants, and exhortations to encourage one 

another, further cementing these social relationships.  
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Group and Subgroup Identity 

Group identity was one important aspect of daily life developed by Egyptians while they 

inhabited the space of the camp. Venables reports how the 39th company, which he joined 

in late 1918, became “a unit with an awareness of identity; ‘tissa-wa talateen’ had a 

distinctive ring.”60 In this section of his unpublished manuscript, Venables preserves the 

phrase “tissa-wa talateen” from the spoken dialect of Egyptian colloquial Arabic, lending 

a degree of authenticity to the sense of collective identity expressed by the (largely) 

illiterate laborers. Laborers formed group identities at the squad level, as well. During his 

service with “tissa-wa talateen,” Venables wrote, “Squad No. 8 was known as the ‘osta’ 

supplying carpenters, metal workers, and other skilled tradesmen.”61 Again, Venables 

uses a colloquial Arabic term—“osta”—for a particular group that had developed a self-

identity during their time in the camp to lend a degree of authenticity to his writings. 

These snippets of colloquial Arabic preserve the otherwise muted voices of the laborers 

at the camp.  

Due to the strict segregation and regimentation of daily life for the laborers, these 

groups remained together throughout their recruitment, during their journey to the front, 

and while working. It is plausible that the British policy to segregate groups from the 

same area together worked to create and sustain a sense of group identity. The appellation 

of colloquial Egyptian labels and names onto different groups and sub-groups within the 

camp reflected and mediated these new social relationships. 
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Popular Culture and the Spoken Word 

Another way that individuals and subgroups interacted was through the spoken word. 

Whether in songs, chants, performances, or loud discussions, the verbose proclivities of 

the ELC laborers are a consistent theme in the sources. In his unpublished manuscript, 

Venables writes “squads [had] their own ways of relaxation, sheer chatter being by far 

the most common, so that an ELC camp could be recognized on approach by the vocal 

din.”62 On a journey back down the line from Judaea in December 1917, Venables passed 

by several ELC camps, and he was “impressed” with how “one becomes aware of a camp 

of Egyptians, … by the babel of voices from afar, after which one may see the lights at 

closer range.”63 Despite his characterization of this talk as “sheer chatter,” there are 

occasions when Venables would stop and listen to the conversations his men were 

having, as in the 2 June 1918 letter, when he writes that squad no. 8 was “talking politics, 

and expressed the Egyptian opinion that the Turks were thieves, and the British were out 

for their own ends, too.”64 Rather than charge these men with sedition, Venables writes 

that he “did not take any proceedings, these men are some of the best workers I have.”65 

The conversation by squad no. 8 shows how ELC laborers talked about the latest 

geopolitical developments in the war and developed their own views on the subject. It 

also shows how the most capable workers were allowed extra leeway and seen as leaders 

by both laborers and officers. 
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Egyptians also engaged in a good deal of singing and chanting during their work. 

The Times wrote of the ELC, “their work is always done to music.”66 Venables echoed 

this sentiment, writing “‘[Egyptians] cannot work in silence, and if they are not chanting 

some of their picturesque ‘songs,’ they are keeping up an endless chatter and noise which 

sounds like quarrelling, but is really nothing else but their necessary accompaniment to 

work.”67 The Australian official history of the Sinai-Palestine campaign similarly refers 

to the “hard-working, signing Egyptians of the Labour Corps.”68 Fred Garrett describes 

how ELC laborers incorporated song into their work routine in his diary from Gallipoli: 

The Egyptians road making. Two rows of them standing facing the leader, who 

stands facing them. They are supposed to be ramming the metal down. ‘Halyar 

heyli,’ says the leader, and swinging the rammers across in front of the other foot, 

they drop them with a ‘Unmen dahlah’ all together and so on chant and chorus. 

They don’t put any weight behind the rammers but merely let them drop with 

their ‘unmendahla.’69 

Singing and chanting was one way that ELC laborers made their work bearable. The 

rhythm of chants and songs worked well with the monotonous tasks like laying paving 

stones, railroad tracks, and water pipelines in places like Palestine and Gallipoli.   

 But the rhythmic utility of the songs for work was just one superficial aspect of 

music and cultural production by the ELC laborers, with the songs of the laborers often 
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conveying deep sentiment and sparking controversy among the officers and journalists as 

to their meanings. For example, the pro-British Egyptian press interpreted the songs of 

the laborers as an indication of their love for work, writing of the ELC laborers in France: 

“they executed the orders that were presented to them with happiness, which they showed 

on their faces as they walked to the ports, [the sounds of] their music preceding them.”70 

But a closer examination of the content of many of the songs, especially those sung 

outside of work hours, shows that they were often mournful and expressive of a deep 

dissatisfaction with life in the ELC. Venables describes these songs in one of his letters 

from June 1918: 

Usually in the evening we see and hear groups chanting their curious native 

songs, a leader signing a line or a stanza, and the group joining in the refrain, 

swaying their bodies to and fro, and slapping their hands in rhythm… The words 

are usually coarse, often made up as the singer proceeds, but even these are not 

without interest. The favorite song has a refrain “Kam lela, kam yom?” The leader 

sings snatches of the praise of the land at home, its gardens, family life, and long 

hours of lazy dreaming in the shade, contrasting it with their present strenuous 

existence, against which they grouse as real soldiers do (emphasis mine).71 

According to Venables, then, songs were a common form of entertainment for laborers 

after their evening ṭābūr. These were structured in a call-and-response form, with a leader 

setting himself apart from the rest of the group in a move reminiscent of the spatial 

arrangement of the ṭābūr itself. Despite the dancing and hand-slapping, the message 
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behind the songs is decidedly melancholy, with the predominant theme being a longing to 

return home. The refrain of the popular song kam laylah, kam yawm?—translated as 

“how many nights, how many days?”—is a rhetorical question, referencing the length of 

the temporary contract of workers and how much longer they would be with the ELC 

before they were able to return home. The songs were fundamentally improvisational, 

and alternative lines could be inserted from memory or made up on the spot, for example, 

kam laylah, kam yawm/ ma-bashūftish nawm (“How many nights, how many days, have I 

not slept?”). The line huwa’ al-rāgil fu’ (“The man is up there”) was sung whenever an 

officer appeared, which, according to Venables, “gave a chance to weave in the common 

grumbles: too much work, not enough rest, pay or cigarettes.”72 Rather than being 

interpreted as a sign of happiness, then, the songs were often mournful lamentations that 

reified dislike for service in the ELC and longing to return home. In the presence of the 

watchful officer, songs could be an opportunity for laborers to air their grievances and 

offer a critique of their working conditions. 

 In addition to cultural production in the form of music, ELC laborers were also 

fond of putting together theatrical productions that could be both entertaining and critical. 

According to Venables, the “fantazeeah” was “a generic form of entertainment; actually 

an invitation to Officers to be present, with consequent prizes of cigarettes for the best 

show to put on.”73 Venables describes the setting of one of the performances:  

Under the starlit sky, on the broadest space the hillside camp could produce, all 

the nafars squatted or stood in a wide circle. At one side was the part meant for 

the stage, and opposite were the Officer’s boxes (literally boxes, biscuit and 
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others). The footlights consisted of a row of candles placed in biscuit tins; the 

orchestra squatted near the stage, keeping up a weird noise with whistles and tins 

used as drums.74 

The “fantazeeah” was thus an event that required some degree of preparation and re-

purposing the space of the camp. The use of old ration-boxes as seats shows how 

elements of the built environment provided by the British could be re-purposed by ELC 

laborers in unanticipated ways.  

Events like the “fantazeeahs” provided an opportunity to subvert the established 

norms of the camp in the presence of officers and fellow laborers. Theatrical productions 

often featured men in drag, acting as women with high-pitched voices.75 Others were 

“topical hits” that features “many sly digs … at those in authority.”76 The archives of the 

British Foreign Office preserve one story of a play witnessed by a British recruiting 

officer: 

[ELC Laborers] procured an empty biscuit box and installed one of their number 

to represent my clerk, on either side of him were two gentlemen … representing 

the Mamoor Markaz and the doctor, and in front of the box, strutting up and 

down, was a particularly dirty ruffian representing my unworthy self. The 

remainder sat down in rows of four some little distance away. One of the men 

would then be brought up with a great show of reluctance whereupon an official 

would shout out in a tremendous voice “Ikteb!” (Sign!) He would then be forced 
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to sign and pushed over to the other side amidst howls of delight from the 

others.77 

This performance is an example the biting satire often on display during ELC shows. The 

recruiting officer, himself present at the show and recording it for posterity, was depicted 

by a “particularly dirty ruffian,” and was being told to his face that the recruitment 

process was underwritten by violent force. The performances, with their actors in drag 

and their satirical criticism of British officers, thus provided a carnivalistic atmosphere 

that allowed for the temporary suspension of camp norms. A similar dynamic was on 

display during a special sporting event held during Ramadan, when “a Raises’ race gave 

the nafars a chance to see their solemn squad leaders spring like fate hares.”78 ELC 

laborers thus reveled in the opportunity to temporarily re-purpose the space of the camp 

and upset established hierarchies and norms. The very temporary and exceptional nature 

of events like theatrical performances and the occasional sporting competition allowed 

for the subversion of the norms of camp life, such as manliness and deference to the 

authority of the officers and the ru’asa’. 

Nighttime entertainment provided by songs and shows were often accompanied 

by the consumption of intoxicating substances. While there is no mention of ELC 

laborers drinking alcohol, there are numerous references to the smoking of cigarettes and, 

occasionally, hashish. Venables saw cigarette consumption as a necessary aspect of 

keeping up the esprit de corps in his company. In one of his letters, he writes, “After the 

necessities of life and health, the [ELC laborer’s] first request is for cigarettes. In fact, I 

have heard them say among themselves that they would give up a part of their ration for 
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cigarettes!”79 Venables also detected “hashish addiction” through “hazy and wavering 

stance,” but he assured his reader that such cases were “exceptional.”80 The use of 

hashish by ELC laborers was also attested to by journalist Cecil Sommers, who wrote in 

his book Temporary Crusaders, “Today I took part in a court-martial ... A wretched 

member of the Egyptian Labour Corps was charged with having in his possession several 

ounces of hashish, a deadly crime.”81 The consumption of intoxicating substances would 

have worked to make the difficult life of the ELC slightly more bearable. It also added to 

the carnivalistic atmosphere of the “fantazeeahs” and the musical performances put on by 

ELC laborers on certain nights. 

 

Confronting the Climate 

Despite the temporary reprieve offered by the occasional nighttime entertainment, the 

predominant experience of camp life for the ELC laborers was one of suffering and 

hardship. The weather was one consistent difficulty that Egyptians had to face, and they 

were often unprepared to do so. The pro-British Egyptian newspaper al-Muqatam tried to 

stress that “the workers [of the ELC] wear clothing that is appropriate to the countries 

(tunāsib al-bilād) in which they work.”82 But according to Venables, when the winter 

weather first hit them in Palestine in 1917, “the troops were dressed in sun-helmets, 

shirts, and thin ‘drill shorts,’” and suddenly they were surprised by “rain of a torrential 

heaviness not imagined at home.”83 Throughout the summer of 1917, the EEF had been 
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battling a climate described as, “Heat, dust, vermin, blinding suffocating sandstorms, the 

terrible ‘khamasin’—which is a red-hot hurricane seemingly straight from the throttle of 

Hades—want of water and everything else needed to support life, the miles of daily 

march over an eternal sameness of shifting sand.”84 ELC laborers, who had become 

accustomed to sleeping outside during the summer, woke up drenched when the rains hit 

and went to work, hoping for the storm to subside. But winter in Palestine consisted of a 

series of “torrential rainstorms, lasting without cessation, for two, three, or even four 

days.”85 Venables describes his men “crouching in the mud, moaning helplessly, ‘Ahsan 

Amut’ (it is better to die.)”86 The rains increased the work by washing away the banks, 

bridges, and rails that had been meticulously constructed by the laborers, while the dirt 

roads used by motor transport in the dry weather became impassable quagmires.  

The weather was worse in the other theaters. On 26 November 1915, there was a 

severe storm on the Gallipoli peninsula, followed by a blizzard and heavy snowstorm that 

resulted in three inches of ice on the ground.87 According to the official Australian 

history of the Gallipoli campaign, “The Egyptians could not work in the cold.”88 In the 

Mesopotamia campaign Egyptians “declined to work at all in wet weather.”89 The British 

War Office came to a similar conclusion in its official report on labor in France: “There is 

no doubt that Egyptians are not able to stand the cold climate of North France, and should 
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not remain after the end of October. They are quite useless in very cold weather.”90 The 

weather, therefore, provided a consistent baseline of hardship that every laborer had to 

endure. Especially in the colder climates of Europe during the winter, ELC laborers 

struggled to stay warm and dry. 

 

The Dangers of Camp Life 

In addition to the bad weather, ELC laborers worked in dangerous circumstances. In 

France, the 72nd, 75th, and 76th companies were “badly bombed” by a German air raid at 

Dunkirk.”91 Because the advance of the EEF essentially kept pace with construction of 

the railroad and water pipeline by the ELC, laborers in the Sinai/Palestine Theater were 

especially prone to enemy attack. In one of his letters, Venables recounts an incident 

when his men were exposed to Ottoman artillery fire on 2 October 1917. When one 

“well-aimed shell landed squarely among the crouching figures of a squad,” the men 

“rose and bolted, away, away, anywhere away from those fearful explosions.”92 153 of 

the men ran seven miles back to the nearest major campsite, and “after spreading 

consternation there, were arrested and sent back.”93 The propagandistic pages of the 

Egyptian press from this period feature many stories of the “courageous” deeds 

undertaken by Egyptians in the line of fire, which, when read against the grain, provide 

evidence of the dangerous working conditions for ELC laborers in Palestine. One article 

from al-Muqatam on 1 August 1917 reports the stories of twenty-seven men who had 

been nominated for awards by their British officers, including the CTC driver Ahmad 
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Yunis, who was “wounded seriously in his head, yet remained on his camel and ignored 

his wound, ending his journey in another place, about a mile away, seven hours later. The 

wound got worse when it was examined…and he was forced to get one of his eyes 

removed.”94 According to the official history of the Sinai/Palestine campaign, British 

military authorities even used the ELC to create a diversion during the Third Battle of 

Gaza. On 1 November 1917, the day before the actual attack on the Ottoman troops, ELC 

companies were marched down the beach at Dayr al-Balah in full view of the Ottoman 

force to make the enemy officers believe a landing was taking place behind their right 

flank.95  

Egyptians were also exposed to danger through accident, as when Garrett records 

a story of one ELC laborer who “stole a jam tin bomb and took it to his dugout. That 

night he lit it in their cookhouse, full of expectation. Half a dozen others were gathered 

around and they took the bomb to be a new sort of lamp. Presently stretcher-bearers were 

much in demand and six damaged [Egyptians] were carried to the hospital.”96 CTC 

drivers had the added difficulty of dealing with camels, which could often turn on their 

drivers. Knott describes one instance when “a native was badly bitten by a camel … 

being caught by the arm and thrust headlong on the ground.”97 Life as an Egyptian 

laborer was thus a dangerous proposition. Laborers were exposed to air bombardments 

behind the lines and artillery fire when they were in advanced positions. They were even 

deliberately put in danger as a tactical diversion. Finally, Egyptians were exposed to 
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deadly new materials of which they had no prior knowledge—a recipe for disaster for 

many laborers. 

 

Death in the ELC 

Due to the extreme conditions they had to endure, it is no surprise that many ELC 

laborers died while at the camps. According to the Times, “no information is available as 

to the casualties of the ELC. Though they must have been considerable … they appear 

never to have been notified to families.”98 Starling and Lee estimate the number of 

Egyptians that died during service to the ELC at approximately 10,000, although the 

records of the Commonwealth War Graves Commission show only 260 Egyptian natives 

buried in graves administered by them.99 As a result of poor record keeping, most of the 

men who died in while in the ELC currently lie in unidentified graves. Starling and Lee 

have identified 1,356 men buried in Palestine/Israel, while Sabri has tracked down the 

graves of ninety-two Egyptians in France, the Dardanelles, and Malta.100 The Deputy 

Assistant Director of Graves apparently explained the lack of record keeping with 

reference to the preferences of Egyptians, writing, “The relatives of the deceased ELC 

personnel apparently take no interest in the graves and so far as can be ascertained have 

not requested information about them.”101 Official statistics were only kept for deaths that 
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occurred in-hospital, and medical officials estimated that “casualties which occur after 

discharge from Hospital must be considerable, considering that they are discharged from 

Hospital unfit, to convalescence in their villages.”102  

Official statistics also did not include cases where men were killed or died due to 

the weather, which were treated differently according to the officer in charge. On 13 

January 1918, Venables discovered two men lying by the side of the road during a 

difficult march in a winter rainstorm. According to his letter, he and his NCO took the 

men on their shoulders back to camp, where they were “given stimulants … and wrapped 

in blankets and placed by the fire.”103 One of the men died overnight, Venables gave 

them the following day off to prepare the burial. He describes the funeral: 

 They did [the funeral] with the usual Moslem rites…to the sound of their 

pathetically mournful dirges. With scrupulous care they laid him in the grave, 

surmounting the mound with a stone above his head, chanting meanwhile the 

requisite passages from the Koran, and the prayers for the dead. The Moslem 

ceremony over, we explained that as he had died in the service of the army, he 

should be treated as a soldier. “Salam, alt!” and officer and natives stood at the 

salute.104 

Venables thus describes a remarkable ceremony that blended together the popular 

religious practices of the ELC laborers with an element of British military discipline. The 

hybrid nature of the ceremony is encapsulated in the half-colloquial/half-military 

declaration of “Salam, alt!” But apparently not all officers treated their dead like 
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Venables. Knott describes one instance in which a sick man was “roughly handled and 

told to ‘ephot’ (shut up),” and after “being neglected all night,” he was found dead. 

According to Knott, “No service or respect was shown, but his body flung on a stretcher 

and thrown in a grave like a dog.”105 Due to these varying circumstances of death and 

poor official record keeping, it is difficult to estimate the number of Egyptians who died 

while in the ELC. It is clear, however, that the number was significant. 

 

Protests, Strikes, and Mutinies 

ELC laborers thus faced grave conditions including bad weather, the inherent dangers of 

war, and the consequent death and injury of their colleagues. In this section, I examine 

how these laborers organized a variety of protests, strikes, and mutinies to respond to 

these difficult conditions and air their grievances towards their officers. The most 

common grievance was that laborers had overstayed their temporary contracts and that 

military authorities were keeping them in service for longer than the agreed-upon amount 

of time. But this relatively formal and procedural issue masks the deep structural 

inequalities and systemic racism that ELC laborers were fighting against. In this section, I 

trace how the group identities that were foisted upon the laborers through their 

segregation, isolation, and migration became the basis for efforts to re-distribute power 

relations within the camp. Laborers made demands of their white officers, negotiated 

with them, and, at times, attacked them violently.  

 The first recorded strike of ELC laborers seems to have taken place during the 

Gallipoli campaign sometime in 1915, where Egyptians were first employed outside 
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Egypt as logistical laborers during the war. ‘Abd al-Hamid Muhammad Husayn was part 

of this early campaign, and was assigned to work at the Mudros harbor on the island of 

Lemnos. In his published memoir, Husayn writes, “we encamped [at Mudros] for three 

months, then we were oppressed and denied our breaks (thumma taẓulmna bisabab al-

ijāzāt)…the English fired bullets at us to get us to break the strike (li-qūmna).”106 

Husayn’s assertion that he worked for three months corresponds to the period of the 

temporary contracts in this early phase of the war, and his accusation that he and his 

colleagues were “oppressed” because they were denied their “break” is corroborated by 

similar complaints from laborers in other theaters (see below). The verb for “oppression” 

(ẓulm) is expressed in the passive form, shifting the object of oppression—the first-

person plural “us”—to the collective subject of the sentence. The following clause names 

“The English” (al-inglīz) as the perpetrators of colonial violence; firing shots at the 

laborers and injuring eighteen, one of whom would later succumb to his injuries.107 Fred 

Garrett’s war diaries also include the story of an incident among ELC laborers in 

Gallipoli. On 23 August 1915, Garrett writes: 

At daybreak this morning we were all called back to quell a disturbance among 

the Egyptians. They were refusing to work on account of one of their members 

sentenced to a flogging, (not true as I found out later). They were very threatening 

and commenced to come at us with sticks and stones … First a volley of 2 rounds 

were fired overhead, then 2 rounds at their feet. 

Then the Officers gave the order to let them have it. Five were killed and 9 or 10 

                                                
106 ‘Abd al-Hamid Muhammad Husayn, “Khamsa wa Sab'ain 'Aman bayn qibat al-
masagid...wa gaysh al-ingliz, wa sagun isra'il,” Ruz al Yusuf, (March 1968), 24. 
107 Ibid.  
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wounded. This settled them… It was an awful sight, and the effect of the sight of 

blood on the Egyptians was instantaneous. Even our officers turned their heads.108 

In this account, the Egyptians’ primary grievance is not about “breaks” or the length of 

their contract, but a reaction to corporal punishment and the “flogging” of one of their 

compatriots. Garrett writes that the Egyptians were “very threatening” and armed with 

“sticks and stones.” The officers’ decision to respond with live fire seems consistent with 

the story of ‘Abd al-Hamid Muhammad Husayn above, and indicates that any use of 

force on the part of Egyptians was likely to be outmatched by the British, with multiple 

casualties being subsequently reported. From the very beginning of their service abroad, 

then—in the Gallipoli campaign of 1915—Egyptians used violent force to protest 

perceived grievances and disagreements with their officers, and they were killed for 

doing so. 

 

ELC Unrest in France 

These early incidents in Gallipoli were harbingers of things to come in Europe, as 

Egyptians turned out to be one of the most rebellious groups of migrant laborers on the 

French docks. The first signs of protest from Egyptians in France came on 26 May 1917, 

when ELC laborers at Dunkirk deserted en masse and fled into the surrounding 

villages.109 Although the sources are silent as to the cause of this incident, it may be 

significant that Dunkirk was the site of a German aerial bombardment that struck and 

                                                
108 “Fred Garrett’s War Diary, 23 August 1915,” Grant’s Militaria, accessed 28 Feb 2017, 
http://www.grantsmilitaria.com/garrett/html/aug1915.htm. 
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killed a number of Egyptians.110 Troubles apparently continued at Dunkirk, and on 4 June 

1917, Egyptians were reported to have “threatened” their officers there.111 Beginning in 

September 1917, a series of disturbances broke out among ELC laborers in France. The 

largest incident occurred in Boulogne, where the 73rd and 78th companies refused to work 

and mutinied. According to the official British report on labor in France, “[The 

Egyptians] would not listen to reason. Force had to be used and several men were killed 

and wounded before the rising was quelled.”112 An ELC officer recounted the mutiny at 

Boulogne to William Brett St. Leger, which he preserved in his diary, currently held at 

the Imperial War Museum in London. According to this source, the Boulogne mutiny 

included 1,400 Egyptian laborers who were “raving with fury” and looking to kill their 

British officers. The Egyptians used improvised weapons including poles, buckets, and 

“anything and everything within reach,” and “began wrecking everything.” The British 

troops responded by firing on the men “from three sides of a square, and … the Egyptians 

simply melted away.”113 Twenty-three Egyptians were killed, with an additional twenty-

four wounded in the incident.114 Another large incident took place on 10/11 September 

1917 in Calais, when the 74th company refused to work and the British opened fire, 

killing four and wounding fifteen.115 The incidents among ELC workers in France 

continued on a somewhat smaller scale throughout the fall of 1917. On 16 September, 

there was a mutiny at the ELC Base Depot in Marseilles, and throughout October, ELC 

                                                
110 BNA WO 107/37, “British Labour in France,” 14 November 1919, 31. 
111  Starling and Lee, No Labour, No Battle, 275. 
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113 IWM WSL/1/6 The First World War Diaries of Lieutenant WB St. Leger, MC, 
Tuesday, 6 November 1917. 
114 BNA FO 371/2945 (1917-Taranto), No. 204955. 
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laborers in France continued to strike and agitate, but the British began to adopt a more 

conciliatory tone. By 25 October 1917, the 74th company at Calais, the 75th company at 

Havre, and the 76th company at Rouen were all on strike.116 The British responded by 

negotiating with the laborers, and ultimately moved them to a rest camp in Marseilles. By 

the end of 1917, ELC laborers were out of France, and although they were considered as 

a potential pool of laborers as late as 1918, they would not return again.117 

 

The Case of Mahmud Muhammad Ahmed 

The records of the War Office include the Field General Court Martial proceedings from 

the Marseilles mutiny on 16 September 1917, which provide perhaps the most in-depth 

look at any of these incidents available to historians. According to the records, a laborer 

named Mahmud Muhammad Ahmed was tried and found guilty of “conduct to the 

prejudice of good order and military discipline” for striking a white officer, 2nd Lt. A.G. 

Turley, on the head with a stick.118 Ahmed was accused of leading a group of 50-100 men 

in a refusal to work during the morning ṭābūr on 16 September, then arming the men with 

sticks, hitting the officer, and ultimately “ordering the men to break down the fences and 

cut the barbed wire” with a rifle and bayonet in his hands.119 He was tried by the FCGM 

on 26 September 1917, and found guilty of “using violence to his superior officer at 

camp” and “civil offense of wounding with intent to murder.”120  The sentence of death 

was carried out, and Ahmed was executed by firing squad on 10 October 1917. 
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The FCGM records also preserve a version of Ahmed’s narrative of events 

translated into English. Called as the sole witness for his own defense, Ahmed argued 

that his original agreement had been violated, saying, “When I was enlisted, the Pasha 

said my agreement would last for seven months, including both journeys to and from 

Egypt.” According to Ahmed, the laborers had enlisted their ru’asa’ on 15 September in 

order to “represent to the commandants that [the laborers] had completed their 

agreement,” but the reply they received was “you sons of dogs will be kept here by 

force.”121 Ahmed then recounted what followed [See Figure 4.6 for a picture of the 

document]: 

When we found this was how we were being treated, we all made for our tents 

and got some sticks. When we had armed ourselves with sticks, [the British 

Officer] came up with a rifle and bayonet, saying he had orders to shoot use his 

bayonet if they [insert: we] didn’t work.122  

This document provides a problematic account of events. The hand of the British 

interpreter is easily seen through a slippage in the use of pronouns, when the scribe 

crossed out “they” and wrote “we” to make it seem like it was Ahmed himself who was 

saying these things. It is just as likely that the interpreted framed the narrative in such a 

way so as to facilitate a conviction. Even with this caveat in mind, we can see that 

Ahmed argued that he acted in self-defense. He did not deny the fact that a small, lightly 

armed insurrection had occurred, but he believed that he had been wrongly accused due 

to false information.  
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The case of Ahmed can help illuminate the causes for ELC uprisings against the 

British in France. According to Ahmed himself, the primary cause of the disturbance was 

that the ELC laborers believed they had already completed their contract, which he 

understood to be “seven months, including both journeys to and from Egypt.” From the 

perspective of the British War Office, the contracts were for six months, not including 

travel time. In point of fact, the official report on British labor in France notes that “not 

one single officer of the ELC who came to France was aware of the nature of the contract 

signed by their men. They had merely hazy notions about it.” 123  The “haziness” 

surrounding the contract was one important cause of the disagreement, but it seems to 

have been exacerbated by the poor treatment of ELC laborers. Ahmed expressed this in 

his accusation that the British officers had told him “you sons of dogs will be kept here 

by force.” Finally, it is significant that Ahmed had been disciplined on two previous 

occasions; once for insubordination on 12 April 1917, and once for “causing a riot in 

Camp,” on 31 May 1917. It is possible that Ahmed was either a unique agitator, or that 

the British found an easy target on which to pin the blame for the incident at Marseilles. 

Ahmed was not the only repeat offender in France, as the official report for British labor 

notes that, “about fifty of the worst characters [of the ELC in France] were sent to prison 

for various terms.” 124 Contract disputes were thus magnified by maltreatment and 

dehumanization at the hands of the British. The potential existence of unique agitators 

can also be taken into account as a factor contributing to protests, strikes, and mutinies. 
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ELC Unrest in Italy 

The month of September 1917 also saw uprisings of ELC laborers in Taranto, Italy. 

According to the records of the British Foreign Office, the “trouble on the 26th of 

September was caused by the 81st company, who were given to understand by the 82nd 

company that they (the latter) were moving off to Egypt in two days time.”125 When the 

men of the 81st company thought that their fellow workers were returning home and they 

were being forced to stay longer, they refused to work. The men were called out to a 

ṭābūr, and “the matter was fully explained to them,” but they refused to move back into 

the camp at the end of the ṭābūr and instead “began rioting.” The document describes the 

British response: 

[The rioting] was checked by their officers and an armed guard which was called 

out. Beyond making a demonstration in force, the guard was not used. The 

company was then closed in by a barbed wire fence and left where they were for 

the night. The next morning, the 27th, they gave in and said they would resume 

work… Since that date they have given no trouble (emphasis added). 

The British therefore responded with force, though it is hard to estimate the number of 

casualties that were inflicted on the restive laborers. The source is quick to assert that 

“the guard was not used,” but as we have seen, this restraint was not the norm in dealing 

with strikes in other European theaters of the war. What is perhaps most significant for 

our purposes is how the construction of a “barbed wire fence” was used by the British as 

a strategy to combat the uprising. We have seen how Egyptians and other laborers were 

segregated and enclosed by fences and other infrastructures to keep them separated from 
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white communities, but this example illustrates how the racialized production of space 

also worked to politically neutralize particular communities that constituted a threat to 

established hierarchies. 

 

The Middle Eastern Front 

The Middle Eastern theaters seem to have witnessed much less striking and worker 

agitation than those of Europe. Venables never reports his men getting agitated, and 

recounts many as staying loyal, even during the revolution of 1919.126 The War Office 

archives do preserve the records of a FCGM from Qantara in 1920, more than a year after 

the end of World War I, but still during the British military occupation of Sinai and 

Palestine. Seven men were accused of collaborating in the death of a ra’īs, referred to as 

“Sayed Mohamed Bollok” in the records.127 According to multiple witnesses, the accused 

had a confrontation with their ra’īs regarding rations, and the ra’īs responded by striking 

one of the men. The next day, the laborers discovered dead body of the ra’īs, and a group 

of alleged conspirators was taken in and charged with the murder. Although five were 

found not guilty for lack of evidence, two were found guilty: “Hussein Mohamed el-

Arabi” and “Mohamed Abdalla Hassan.” They were both executed by hanging on 12 

January 1921. This incident shows that conflict took place not only between laborers and 

their white officers, but also between laborers the ru’asa’ who exercised primary 

authority over their work on a daily basis.  
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 Egyptian laborers thus participated in a variety of contentious acts in different 

theaters of the war, including strikes, mutinies, and protests. The most contentious 

theaters were in Europe, where Egyptians in Gallipoli, France, and Italy mutinied against 

their officers. British officers and Egyptian laborers often couched these demonstrations 

as being a response to violations of the temporary contract, with the British forcing 

Egyptians to stay in France longer than they had agreed. But these contract violations 

took place in a context of systemic abuse and maltreatment, and served more as a spark 

than the root cause of the problem. The British responded to these incidents with the use 

of violent force, and dozens of Egyptians were killed and wounded for participating in 

protests, strikes, and mutinies. The production of space was another technique used to 

neutralize these protests, as when authorities erected a barbed wire fence to contain 

rioting laborers in Taranto. But these infrastructures could also become the focus of 

laborer protests, as when Mahmud Muhammad Ahmed was accused of destroying the 

fence at the ELC camp in Marseilles in the FCGM records of the British War Office. 

Particular companies and squads, having formed a collective identity through months of 

segregation, now became politically conscious, like the 74th company at Calais that 

agitated consistently for months before finally being repatriated to Egypt. Protest, strikes, 

and mutinies thus show how the decision to segregate and enclose ELC laborers could at 

times produce consequences unintended by the British military authorities, bringing to 

light the political dynamics and structural violence that underwrote the production of 

space in an ELC camp. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter has reconstructed life at an ELC camp at the intersection of race, space, and 

place. First, we saw how British representations of ELC laborers were underwritten by 

the racist ideology prevalent in the British Empire at the time. British leaders discussed 

the necessity of importing “colored labor,” a category in which laborers from Egypt, 

China, Algeria, Vietnam, Senegal, the Caribbean, South Africa, and elsewhere were all 

lumped together. At the same time, petty officers and journalists looked upon the 

logistical laborers from all corners of the world who had been assembled during the war 

with a patronizing attitude at best, and outright disdain at worst. Nonwhites were seen as 

childlike and biologically inferior, necessitating the strong hand of a white officer to lead 

them lest they veer off track. 

 But it has been a central contention of this chapter that merely studying the racist 

attitudes and representations of ELC laborers stops short of capturing the lived reality of 

racism; in order for racism to be felt by ELC laborers, it had to be instantiated in physical 

space. Thus, this chapter has re-constructed daily life in the ELC camps variously located 

in the theaters of battle in France, Gallipoli, Mesopotamia, and Sinai/Palestine. Egyptians 

in France were segregated, cut off from contact with white troops, their white officers, 

and even enemy prisoners of war. When they were allowed to leave their walled-in 

encampments, they ventured out into newly segregated cities, always under the watchful 

eye of a white officer. In the Middle Eastern theaters of battle, the situation was different, 

as Egyptian logistical laborers always had it better than the so-called “local Arabs.” But 

they were nevertheless subject to segregation behind the lines in the base depots of the 

Suez Canal zone, and in the “native” hospital and detention systems. Thus, racism was 
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first and foremost a spatial reality for ELC laborers, one they dealt with at the macro- and 

micro-levels. 

 However—as in their journey from home to the front—ELC laborers were never 

mere passive spectators to the production of space at the campsite. In this chapter, we 

have traced a variety of techniques developed by ELC laborers as they inhabited the 

space of the camp and made it their own during their term of service.  ELC laborers faced 

a variety of hardships, including extreme climatic conditions, difficult work 

environments, controlled dietary regimens, and the surrounding dangers of war. Many 

laborers died as a result of these hardships, though the exact figures are difficult to find, 

as British military authorities did not keep accurate statistics. Laborers dealt with these 

hardships by deploying a variety of “soft” and “hard” tactics to engage with their officers 

and one another. Groups and subgroups developed solidarity and a sense of identity, and 

they competed with one another for scarce resources and prestige in the camp. ELC 

laborers were especially notable for their enjoyment of popular culture, including a 

variety of songs, theatrical productions, and other forms of the spoken word. But if these 

tactics failed to convey the grievances held by laborers, they did not hesitate to use more 

forceful tactics to get their point across. In France, Egyptians were probably the most 

difficult and aggressive population of laborers out of any recruited throughout the globe, 

with at least four separate companies witnessing mutinies that were put down with 

violent force—killing scores of Egyptians.  

 The framework of Keith Aoki can help us understand how such acts of 

contentious politics take place. In the context of the racialized production of space, where 

groups are segregated, set apart, and kept together in a highly regimented daily existence, 
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a type of ‘quasi-nation’ can develop, that, in turn, becomes the site of resistance to racist 

aggression. In this sense, racial identities are not located in some fixed and immutable 

“identity,” but are constructed over time through the dialectical interplay of race, space, 

and place. In the following chapter, I document how a similar type of localism—and its 

concomitant sense communal identity—was developed as a site of resistance to British 

colonialism after the end of World War I: Egyptian nationalism. 
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Figure 4.1 Chinese Labor Corps Camp in Cherbourg, France (source: AN F 
14/11331) 
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Figure 4.2 Location of ELC Camps in Palestine, 28 October 1917 to 17 September 
1918 (Source: A Brief Record of the Advance of the Egyptian Expeditionary Force 
under the Command of General Sir Edmund H.H. Allenby (London: His Majesty’s 

Stationery Office, 1919)) 
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Figure 4.3 ELC Camps in Palestine, 17 September 1918 onwards (Source: Source: A 
Brief Record of the Advance of the Egyptian Expeditionary Force under the Command 

of General Sir Edmund H.H. Allenby (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 
1919)) 



 
 

 198 

 

Figure 4.4 ELC Laborers with YMCA officer in the background (Source: Kautz 
Family YMCA Archives Y.USA.4-5, Armed Services: Audio/Visual Materials, Box 

#46 A/V) 
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Figure 4.5 British and Australian Officers in front of a YMCA hut, Palestine 
(Source: Kautz Family YMCA Archives Y.USA.4-5, Armed Services: Audio/Visual 

Materials, Box #46 A/V) 

 

 



 
 

 200 

 

Figure 4.6 Altered Testimony from Field General Court Martial for Mahmud 
Muhammad Ahmad (Source: BNA WO 71/600) 
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CHAPTER 5  

THE ELC AND THE 1919 REVOLUTION 

Sa‘d Zaghlul was born a younger son of the ‘umda of the village of Ibayana in the Nile 

Delta. As was customary for younger sons from rural notable families, Zaghlul was sent 

into religious study, memorizing the Qur’an in a local kuttāb (one-room schoolhouse), 

and then traveling to Cairo to study at al-Azhar University in 1873.1 In 1882, the same 

year the British initiated their invasion and occupation of Egypt, Zaghlul began his career 

in government as a mu‘awin (police-supervisor) for the Ministry of Interior in the 

mudīriyya of al-Giza. It was around this time that Zaghlul adopted the honorific title of 

affandi (effendi) and “traded in his robes as a shaykh of al-Azhar in order to present 

himself [in accordance with] the new title.”2 When elections for the new legislative 

assembly were held as part of British reforms in 1913, Zaghlul was elected a 

representative for Cairo. He became a leader of the relatively conservative “People’s 

Party,” (ḥizb al-umma) and ascended to the position of vice president of the assembly. 

However, when World War I broke out in 1914, the assembly was suspended, and steps 

toward Egyptian self-government were put on hold.3 

 As the war came to a close in late 1918, Zaghlul emerged as the leader of an 

Egyptian wafd (delegation), which was engaged in a struggle with reluctant British 

colonial officials to get an Egyptian seat at the Paris Peace Conference in Versailles. 

When the wafd was initially blocked from travel, and its leaders were exiled to Malta in 

                                                
1 Sa'd Zaghlul, Mudhakkarat Sa'd Zaghlul, vol. 1 (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriyyah al-
'Ammah lil-Kitab, 1988), 52. 
2 Ibid., 55. 
3  Arthur Goldschmidt, Biographical Dictionary of Modern Egypt (Cairo: American 
University in Cairo Press, 2000), 234. 
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March 1919, demonstrations and riots broke out in Cairo and throughout the countryside, 

and Egyptian Ministers resigned from their government posts en masse. This crisis, 

which ultimately led to a conditional British withdrawal of the protectorate in 1922, is 

known in Egyptian historiography as the “1919 Revolution.” 

 In this chapter, I examine the role played by the Egyptian Labor Corps in this 

unfolding revolution. How did Zaghlul and his colleagues perceive the ELC? What 

contributions, if any, did ELC laborers make to the formation of the wafd and the broader 

social context in which it took place? Were ELC laborers involved in the rioting? Or did 

they remain loyal to their British officers as the bloodiest days of the revolution raged 

on? Answers to these questions will help us to parse the relationship between the violence 

that unfolded throughout the Egyptian countryside, the central coordinating committee of 

the wafd in Cairo, and Zaghlul’s delegation in Paris during the 1919 revolution. Most 

historical narratives of the revolution see the rural demonstrations in the countryside as 

having been coordinated by the nationalist movement. To be sure, there is some truth to 

this narrative, as certain elements in the countryside, especially prominent local notables 

and professionals including lawyers, were in contact with the centralized nationalist 

movement. But there is also a good deal of evidence that events in the countryside cannot 

be reduced to sympathy with the nationalist movement. 

 In this chapter, I show how reaction to ELC recruitment, rather than the 

machinations of the centralized nationalist movement, was one important animating 

impulse behind the 1919 Egyptian revolution. First, I examine the impact of ELC 

recruitment on the rhetoric of Zaghlul and his colleagues in the wafd. I find that 

nationalist activists like Zaghlul took important inspiration for their political rhetoric—
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especially representations of “slavery” at the hands of the British—from firsthand 

knowledge of ELC recruitment. In this case at least, influences travelled from the 

countryside to the “center,” rather than the other way around. Second, I focus on the 

region of Asyut and its neighboring province al-Minya in the northern part of Upper 

Egypt as a case study to help understand relationship between ELC recruitment and rural 

violence during the revolution. I find evidence of a uniquely intense and violent reaction 

to ELC recruitment in Asyut, which started as early as the summer of 1918. This 

grievance intensified in the lead up to the 1919 revolution. Thus, I argue that ELC 

recruitment was at least as important as the centralized nationalist movement for driving 

rural demonstrations in this specific region. Finally, I make the more generalized 

argument that mass mobilizations of human, animal, and natural resources during World 

War I—and the recruitment of ELC laborers in particular—provided the crucial context 

for the nationalist movement to organize Egyptian society during the 1919 Egyptian 

revolution. The revolution witnessed a flowering of political movements across the 

countryside, including a variety of “national committees” and even one self-proclaimed 

“republic,” which sought independence not only from the British, but also from the 

central state. The British adopted a two-pronged approach to dealing with these 

movements; on the one hand, they took a more conciliatory stance towards Zaghlul and 

the wafd, and on the other hand, they violently crushed demonstrations in the countryside. 

This policy played an important role in allowing nationalist activists in the wafd to frame 

themselves as the sole representatives of the 1919 revolution, on their way to becoming 

the most important political party in the post-colonial Egyptian nation-state. 
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The Formation of the Wafd 

There is some controversy within the sources over who first had the idea to create the 

wafd. The practice of sending delegations to air grievances to authorities was common 

within Egyptian high politics at the time.4 It therefore seems reasonable to assert that, 

rather than trying to pin down the individual who came up with the idea to form the wafd, 

we can think of the movement as a collective product of a network of nationalist activists, 

members of the legislative assembly, and government officials at the end of World War I. 

 This network was connected by the transportation infrastructures of the British 

colonial state. Zaghlul and his colleagues circulated between Cairo, Alexandria, and their 

landholdings in the countryside thanks to the network of railway infrastructures and 

telegraph lines that had been built up in Egypt over the previous two generations.5 After 

the end of World War I, Zaghlul brought up the idea of sending an Egyptian delegation to 

the Paris Peace Conference Prime with Minister Husayn Rushdi on 9 October 1918 at a 

party at the San Stefano Casino in Alexandria. He then returned to Cairo, and came back 

to Alexandria again by train for a tea reception put on by Wingate at the British residency 

in Bakkus (Baccos) on 23 October 1918, where he attempted to bring the question to the 

attention of the Sultan. Reconstructing his itinerary from his memoirs, we can see that 

Zaghlul and his colleagues travelled back and forth between Cairo and Alexandria by 

train no less than four times in the six weeks following the end of the war. The men of the 

                                                
4 For example, Sa‘d mentions a “delegation” (wafd) from the mudīriyya of al-Buhayra 
that he encountered in Cairo making an appeal to a representative of the Sultan at ‘Abdin 
palace, see Zaghlul, Mudhakkirat Sa’d Zaghlul, Vol. 6, 179. 
5 Barak, On Time. 
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wafd thus produced new political imaginaries and modes of anticolonial action as they 

moved through logistical spaces of the British colonial state. 

 

“Slavery” Rhetoric and Representations of ELC Laborers 

At the same time, Zaghlul began negotiations with British officials. On 13 November 

1918, Zaghlul and two colleagues met with Wingate at the British residency in Cairo. The 

conversation has taken on a mythical quality in the establishment of Egyptian 

nationalism. Fifty years later, the Egyptian nationalist historian Ahmed ‘Izzat published a 

reconstruction of the meeting from the unpublished memoirs of ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Fahmy and 

‘Abd al-Rahman Fahmy held at the Egyptian National Archives. Although the historical 

veracity of this dialogue is dubious, it is worthwhile for what it tells us about nationalist 

rhetoric, both as it was deployed at the time, and as it came to be remembered for 

Egyptians.  

According to ‘Izzat, Zaghlul used the meeting with Wingate to emphasize the 

urgency of the moment: “the armistice has been signed, and Egyptians have the right to 

be concerned about their future.”6 Wingate protested, saying that “public opinion” in 

Egypt lacked the foresight to permit self-governance. Zaghlul replied that he and his 

colleagues had been elected as representatives of the legislative assembly, and thus 

served as embodiments of public opinion, with the judgment and foresight to make 

decisions on behalf of the people. But Wingate countered by saying that the war had 

completely changed the circumstances of the country since the election, thus invalidating 

the results. At this point, Zaghlul’s colleague ‘Ali Sha‘rawi interjected: “We want to be 

                                                
6 Ahmed 'Izzat 'Abd al-Karim, Khamsun 'Aman 'Ala Thawrat 1919 (Cairo: Markaz al-
Watha’iq wa-l-Buhuth al-Tarikhiyya li-Misr al-M'uasr, 1969), 131. 
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friends with the English on an equal, free basis, not as slaves!” Wingate reportedly 

replied: “Egypt had been a slave to Turkey, is it worse for her if she was a slave of the 

English?” Sha‘rawi answered: “I will not accept slavery, and I will not be satisfied living 

under its yoke!”7 The meeting ended with Wingate saying he would take the concerns of 

the men to the British military authorities, but that he couldn’t promise they would permit 

Egyptians to send a delegation to Paris.  

The 13 November meeting between Zaghlul, Sha‘rawi, and Wingate was 

significant for a number of reasons. For one thing, it is important to note the rhetorical 

work being done by Sha‘arwai’s metaphor of “slavery” to describe the colonial 

relationship. According to ‘Abd al-Rahman Fahmy, who would become the general 

secretary of the Central Committee of the wafd in Cairo, Sha‘rawi’s steadfast refusal of a 

relationship with the British like that of  “slaves to their owner” was an oft-repeated 

refrain as news of the meeting spread throughout Egypt.8 Fahmy’s memoir thus provides 

some corroboration with ‘Izzat’s problematic account, and another piece of evidence that 

early wafd leaders used discussion of “slavery” as a rhetorical trope to criticize the British 

role in Egypt. At the time, the notion of a national right to self-determination was 

beginning to take hold on a global scale in the wake of Woodrow Wilson’s fourteen 

points.9 In this new global imaginary, nations were seen as subjects that could be 

“enslaved” by other nations. But wealthy landowners like Sa‘d Zaghlul and ‘Ali Sha‘rawi 

were hardly living lives of hardship and forced labor. How did they come to think of 

                                                
7 Ibid., 135. 
8 'Abd al-Rahman Fahmy, Mudhakkarat ’Abd al-Rahman Fahmy: Yomiyyat Misr al-
Siyasiyya, vol. 1 (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriyyah al-'Amma li-l-Kitab, 1988), 51–52. 
9 Erez Manela, “The Wilsonian Moment and the Rise of Anticolonial Nationalism: The 
Case of Egypt,” Diplomacy & Statecraft 12 (2001): 99–122. 
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themselves as oppressed to the same extent as “slaves”? What are the origins of the 

“slavery” metaphor in the nationalist discourse of the time?  

Nationalist leaders’ observations of the recruitment and transportation of ELC 

laborers during World War I seems to have been one of the important sources of 

inspiration for representations of “slavery” in nationalist rhetoric. In an unpublished 

section of his memoirs from 5 June 1918, found by the Egyptian historian Latifa Salim in 

the Egyptian National Archives, Zaghlul recounts the story of a group of ELC recruits 

from the village of Usta in the Upper Egyptian province of al-Minya. These recruits tried 

to resist enrolling in the ELC, but were attacked by a group of soldiers and policemen and 

driven away towards the markaz lock-up “handcuffed in iron shackles.” “Such events,” 

Zaghlul wrote, “only serve as a stronger type of incentive (muṣādira) for the nation [to 

seek] her freedom.” 10 Zaghlul would later recount the story of “a soldier driving 

Egyptians handcuffed in iron shackles” in a political speech.11  

Like slaves, ELC recruits were commonly bound together with rope or shackles 

as they made their way from the village to the markaz. Egyptian nationalist historian al-

Rafi‘i, who was a witness to World War I, wrote that ELC recruits were “tied by ropes 

and driven away like cattle.”12 ‘Izz al-Din’s original research in the 1960s finds that, 

“groups [of ELC recruits] were tied together by rope were driven to the markaz.”13 For 

Salama Musa, the influential journalist and contemporary of Zaghlul, this method of 

transporting recruits was reminiscent of  “a village of black slaves (ka-innahum fi qariyya 

                                                
10 Salim, Misr fi-l-Harb al-'Alimiyya al-Ula, 252. 
11 Ibid., 253. 
12 'Abd al-Rahman al-Rafi'i, Thawrat 1919: Tarikh Misr al-Qawmi min 1914 illa 1921 
(Cairo: Dar al-Ma'arif, 1947), 70. 
13 Amin, “Awwal Dirasa ‘an Sabab Ham min Isbab bi-Thawrat 1919: al-Shughul fi-l-
Sulta: Qissat Filaq al-‘Umal al-Misri wa Filaq al-Jamal.” 
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zinjiyya)” and the English were “like slavers who kidnapped men from their homes to sell 

them in the slave market.”14 The use of forced coercion in recruitment and iron shackles 

or thick rope to tie up recruits during their transportation to the markaz was thus 

something that nationalist activists had seized on, and it had lead at least one of them to 

make the explicit comparison to slavery. This type of rhetoric would become an 

important metaphor to drive nationalist discourse. Zaghlul and his colleagues were thus 

witnesses to the institutionalization and recruitment of the ELC, and these experiences 

served as an important source of inspiration for their anti-colonial turn during the war. 

 

Rural Uprisings in Asyut  

Thus, even the nationalist activists who historians usually think of as at the “center” of 

the revolution were influenced by the ELC in at least one important way. But the ELC 

contributed most to inspiring the popular demonstrations that mobilized ordinary 

Egyptians in crowds big and small across the country. One specific case where it is clear 

that grievances around ELC recruitment caused violent demonstrations is in the province 

of Asyut. Asyut is a small city in the northern part of Upper Egypt, which gives its name 

to the province that surrounds it. During the British colonial period, Asyut was known for 

being relatively cosmopolitan, with a large percentage of Christians and a large colony of 

Europeans. After the cotton boom of the mid-nineteenth century, large landowners in this 

region accumulated great wealth and built stately homes in the narrow strip of land 

between the railway and the Nile (See Figure 3.4).  

                                                
14 Salama Musa, Tarbiyyat Salama Musa, 4th ed. (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriyya al-'Amma 
lil-Kitab, 2012 [1948]), 112. 
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 There is evidence to suggest a broad-based movement had begun to take hold in 

the province of Asyut in response to the recruitment of ELC laborers. As described in 

Chapter Two, the summer of 1918 had seen a rash of violent events break out in the 

countryside to resist conscription and recruitment into the ELC. Thirty-five reports of 

such events having taken place between May and August of 1918 are preserved in the 

British National Archives. Of these thirty-five events, twelve—or thirty-four percent—

took place within the province of Asyut.15 Figure 5.1 is a choropleth showing the spatial 

distribution of the events and the overrepresentation of Asyut and its neighboring 

province of al-Minya. With fourteen provinces in Egypt at the time, the number of violent 

incidents taking place in Asyut in this sample is 4.8 times larger than it would be in a 

completely even distribution. Even though this is a small-n data set, it provides strong 

evidence that people in Asyut were uniquely angry about ELC recruitment as early as the 

summer of 1918. Moreover, this trend seems to have continued into 1919, with the 

Adviser to the Ministry of Interior writing of a report he had received in January 1919 of 

“scores of cases in two Mudiriyyas, Assyut and Girga, where ghaffirs have suffered 

injuries bringing recruits in.” He also noted,  “In other Mudiriyyas there seems little or no 

trouble in this connection.”16  

 There is also significant evidence that this animus against ELC recruiting in the 

province of Asyut continued throughout the revolution of 1919. This was best illustrated 

in the so-called “Dayrut Train Massacre.” This incident began on the night of 17 March 

1919, when a train departed Luxor heading for Cairo with six or seven British officers on 

board—including four who had been serving as non-commissioned officers in the ELC. 

                                                
15 BNA FO 141/797/2 “Raising the Egyptian Labour Corps.” 
16 BNA FO 141/667 No. 2689/163, Haines to the Residency, 11 January 1919. 
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At Nag‘ Hammadi, a crowd surrounded the train and threatened the soldiers. 

Demonstrators forced their way on to the train and asked if there were Englishmen on 

board, but the officers were able to hide themselves in the first class cabin. The train 

proceeded to arrive at Asyut after midnight, where Alexander Pope, an Inspector in the 

Prisons Department of the Ministry of Interior, boarded it. The train departed Asyut the 

following morning, and encountered crowds at the next three stations “threatening and 

[throwing] stones.”17 According to the British report, when the train reached Dayrut, “A 

large number of rioters armed with nabuts [a long stick used in a popular rural combat 

game] (said to be to be fellahine, and not Bedouins or Sheikhs, though all sorts were in 

the crowd, including boys and women) attacked the train.”18 The demonstrators again 

forced their way on board, beating Pope and two of the soldiers to death. The train 

managed to start again and escape the crowd, but when it reached the next station at Dayr 

Muwas, another large crowd of demonstrators was assembled, which broke the windows 

of the train and killed the rest of the British soldiers on board with sticks and knives. 

One-and-a-half hours later, the train started again, and crowds greeted it along the way. 

Demonstrators took out the bodies of dead British officers and showed them to the 

assembled crowds at Mallawi and Roda as the train continued northwards. When the train 

reached al-Minya at 12:30pm on 18 March, news of the events was finally relayed to 

colonial authorities.19 All told, the bodies of seven soldiers were found, including the four 

officers of the ELC. 

                                                
17 BNA FO 141/753 “Luxor Train Murders,” 2. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
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Colonial authorities struggled to understand what motivated the attacks. Initial 

explanations focused on specific, local grievances that had built up in each village along 

the train’s route. According to nationalist sources, the inhabitants of Dayrut were 

outraged because British soldiers had killed the son of one of the village notables while 

suppressing a student demonstration in Cairo.20 The British blamed local police for 

failing to take action, and even suspected some of being complicit in the act.21 But there 

is too much evidence of widespread coordination among different villages in the area to 

focus on one specific grievance. According the British investigation, for at least twenty-

four hours before the incident occurred, crowds had been gathering in the provinces of al-

Minya and Asyut. Railroad stations became popular gathering places, as demonstrators 

began greeting incoming and outgoing trains with patriotic cries and nationalist songs. 

According to the investigation, “certain notables were allowed to speak to the villages on 

the Markaz telephone, telling them to come on and attack.”22 The investigators also noted 

a “considerable exchange of peoples travelling free between stations from Minia and 

Beni Qorra (where the up and down trains meet and pass).” They interpreted this as an 

“organized movement between Mallawi and Deirut, [in] which [the] latter place was 

strongly reinforced from the former.”23 This evidence points towards a coordinated 

movement, which cannot be accounted for by any specific, local grievance. 

The fact that four of the seven British officers who were killed in the attacks at 

Dayrut and Dayr Muwas were officers in the ELC is merely circumstantial, but it fits a 

broader pattern of violence in Asyut targeting ELC officers; in a separate incident just 

                                                
20 Ibid., 3. 
21 BNA FO 141/753 No. 8940/5. 
22 BNA FO 141/753 No. 8940/6. 
23 BNA FO 141/753 No. 8940/6, 2. 
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days later, on 24 March, by the town of Shalsh in the Dayrut district, Lieutenant Colonel 

William Hazel, the British Inspector in charge of Recruiting for the ELC, was murdered 

by demonstrators in a similarly violent attack. 24  All of this suggests that, in the 

neighboring provinces of Asyut and al-Minya, a specific pattern of contentious politics 

had built up over the issue of recruitment and conscription into the ELC. Local 

inhabitants mobilized around this issue, and developed violent tactics to resist 

conscription in the summer of 1918, which in turn set the stage for the 1919 revolution.  

The province of Asyut, and to a lessor extent the neighboring province of al-

Minya, thus provides a specific case in which ELC recruitment served as an animating 

impulse for unrest during the 1919 revolution, over and above the influence of the 

centralized nationalist movement. Struggles to cope with recruitment, and to resist it 

wherever possible, had given workers and peasants throughout Egypt a shared experience 

of domination and subordination at the hands of the colonial state. Discrete communities 

were knitted together by nationalist activists, using the railroad and telecommunications 

infrastructures of the colonial state to coordinate their actions, and even sending 

“reinforcements” to meet the ill-fated train. A “counter-logistics” took shape, in which 

demonstrators travelled along infrastructures of the colonial state to develop new forms 

of anti-colonial political action. Most importantly, these flows show no evidence of 

having been coordinated by the centralized nationalist movement based in Cairo. 

 

 

 

                                                
24 al-Rafi'i Thawrat 1919, 260. 
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Mass Mobilization and Popular Culture 

ELC recruitment thus led to the development of violent repertoires of contentious politics 

in the region of Asyut, which manifested themselves in specific incidents during the 1919 

revolution such as the Dayrut Train Massacre and the murder of Lt. Col. Hazel. But ELC 

recruitment also contributed to the broader social context that set the stage for the 1919 

revolution throughout the country. The wartime mobilization of human, animal, and 

natural resources, including the recruitment of ELC laborers, had given many Egyptians a 

shared sense of grievance against the colonial state. But the heavy-handed application of 

martial law displaced the avenues available for airing those grievances. With the press 

under censorship and public gatherings of more than five people outlawed, the main 

forum for public critique of state policy became a variety of emergent popular media in 

Egyptian colloquial Arabic. These included popular jokes, vaudeville theater, burlesque 

comedy plays, and recorded music. All of these media were couched in colloquial idioms 

and reproduced in oral/aural performances, stymying the censors and allowing for a 

dizzying variety of improvisational additions.25 In this section, I read these popular 

cultural sources in order to examine the influence of ELC recruitment on anti-British 

feeling in the lead-up to the 1919 revolution. 

 During the first two decades of the twentieth century, the emergence of the 

recording industry transformed the landscape of mass media in Egypt. American-

manufactured record players were first sold in Egypt in 1904.26 During the first decade of 

the twentieth century, the London-based Gramophone Corporation recorded 1,192 

                                                
25 Fahmy, Ordinary Egyptians: Creating the Modern Nation through Popular Culture, 
98. 
26 Ibid., 111. 
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different records in Egypt, and in 1912 alone, the German Odeon label exported 65,000 

records to Egypt.27 The music industry was linked with other mass media, as vaudeville 

theater troupes would tour the country putting on performances full of popular songs 

called ṭaqāṭīq (sing: ṭaqṭūqa), which were in turn advertised, critiqued, and discussed in 

the press. A core group of colloquial songwriters and playwrights, including Amin Sidqi, 

Badi‘ Khayri, and Yunis al-Qadi, wrote most of the words and lyrics, while artists like 

Munira al-Mahdiyya, Na‘ima al-Misriyya, and Sayyid Darwish set the words to music 

and performed them live and in recording. Performers would practice and perfect their 

tunes in front of a live audience. A select few became stars, receiving attention in the 

press and relatively large salaries from the major record labels. 

 

Sayyid Darwish, World War I, and the ELC 

Sayyid Darwish—who would go on to become “the single most important figure in early-

twentieth century Egyptian musical production” 28—was the songwriter most critical of 

the British during World War I. Born in the working class neighborhood of Kom al-Dika 

in Alexandria, Darwish began his career playing in popular coffee shops, and was first 

hired as a singer and composer with the Egyptian-based Mechian record company in 

1914. While most of the ṭaqāṭīq he wrote were fun and light in their subject matter, a few 

from this early phase of his career lamented the wartime mobilization of human and 

natural resources undertaken by the colonial state. His 1914 song Ista‘gibu ya Afandiyya 

(Isn’t it Shocking, Gentlemen?) describes the kerosene and gas shortages taking place in 

                                                
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid., 115. 
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Egypt, as the British Empire hoarded fuel at the outbreak of the war.29 Another song from 

this period, ironically titled al-Kutra (Abundance), directly critiqued wartime rationing: 

We live in the Nile Valley, yet our drinking [water]/ is rationed by water meters 

From gas, salt, and sugar/ to the tramways of khawaga Kiryaniti 

May you never experience our desperation/ our pockets are clean (i.e. empty), and 

our houses even cleaner 

Even the clothes we are wearing are already pawned/ what a ghastly life.30 

In this song, Darwish reflects on a very real deterioration in social and economic 

conditions for the vast majority of Egyptians. Moreover, he connects this deterioration to 

the accumulation of foreign-owned capital in Egypt through the figure of the khawaga. 

The khawaga is an archetypal character in Egyptian popular culture that represents the 

rich foreign resident in Egypt. By invoking this figure, Darwish can subtly criticize the 

British without naming, while also making a broader critique of the foreigners coming in 

to Egypt during the British occupation to make their fortunes. Significantly, Darwish uses 

the khawaga’s tramway to metonymically stand in for the types of projects undertaken in 

Egypt by foreign capital. In this way, al-Kutra draws the connection between the 

construction of logistical infrastructures and the impoverishment of ordinary Egyptians 

during the war.  

 Darwish’s songs also drew explicitly on the experiences of the ELC to provide 

sympathetic characters and captivating imagery.  In what would become his most popular 

tune, entitled Salma ya Salama (Welcome Back to Safety), Darwish composed the music 

                                                
29 Ibid. 
30 Translation from Ibid.; Another version was provided in personal interview with Leila 
Soleiman, 20 January 2016. 
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to accompany a zajal (zagal), or short colloquial poem, by Badi‘ Khayri, which 

celebrated the safe return of an ELC laborer from the war: 

Welcome back to safety/ we went and returned safely 

Blow your horn, oh steamboat, and anchor/ let me off in this country (“al-balad 

dī,” i.e. Egypt) 

Who cares about America or Europe/ there is no better than this country 

The ship that is returning/ is much better than the one that is departing… 

Welcome back to safety/ we went and returned safely… 

Who cares about the British Authorities, it was all for profit/ we saved as much as 

we could 

We saw the war and the violence/ we saw the explosions with our very eyes 

There is only one God and one life, and here we are/ we left and now we 

returned… 

Welcome back to safety/ we went and returned safely.31 

The popular song conveys vague nationalist undertones through the expression of a 

yearning to return to the “country” (balad) and subtle jibes at “America,” “Europe,” and 

“British Authorities.” It portrays the laborer, not as a “slave” forced into the ELC against 

his will, but as a thrifty worker who approached wartime work as an opportunity to make 

and save money. Nevertheless, the difficulties of the experience are acknowledged 

through references to “explosions” and the violence of war. The song also provides 

                                                
31 According to Ziad Fahmy, “The speed with which [Salma ya Salama] turned into a 
national hit, heard and to a great extent sung by everyone, was unprecedented.” In a 
footnote, he writes, “’Salma ya Salama’ is universally known in Egypt today… the 
chorus of this song has become a part of the popular musical repertoire. It is, for example, 
typically sung by children returning from school trips,” Fahmy, Ordinary Egyptians: 
Creating the Modern Nation through Popular Culture, 116, n90. 
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evidence of the conceptual connection between the wartime mobilization of Egypt’s 

resources and the logistical production of space in its references to “steamships” and 

“anchors.” Khayri consistently drew on the experiences of the ELC in his work as a poet 

and lyricist at this time, with another zajal (zagal) centering on ELC laborers published in 

the popular press in 1918, titled Sa‘idi fi-Baris (An Upper Egyptian in Paris).32 

 

“Ya ‘Aziz ‘Ayni” and the Itineraries of Nationalist Songs 

Just as ELC laborers influenced the recording industry, popular recordings were enjoyed 

and repeated by the workers and peasants subject to ELC recruitment. According to 

Venables, one of the “favorite” songs of his men “has a refrain ‘Y’Aziz y’aini ana abidd 

aruh bil beladi’ (My beloved, life of my eyes, I long for the day of my return to my 

home).”33 A similar reference is made in an article in the ELC News, entitled “The Love 

Letters of a Nafar to his Bint,” which satirically depicts the love letters an ELC laborer 

might write to his wife or girlfriend back at home. The article includes the line, “If you 

could but hear how hastily I join in the ‘bida ruah baladi’ chorus, it would indeed gladden 

your heart.”34 These sources are likely referring to the popular song ya ‘Aziz ‘Ayni (Oh, 

Apple of my Eye), which was adapted from a “folk song” (aghniyya sha‘biyya) by Yunis 

al-Qadi (lyrics) and Darwish (music), and first recorded by the rising star Na‘ima al-

Misriyya in 1915.35 The song expresses a longing for a return to the “village” (balad), 

                                                
32 Amin, “Awwal Dirasa.” 
33 IWM EKV 3/10 Ephraim, 2 June 1918, 112.  
34 ELC News No. 5, 15 March 1919. 
35 Personal interview with Alia Mossallam, 9 September 2015; Personal interview with 
Leila Soleiman, 20 January 2016. 
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and a sense of pain that cannot be cured by a doctor’s medicine.36 Al-Misriyya and 

Munira al-Mahdiyya were the two titans of Egyptian popular culture in the lead up to the 

war, and due to their fame, the ṭaqṭuqa was considered an “almost exclusively female art 

form.”37  

 ELC laborers, like most listeners in Egypt, did not just repeat popular songs word-

for-word when they sang; they improvised and added new lines that reflected their 

experiences and surroundings during their journey and service in the war. Venables 

describes how groups of laborers would be “chanting their curious native songs, a leader 

singing a line or stanza, and the group joining in the refrain…the words … often made up 

as the singer proceeds.”38 We can get a sense of how the song and its meaning changed 

through these improvisations by comparing the 1915 recording of al-Misriyya with an 

August 1918 translation of a song “quite popular in native quarters” preserved in the 

British National Archives: 

O my love: I wish to go back home/ O you have fallen victims to your desire, go 

to the Military Authorities.  

                                                
36 It is significant here that the colloquial Egyptian term balad can mean both “village” 
and “country.” The original folk version of ya ‘aziz ‘ayni was probably sung by corvée 
laborers, and expressed a desire to return to their home “village.” ELC laborers, too, may 
have had a desire to return to their villages, but in the context of the nationalist movement 
and the presence of ELC laborers outside of the geographical borders of Egypt, the term 
“balad” underwent a semantic shift and came to represent the “country” of Egypt. Thus, a 
laborers’ folk song dating from pre-nationalist times was transformed into a nationalist 
anthem. For al-Misriyya’s recording of the song, see “Ihki ya Tarikh, Na‘ima al-
Misriyya, ya ‘Aziz ‘Ayni,” Soundcloud.com, uploaded 2 April 2015, accessed 23 March 
2017, https://soundcloud.com/history-workshops-egypt/qvvgg21xifse. 
37 Fahmy, Ordinary Egyptians: Creating the Modern Nation through Popular Culture, 
113. 
38 IWM EKV 3/10 Ephraim, 2 June 1918, 112. 
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They will take off your clothes and give you a uniform/ they take you to the 

mountain, while your father’s and mother’s hearts are full of grief. 

My home, my home: the Military Authorities have taken my son/ my home, my 

home: the Military Authorities have ruined my home. 

O my dear, I wish to go back home/ when they wrote down my name, it was 

against my will. 

They took me by surprise (or by force) as I was in the fields/ the train has 

shrieked the signal to start. 

It cried, saying, “where are you going?”/ is it one year or two that you are to be 

away?39 

Although the original Arabic text is not available in the archives, this English translation 

is clearly a variation of Ya ‘Aziz ‘Ayni.40 However, unlike the benign and antiquated 

lyrics sung by al-Misriyya in 1915, this later version contains biting critiques of the 

colonial “authorities” (al-sulṭa) due to their recruitment of ELC laborers. In contrast to 

the agency and steadfast acceptance of the ELC laborers portrayed in Salma ya Salama, 

this version of Ya ‘Aziz ‘Ayni characterizes recruitment as “forced,” an occasion for 

“grief,” and “against [the laborers’] will.” Furthermore, the labor recruitment effort is 

                                                
39 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/135 Confidential: Complaints of Men Returned from the 
LC,” 10 August 1918. 
40 The version from the film Sayyid Darwish (1966), which has become the standard in 
Egyptian popular culture today, includes the refrain, “Oh, Apple of my eye/ I want to 
return to my home. My home, my home/ and the authorities have taken my son (wa al-
sulṭa khadat waladī).” The film, a fictional narrative of Darwish’s life during and after 
the 1919 revolution, makes the link between the song and ELC laborers even more 
explicit, setting the inspiration for the refrain in Darwish’s encounter with ELC 
recruitment officials on a visit to the countryside in 1918. “Film Sayyid Darwish,” 
uploaded 17 March 2017, accessed 23 March 2017, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aVhqzmYY6Ak.  
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linked to the logistical infrastructures of the colonial state in a reference to the 

“train…[shrieking] the signal to start.” In the context of the rural uprisings that took place 

in resistance to the recruitment effort during the summer of 1918 (see Chapter Two), the 

“popularity” of this song in “native quarters” of Cairo in August 1918 shows how popular 

music in colloquial Egyptian Arabic mediated the relationship between the city and the 

countryside as part of an anti-colonial, networked counter-space. It is possible that the 

later version was influenced by ELC laborers who had returned home from service in the 

Sinai/Palestine Theater, where the song was a hit among the workers who used its 

colloquial double-entendres to criticize their British officers to their faces. Regardless of 

the origins of the lyrical changes, the 1918 version of Ya ‘Aziz ‘Ayni shows that popular 

music had become one forum for anti-British criticism, and that the recruitment of the 

ELC provided important symbolic material to sustain these criticisms.    

 Thus, during World War I, the burgeoning industry surrounding Egyptian 

colloquial popular culture mediated a mass critique of the wartime mobilization policies 

of the Anglo-Egyptian colonial state. Like the political elites in the wafd, emerging stars 

of popular culture used representations of ELC recruitment as a trope to express anti-

British feelings and construct Egyptians as sympathetic characters. But while wafd-ist 

leaders like ‘Ali Sha‘rawi could only see ELC laborers as “slaves,” depictions of the 

decision to join the ELC were more nuanced in popular music; some songs, like the later 

version of Ya ‘Aziz ‘Ayni, saw recruitment as “forced,” while others, like Salma ya 

Salama, represented laborers as proud figures working of their own volition that 

nevertheless expressed antipathy towards the British. In the context of the wartime 

crackdown on the press, the legislative assembly, and the public sphere in general, 
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colloquial songs could move “from recordings and public performances to the ears of 

literate and illiterate listeners, and the most popular and easily remembered ditties could 

spread like wildfire by being sung and re-sung by those very listeners, who in turn could 

propagate those songs to an event wider audience.”41 This allowed popular artists to 

circumvent censors and reach a wide audience. Finally, popular music linked ELC 

recruitment to the production of logistical space through the consistent use of trains, 

tramways, ships, and anchors to metonymically stand in for the technologies that enabled 

capital accumulation and state power. Representations of the ELC thus played a part in 

shaping perceptions of the colonial state and its technologies of power and control, and 

constructing a proto-nationalist identity in the lead up to the 1919 revolution. 

 

Mass Mobilization After World War I 

Through the closing months of 1918 and into 1919, proto-nationalist sentiments began to 

take hold in large swathes of Egypt through the spread of popular music that mediated a 

critique of colonial state policy during the war. Meanwhile, despite the signing of the 

armistice, mass mobilizations of Egypt’s human, animal, and natural resources continued 

at wartime levels. The Supplies Control Board—which had been established in March 

1918 under the British Adviser to the Ministry of Finance in order to set maximum prices 

on key agricultural commodities necessary for the war effort—maintained its price 

ceilings through the first half of 1919.42 At the same time, a combination of increased 

food exports, declines in directly imported foodstuffs, and increased competition for 

                                                
41  Fahmy, Ordinary Egyptians, 96. 
42 See BNA FO 371/3713/20835 Brunyate memo “Egypt and the War,” 6 February 1919, 
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agricultural inputs like nitrate fertilizers due to the war, had depleted reserves and led to 

the beginnings of serious food shortages throughout Egypt.43 When peasant cultivators 

realized they could get a higher price on the local black market than the fixed prices 

offered by the Supplies Control Board, they began withholding their produce. In 

response, officials in the Ministry of Interior began requisitioning grain from the 

countryside by force in a pattern that mimicked the conscription of laborers for the ELC 

(See Chapter Two).44 By the end of 1918, aggregate food consumption in Egypt was 

reduced an estimated 3-10 percent by these requisitions, depending on the crop.45 

Authorities of the colonial state recognized the potential of food requisitioning and 

supply procurement policies to be politically explosive in the Egyptian countryside as 

early as May 1917, yet they could do little to stop the confrontational dynamic once it 

had been set in place.46 

 Recruitment and conscription of ELC laborers also continued after the official end 

of the war. In November 1918, Rushdi wrote to Wingate complaining of the “disturbance 

that the [continued] conscription of ELC laborers has produced in the agricultural 

situation of the country.”47 Despite the fact 20-25,000 laborers were released from service 

each month after the armistice, there remained a significant demand for ELC labor for 

demobilization activities:  

                                                
43 Goldberg, “Peasants in Revolt - Egypt 1919.” 
44 Ibid., 264. 
45 Real reductions may have been much larger, as aggregate consumption of foodstuffs 
also declined steadily throughout the war, so that a small marginal decrease in 1918 
consumption levels actually represents a significant decrease from pre-war levels, Ibid., 
267. 
46 Murray cautioned against “conscription and mobilization in a European sense of 
[Egypt’s] resources.” BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/9 Murray, C-in-C, 23 May 1917.  
47 BNA FO 141/797/2 No. 2689/152 Rushdi to Wingate, 9 November 1918. 
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There are many services, such as railroad construction, maintenance of roads for 

motor transport, shipping and supply work and base ports, and at advanced bases, 

which the cessation of hostilities does not affect as regards reduction in labour 

requirements; there are other services such as salvage, transportation of ordnance 

and stores to the base and disposal of surplus animals and material which 

necessitate increased demands for labour.48 

Military authorities therefore called for a continuance, or even an increase, of ELC 

recruitment after the end of World War I. Violent resistance to recruitment continued as 

well, with two separate reports of incidents from December 1918 and January 1919 

preserved in the British archives.49 Another report from January 1919 tells of “scores of 

cases … where ghaffirs have suffered injuries brining recruits in.”50 Thus, as news of the 

armistice spread throughout Egypt, the contrast between newspaper headlines trumpeting 

the end of hostilities and the continued mass mobilization of human, animal, and natural 

resources became apparent for all Egyptians to see. 

 

Revolution and the Destruction of Logistical Space 

In March 1919, the situation came to a head. After applying to travel to London and 

being denied the opportunity, Rushdi and another key minister resigned from their posts 

on 1 March, and Anglo-Egyptian authorities scrambled to form a new government that 

would be willing to preserve Egypt’s status as a British protectorate. At the same time, 

Zaghlul and the wafd worked to dissuade potential ministers from accepting any position 

                                                
48 BNA FO 141/667/1 No. 2689/154 Allenby to Wingate, 17 November 1918. 
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with the colonial state. These efforts put them in direct violation of military edicts, and on 

8 March, Zaghlul and three other wafd leaders were arrested under martial law and spent 

the night in the Cairo jail at Qasr al-Nil. On the following morning, they travelled by train 

to Port Said, where they were put on steamships and exiled to Malta.51 News of their 

arrest spread quickly, as the wafd moved to re-constitute itself under the leadership of 

Sha‘rawi and the “central coordinating committee” in Cairo. On the morning of 9 March, 

student-led demonstrations broke out in Cairo, which were eventually dispersed by 

police. But when demonstrators returned the following day, the British fired on 

demonstrators, resulting in the first deaths of the nascent revolution. By 11 March, 

students, tramway and taxi workers, merchants, and lawyers all went on strike and joined 

in the demonstrations throughout Cairo. 

  Large demonstrations reminiscent of those in Cairo took place across the country 

for the rest of the month. In Alexandria, students led a strike and started demonstrating 

peacefully after learning what had happened in Cairo. Demonstrations continued, and 

were met with force on 17 March, when British soldiers killed sixteen and wounded 

twenty-four, and again on 11 April, when twenty demonstrators were killed and six 

wounded.52 The first signs of rural unrest took place 10-12 March in al-Minya, Shabin al-

Kom, Tanta, and Kafr al-Shaykh.53 As protests spread throughout the countryside, 

violence escalated, especially in confrontations with the nomadic Bedouin tribes in the 

Middle Egyptian provinces. Fayyum was the site of the largest massacre of the revolution 

                                                
51 “al-‘Ashara Ayyam al-Awwal min al-Thawra,” al-Mussawwar, 7 March 1969. 
52 al-Rafi'i, Thawrat 1919, 241. 
53 BNA FO 371/3714/41498 Cheetham, “Egyptian Unrest,” 11 March 1919 and FO 
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on 19 March, in which over 400 Bedouins were killed or wounded.54 According to the 

nationalist historian al-Rafi‘i, over 1,000 Egyptians were killed or wounded in the turmoil 

of March and April, along with ninety-seven British soldiers, and forty-nine Indian 

soldiers. 55 (Figure 5.2 shows the spatial distribution of Egyptian deaths associated with 

the March 1919 uprisings.) 

Demonstrations in the countryside targeted the infrastructures and personnel of 

the Ministry of Interior, and the other representatives of the colonial state in the 

countryside. In some cases, foreigners were targeted, and in addition to the deaths listed 

above, al-Rafi‘i records the deaths of twenty-six Armenian civilians, six Greek civilians, 

and four British civilians. 56  Demonstrators attacked the mudīriyya buildings at al-

Buhayra, Tanta, Beni Suef, and al-Minya, surrounding them and pelting them with stones 

and bricks. In Asyut, protestors attacked the police station and raided its weaponry to arm 

themselves.57 In the town of Kom Hamada in al-Buhayra, a force of Bedouins attack the 

markaz headquarters, and a mixed British/Indian force was sent to suppress them.58 In the 

port town of Rashid, the demonstrators burned the markaz to the ground and the ma’mūr 

was forced to flee to the countryside.59 One of the most detailed first-hand accounts of the 

revolution in the countryside comes from a pseudonymous British judge who was 

stationed at the court of first instance in Bani Suwayf: 

Communications with Cairo were cut … a great uproar arose in the street and a 

procession with two banners appeared, the head formed by young Effendis and 

                                                
54 Ibid., 255. 
55 Ibid., Ch. 6. 
56 Ibid. 
57  Ibid., 258. 
58 Ibid., 241. 
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students—especially Asharis [Azhārīs, or students of al-Azhar University], who 

have been very active throughout. But behind them came a solid phalanx of 

fellaheen in white, three hundred to five hundred strong, waving a forest of great 

naboot and evidently out for blood … they had invaded the Court, smashed some 

windows and ordered the officials to stop work under threat of being beaten 

…They crossed the canal and turned south, passed the Survey Offices, these being 

sacked and great damage done to plans and papers. They then worked west, 

towards the judges’ houses… Our house first attracted them. They again asked for 

me, and, not finding me, proceeded to destroy the place. They reduced everything 

to matchwood, furniture, destroyed all my papers … and looted practically all my 

property and that of my native colleagues. The house is an indescribable wreck.60 

According to the judge, then, large crowds of protestors, consisting mainly of armed 

peasants and led by middle class students, targeted the infrastructure of the colonial state 

in Bani Suwayf, including the courthouses and the residences of British officials. In the 

context of the lawyers’ strike, targeting courthouses was a way of enforcing the nation-

wide freeze on legal proceedings. Moreover, efforts to target European government 

employees and their stately residences can be read as a response to the racialized 

production of space, which developed in provincial towns like al-Buhayra in a manner 

similar to the ELC camps we studied in Chapter Four.61 

One notable aspect of the demonstrations, especially in the countryside, was the 

special attention protestors paid to sabotaging the logistical infrastructures of the colonial 

                                                
60 Tawwaf, Egypt, 1919: Being a Narrative of Certain Incidents of the Rising in Upper 
Egypt (Alexandria: Whitehead Morris, Ltd., 1925), 14. 
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state, such as railroads, telephones, and telegraph lines. For example, in the Tanta protest 

of 12 March, a crowd of thousands surrounded the railroad station, destroying the single-

track railroad between Tanta and Talha.62 British soldiers responded with violent force to 

break up the demonstration, killing sixteen and wounding forty-nine others.63 Incidents 

like Tanta took place on a smaller scale throughout the countryside, with railroad lines 

sabotaged in Barak al-Sab‘a, Dessuq, Rashid, Zifta, Kafr al-Shaykh, Qalyubiyya, 

Sharqiyya, Zaqaziq, al-Wasta, Asyut, and Qina.64 On 22 March, the head of the Egyptian 

State Railways sent a memo to the British residency regarding the extent of the damage: 

A considerable amount of damage has been done to the Railways and Telegraphs 

during the recent disturbances…full details of all the damage are not available as 

rail and telegraph communication are cut South of Cairo in many places, but a 

certain amount of information has been received by river or aeroplane and there is 

no doubt that it will be a long time before the Railway will be able to deal with its 

former volume of traffic from Upper Egypt. It may therefor be as well to make 

arrangements for the importation of food for the Delta. Water transport cannot 

make up for the loss of rail transport.65 

The damage was thus so significant that the state’s normal means of gathering 

information about the provinces was compromised. Railways and telegraph lines 

normally provided the primary means of coordination between the central state in Cairo 
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and the officials of the Ministry of Interior in the provinces; in their absence, officials 

scrambled to assess the state affairs using a combination of water and air-based transport.  

Damaging railways was a particularly important tactic. From the perspective of 

British colonial authorities, the most troubling effect of railroad sabotage was the 

inability to move wheat from Upper Egypt to feed the mass of Egyptians in the cotton-

producing region of the Delta. The mass mobilization of foodstuffs that had ramped up 

through 1918 and the beginning of 1919 suddenly came to a halt with the widespread 

sabotage of logistical infrastructures. From the perspective of rural Egyptians, however, 

shutting down the railroads was a way to keep local human, animal, and natural resources 

out of the hands of state authorities, and to keep themselves from starving or losing their 

loved ones. In particular, railroads seem to have become sites of demonstrations to resist 

ELC recruitment during World War I. One British officer described the “departure of a 

levy” of workers as “an occasion of despondent disarray”: 

The recruited men [walked] along together escorted by native police, who were 

hard pressed to restrain the crowd of women and other relatives following their 

menfolk to the railway station, wailing and waving mournful arms as the train of 

open trucks moved northward, bearing its human load irresolute between the grief 

of parting and doubts as to unknown troubles ahead.66 

Ordinary Egyptians, including the families of ELC laborers, thus came to see the railroad 

infrastructure as a crucial part of the resource extraction policies undertaken by the 
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colonial state during World War I. These policies influenced all Egyptians, including the 

female relatives of the ELC laborers. Thus, rural demonstrations that targeted railroad 

infrastructures throughout Egypt may have been motivated in part by a desire to interrupt 

the mass mobilizations of human, animal, and natural resources—including the 

recruitment of ELC laborers. 

 

Wartime Grievances and Mass Unrest 

As the protests continued, it became clear to British officials that the wartime 

mobilization of Egypt’s human, animal, and natural resources—and the recruitment of 

ELC laborers in particular—was one of the important animating impulses for the unrest 

in the countryside. Gen. Edmund Allenby, the Commander-in-Chief of the Egyptian 

Expeditionary Force, blamed the rural unrest on “methods adopted to provide Egyptian 

labor corps for Palestine and [the] manner in which supplies were collected for the British 

Army.”67 One opinion from “a very friendly and reliable Egyptian,” preserved in the 

British National Archives, argued, “The British have undoubtedly lost the friendship and 

confidence of the fellaheen…when the conscription of men for the labour corps and of 

animals for the army was set on foot.” This source went on to link peasant grievances 

over ELC recruitment to the strength of the nationalist movement.68  

Grievances over wartime mobilizations were expressed also in songs that were 

popular among the crowds in the demonstrations. One of these songs, entitled, Bardun ya 

Wingate (Excuse us, Oh Wingate), was recorded and translated by British colonial 

authorities: 
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“Excuse us, Oh Wingate!/ Our country has been conquered. 

You have taken away our barley, our camels and donkeys/But corn is still 

plentiful, so leave us alone. 

They asked us for our help/Good lord! Let them go to the Mudir. 

They can get plenty of our wealth out of him/Money beyond estimate, so pity us. 

Our laborers were sent out, as well as our soldiers/They left their land and went to 

the battlefields. 

They served in the trenches/Even to the mountains of Lebanon. 

They lay blame on us!/Behold us, and the calamities they have caused us. 

Had it not been for our laborers/ They with their rifles could have done nothing in 

the midst of the sandy deserts. 

You, who are in authority/Why did you not go yourselves to the Dardanelles? 

You, Oh Maxwell, you saw no hardships/Drink the cup of sorry now.69 

Addressed to Wingate himself, the song list a series of grievances based on wartime 

mobilizations. References to barley, corn, donkeys, and camels refer to the natural and 

animal resources that had been requisitioned by the Supplies Control Board and other 

authorities of the colonial state. But the song spends the most time talking about ELC 

recruitment, taking pride in the contributions of laborers to the allied victory in the war 

and claiming their service has earned the Egyptian nation its “right” to independence. The 

song was passed on to Wingate on 1 April 1919, and as “the song which the little boys in 

the street in Cairo and the ladies in the harems have been singing lately.”70 Songs like 
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Bardun Ya Wingate built on the tradition of the critical wartime songs of Sayyid Darwish, 

adding fuel to the fire of the revolutionary demonstrations. By listening to popular music 

and the opinions of their Egyptian informants, British officials came to see that wartime 

grievances were an important animating impulse for mass unrest.  

 

Revolutionary Committees and The Republic of Zifta 

The destruction of logistical infrastructures points toward a broader impulse we can see 

within the rural unrest of March 1919 towards rural communities closing themselves off 

from the outside world. In some cases, the corollary to the destruction of the 

infrastructures of the British colonial state was the building up of new organizations and 

the development of new political communities. In at least four separate cases across 

Egypt, the destruction of technologies that connected the locality with the outside world 

was paired with the creation of new local solidarities. Most of these took the shape of so-

called “revolutionary committees” (lagān al-thawra).71 For the brief period of their 

existence—no more than three weeks in most places—these committees spouted lofty 

rhetoric, undertook grand plans, and exhibited an ambivalent relationship to the “central 

coordinating committee” (al-lagna al-tansīqiyya al-markaziyya) of the wafd in Cairo.  

 Perhaps the most remarkable of the new organizations that took shape in March 

1919 was the so-called “Republic of Zifta.” After the cotton boom of the late 19th 

century, the town of Zifta in the province of al-Gharbiyya had accumulated great wealth, 

and had witnessed the beginnings of industrial efforts to process cotton and cottonseed 
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oil. When revolutionary demonstrations broke out, a local lawyer named Yusuf al-Gindi 

led an effort to announce “complete independence” (istiqlāl tām) of Zifta—thus re-

appropriating the language of the wafd-ist tawkīlāt campaign for more specifically local 

ends. 72 A six-person committee was established in Zifta, and al-Gindi led the effort to 

enlist mass support for it through a series of stirring speeches at popular local coffee 

shops. When protestors led by al-Gindi and his compatriots marched on the markaz 

building, the ma’mūr and the khufāra’ capitulated, as the demonstrators replaced the flag 

of the Sultan with a new “patriotic” (waṭani) flag.73 Protestors then seized the railway and 

telegraph stations, and redistributed the grain they found on a railroad car bound for 

Cairo to the local population.74 They used a local printing press to start a new journal, 

called “The Public” (al-Gamhūr). 75  According to one source that purports have 

interviewed al-Gindi’s brother, the revolutionary committee in Zifta got to work filling in 

swamps, paving streets, fixing bridges, forming security brigades and border enforcement 

patrols, repairing irrigation infrastructure, and setting up a concert hall and lecture venue 

where people could gather and listen to patriotic music and learn of the latest 

developments in the revolution.76 All of this is said to have happened within nineteen 

days. 

 The political character of these revolutionary committees is somewhat difficult to 

discern. The British, still reeling from the Russian Revolution in October 1917, were 
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quick to see the specter of “bolshevism” hiding behind the revolutionary committees. 

Evidence from the Milner Commission contains testimony from a British official who 

reported that landowners were “seriously alarmed at the attitude of the fellaheen, the 

damage done to property, cattle lifting, danger to the water supply and the likelihood of 

further unrest … they were uneasy at the appearance amongst the fellaheen of what, from 

their point of view, they regarded as the worst symptom of Bolshevism, namely the 

proposal to partition large estates for the benefit of the small holders and landless.”77 Yet 

according to the sources, it does not appear that the practice of land redistribution was 

widespread. Some isolated incidents of redistribution may have taken place, for instance, 

in Asyut, where, according to Ramadan, “some of the revolutionaries surrounding the 

house of Muhammad Mahmud Basha Sulayman, one of the men arrested with Sa‘d 

Zaghlul, and they sacked it and lit it on fire. When some of the people asked those who 

burned it why they did so, they replied: ‘has Muhammad Mahmud Basha Sulayman ever 

given a loaf of bread to the hungry? We need food.’”78 This incident, if true, is especially 

significant, as it denotes a popular current that was both anti-British and anti-wafd. 

However, most of the protests stopped short of significant re-distribution of 

property or land—and revolutionary committees in some areas worked to safeguard 

property. The revolutionary committee in Asyut took special care to subdue and 

admonish the “ruffians” (ashrār) who sought to steal property in riots, while the 

committee in the neighboring province of al-Minya pledged to protect the large, wealthy 

population of foreign residents.79 Most of the revolutionary committees seem to have 
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been formed from local notables, and thus also contained reactionary elements that 

sought to promote a local solidarity cut off from the encroachments of the colonial state 

and led by local elites. In the context of coordination with the central committee of the 

wafd in Cairo—which was made up of large landowners—the leadership of the 

revolutionary committees had one important incentive not to redistribute land, namely, 

the need to maintain a good relationship with the leadership of the wafd. 

 

The British Response: Pacification and Negotiation 

British colonial officials were caught off guard by the mass uprisings of the 1919 

revolution, and after taking some time to collect themselves, they responded with a two-

pronged strategy. On the one hand, they deployed massive, violent force to suppress the 

uprisings in the countryside. On the other hand, they took a more conciliatory stance 

towards Zaghlul and the wafd, allowing them to travel to Paris and negotiating with them 

towards Egypt’s eventual independence. 

 In the absence of railroads and telegraph lines, colonial officials used air- and 

water-borne transport to deploy forces in order to quell the demonstrations. In Asyut, the 

existing population of British soldiers and foreigners in the town took a defensive 

position in the city, near the local secondary school.80 On 24 March, two planes of the 

Royal Air Force (RAF) were deployed to bomb the assembled crowds of demonstrators, 

killing three.81 Meanwhile, colonial officials outfitted a Nile steamer with armor and 

machine guns, and sent it down the river towards Asyut. Despite encountering some 
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resistance along the way, the steamer arrived in Asyut on 25 March, and the troops on 

board surrounded the town. After a pitched battle, demonstrators capitulated, and 400 

were arrested and thrown in jail.82 Guarding logistical infrastructures also became a top 

priority for the British, and on 13 March, Allenby issued an order promising to punish all 

demonstrators involved in the sabotage of railroad track or cutting of telegraph or 

telephone wire. On 23 March, the Royal Navy sent HMS Vervena to Port Sudan to guard 

the wireless telegraph station.83 A 20 March 1919 memo from the Air Ministry to the 

Foreign Office summarizes the activities of the RAF during the unrest: 

Considerable Air Forces are being employed to maintain communications 

between coast towns and detached garrisons. During last two days aeroplanes 

have machine gunned with excellent effect crowds engaged in damaging railways 

and are now ordered to use bombs when targets offer. Have formed five 

squadrons from training squadrons and over 100 machines are now occupied.84 

Air planes were thus used both for communication and reconnaissance purposes, as well 

as to deploy deadly force to punish and deter crowds—especially those engaged in 

damaging railways. Using airplanes for war fighting purposes was a relatively new 

phenomenon at the time, which the British military had developed through its experience 

in World War I. During the 1919 Egyptian revolution, British officials brought this 

experience to bear on anti-colonial demonstrators, breaking up crowds and safeguarding 

the logistical infrastructures that had become targets of rioters. 
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 In addition to deploying novel war fighting technologies, British officials also 

resorted to collective punishment in order to pacify the demonstrations in the countryside. 

According to Ziad Fahmy, when a railway had been sabotaged, “it became standard 

policy to burn the village closest to the damaged railway tracks.”85 On 25 March, in 

response to reports of railroad sabotage near the villages of al-‘Aziziyya and al-Badrashin 

in the province of al-Giza, a force of 200 soldiers was dispatched, which proceeded to 

split in two and systematically search each village. According to Salah ‘Azam, the 

soldiers started in the home of the ‘umda, where they searched everybody including the 

women and children, and confiscated weapons. They then moved on to the houses of the 

mashayīkh, and searched the rest of the village, house by house. Finally, after all the 

homes had been evacuated, the village was burned to the ground.86 The British archives 

preserve a report of a similar incident in the Giza village of Nazlit al-Shubak: 

After the destruction of the railway to Upper Egypt an armoured train, under the 

command of an English major … was working slowly up the line from Cairo 

effecting repairs as it proceeded near Chobak the line was extensively damaged 

and the Major, accompanied by some unarmed soldiers, approached the village. 

Fire was opened from the village on the soldiers, some of whome were hit. The 

Major withdrew his men and then returned with armed troops, surrounded the 

village, and searched it, seized the Omdeh (the head man) and some others (he 

thinks 4), removed them to the railway and shot them out of hand.87  
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Thus, by their own admission, the British engaged in collective punishment as a tactic to 

quell demonstrations and especially to protect their railway infrastructure. Villages like 

al-‘Aziziyya, al-Badrashin, and Nazlit al-Shobak were systematically searched, 

evacuated, and razed to the ground. Accusations that the British had raped women in the 

course of these searches also abounded. 

 While the British took a harsh and punitive approach to pacifying the uprisings in 

the countryside, they were more conciliatory with the leaders of the wafd. On 7 April 

1919, Zaghlul and his colleagues were freed and allowed to travel to Paris. They printed a 

pamphlet, entitled “Appeal to Mr. Wilson,” and laid out their case for Egypt’s “complete 

independence” from Britain.88 But the United States’ delegation ultimately snubbed the 

Egyptians, accepting the British protectorate as the status quo in Egypt.89 On 28 June 

1919, Zaghlul attempted to break the diplomatic deadlock in Paris by addressing a note to 

the President of the Peace Conference, titled, “Egyptian Circular.” The pamphlet included 

a picture of Egyptians at al-‘Aziziyya who had been flogged by British troops as part of 

the policy of collective punishment, in an attempt to play on the sympathies of the 

gathered delegates.90 But the cries fell on deaf ears, and the Peace Conference convened 

without having made significant alterations to Egypt’s status as a British protectorate. 

 As the situation dragged on without a resolution, sporadic outbreaks of disorder 

continued without ever again approaching the size and scale of the March 

demonstrations. On 2 September, an attempt was made to assassinate the acting Prime 
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Minister, Muhammad Sa‘id.91 Strikes also began to break out, and a 15 September report 

by the Royal Admiralty provided the following assessment of labor unrest: 

There is little to no improvement in the strike movement. The general strike of 

tramways in Cairo has spread to Alexandria. The threatened general strike of 

communications has not yet materialized, but it is still in the air, as also is a strike 

of electric light and gas employees while trouble is brewing in several other 

quarters such as the post-office. The bakers in Alexandria have returned to 

work.92 

Labor unrest therefore constituted a serious threat to the general functioning of the state. 

Workers in almost every crucial industry—including transportation, energy, food, and 

telecommunications—struck or threatened too, thus providing the wafd leaders with a 

great deal of leverage in their negotiations.  

It is interesting to note that the ELC, which continued its employment in the 

Canal Zone throughout the revolution and well into the negotiations, stayed loyal to their 

officers and did not participate in revolutionary demonstrations through strikes or 

mutinies. Venables was encamped with a company of laborers at an ordnance dump 

outside of Alexandria when the revolution broke out, and according to him, the ELC 

laborers could be heard “retorting mockingly to the appeals of passing demonstrators, 

calling them town scum and the like.”93 Apparently, British Members of Parliament were 

also aware of the loyalty of ELC laborers during the revolution, and when the coalers at 

                                                
91 BNA FO 3721/3719/129/629, “Bomb Outrage in Egypt,” The Times 4 September 
1919. 
92 BNA FO 3721/3719/129/629, “Egypt and Red Sea Station Intelligence: The Situation 
in Egypt,” 15 September 1919. 
93  IWM EKV/2 They Also Served: The Story of the ELC in Sinai and Palestine 
(unpublished manuscript) 
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Port Said went on strike in summer 1919, one MP suggested using loyal ELC squads as 

scabs to replace them.94 Therefore, it seems that the general spirit of labor unrest and 

sympathy with the wafd-ist leaders did not spread to the ELC in service at the time. 

As negotiations between British officials and wafd-ist leaders stalled, in February 

of 1922, Great Britain unilaterally renounced its protectorate, and Egypt gained a limited 

degree of independence. The British had four key “reserved points” that compromised the 

original wafdist goal of “complete independence.” These were “A) The security of the 

communications of the British Empire in Egypt. B) The defense of Egypt against all 

foreign aggression or interference, direct or indirect. C) The protection of foreign 

interests in Egypt and the protection of minorities. D) The Sudan.”95 The British thus 

reserved the right to protect the logistical infrastructures of the empire extant within 

Egypt. Practically, this meant a small force of British troops remained in the Canal Zone. 

Besides these reservations, the government of Egypt was handed over to the increasingly 

fragmented leadership of the wafd. After the promulgation of a constitution in 1923, the 

wafd won the first parliamentary elections, and Zaghlul was appointed Prime Minister in 

1924. 

The British thus responded to the mass unrest of the 1919 revolution with a two-

pronged strategy. On the one hand, they showed no mercy to demonstrators engaged in 

destroying logistical infrastructures. They brought the full weight of the British war-

fighting capacity—battle-hardened after World War I—to bear; including airplanes, 

militarized steamships, and massive numbers of troops and weapons. They engaged in 

                                                
94 BNA FO 371/3717/78521, Parliamentary Question, 24 May 1919 
95 Royal Institute of International Affairs, “The Anglo-Egyptian Treaty Negotiations,” 
Bulletin of International News 4 (1928): 3. 
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collective punishment, and razed entire villages in response to reports of railroad 

sabotage. The combined effect was to pacify the rural unrest and secure the vital 

logistical interests of the state. 

On the other hand, the British entered into negotiations with the elite political 

activists of the wafd. They freed Zaghlul and his compatriots, and allowed them to travel 

to Paris to represent Egypt at the post-war peace conference. Although the delegation was 

snubbed in Paris, the British continued to negotiate with the leaders. Ultimately, when the 

British unilaterally withdrew their protectorate of Egypt in 1922, they left it in the hands 

of these elite political leaders. Figures like Sa‘d Zaghlul eventually got the autonomy 

they desired in their administration over the Egyptian government, and the British 

government was able to maintain its logistical imperatives such as the Suez Canal and 

Sudan.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has attempted to parse the relationship between the ELC, the wafd-ist 

leaders of the Egyptian nationalist movement, and the rural unrest that swept through the 

Egyptian countryside in March 1919. It started by investigating the foundation of the 

wafd by mobile political elites after the end of World War I. This network of nationalist 

activists circulated between Cairo, Alexandria, and their vast landholdings in the 

countryside, riding the same railways that conveyed ELC laborers from their homes to 

the theaters of battle during the war. ELC recruitment also played an important symbolic 

role for the men of the wafd. For example, in their speeches and negotiations with British 

officials, wafd-ist leaders used the trope of “slavery” to describe the relationship between 
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Great Britain and Egypt, and there is considerable evidence from the memoirs of 

nationalist leaders that the origins of this trope lay in observations of ELC recruiting. 

 Despite their importance, wafd-ist leaders did not operate in vacuum. Thus, this 

chapter has sought to tease out the relationship between ELC recruiting and the 

development of a mass, anti-colonial, proto-nationalist identity through an analysis of 

popular culture. The development of the recording industry in the first decades of the 

20th-century brought popular music to an increasingly broad audience, and when the 

strictures of martial law shut down most of the Egyptian public sphere, popular music 

became the site of a sustained critique of state practice during World War I—and the 

mass mobilizations of human, animal, and natural resources in particular. Artists like 

Sayyid Darwish drew on the experiences of ELC laborers to create sympathetic 

characters in his songs, and his tune Salma ya Salama—celebrating the safe return of an 

ELC laborer—became arguably his biggest hit. ELC laborers also sung popular songs, 

like the Na‘ima al-Misriyya song Ya ‘Aziz ‘Ayni, which would go on to become anti-

colonial, nationalist anthems in the lead up the 1919 revolution. Because these songs 

were in Egyptian colloquial Arabic, they allow us to get a sense of mass culture. With 

this in mind, it seems clear that the mass mobilizations of human, animal, and natural 

resources—and the recruitment of ELC laborers in particular—had developed into a 

widespread grievance during World War I. This laid the foundation for the mass unrest 

that took place in March 1919. 

 Finally, I examined the events of March 1919 in detail—especially as they 

unfolded in the rural countryside. There is some evidence of coordination between the 

central committee of the wafd in Cairo and the events in the countryside, including 
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petitions between rural notables sympathetic to the wafd-ist cause, and the establishment 

of “revolutionary committees” that worked in lock-step with wafd-ist leaders. But there is 

also some important evidence that rural demonstrators were acting at cross-purposes with 

the wafd. Demonstrators sabotaged railways, telephones, and telegraph lines, closing 

themselves off from central coordinating committee. At times, these efforts were paired 

with attempts to build an alternative center of political community, as in the foundation 

of the short-lived “Republic of Zifta.” There is also some evidence that rural 

demonstrators sought to re-distribute property—including that of wafd-ist leaders—

although this was not widespread. The relationship between the rural unrest and the 

central coordinating committee of the wafd therefore seems to be somewhat ambivalent. 

Although coordination certainly took place in many instances, there were also 

pronounced strands of localism and independence from the nationalist movement in 

Cairo. 

 Rather than being completely inspired and led by the central coordinating 

committee of the wafd, it seems that a good deal of the rural unrest broke out over 

grievances related to the mass mobilization of human, animal, and natural resources in 

World War I. The sabotage of logistical infrastructures functioned practically to shut 

down these mass mobilizations, and in some cases, demonstrators attacked the 

storehouses of the Supplies Control Board and re-claimed their confiscated resources. In 

Asyut and al-Minya in particular, it seems that rural demonstrators had organized around 

the issue of ELC recruitment. Twelve of the thirty-five violent incidents in response to 

recruitment—which we summarized in Chapter Two—had taken place in the province of 

Asyut. Just a few months later, in March 1919, this province would again be the site of 
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violence directed against ELC officials. The so-called “Dayrut Train Massacre” and the 

murder of Lt. Col. William Hazel, the British Recruiting Inspector for the ELC, fit the 

pattern of a widespread local grievance having developed around ELC recruiting.  

 Perhaps nothing shows the disjunction between rural demonstrators and wafd-ist 

leaders more than the British response to the revolution. While the British army and air 

forces punished rural demonstrators mercilessly, wafd-ist leaders were appeased, allowed 

to go to Paris, and to engage in negotiations with British diplomats over the future of 

Egyptian sovereignty. Nascent political communities in the countryside like the Republic 

of Zifta were crushed, and in their stead, a new Egyptian nationalist order took shape. 

This order was far from the “complete independence” that had originally been demanded 

by the wafd, as the British reserved their logistical imperatives in the Suez Canal and 

Sudan. But, for wafd-ist leaders and Egyptian nationalists of all stripes, it has long been 

seen as a major victory along the path towards the self-realization of the nationalist 

subject.  
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Figure 5.1 Choropleth Representing Number of Incidents of Violent Resistance to ELC Recruitment in the Provinces, May 
1918-August 1918 (Source: BNA FO 141/797/2 “Raising an Egyptian Labour Corps”) 
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Figure 5.2 Choropleth Representing Number of Egyptian Deaths during Rural Unrest, March 1919 (Source: ‘Abd al-Rahman 
al-Rafi‘i,. Thawrat 1919: Tarikh Masr Al-Qawmi min 1914 illa 1921. (Cairo: Dar al-Ma’arif))



 
 

 246 

CONCLUSION 

By studying the Egyptian Labor Corps, this article has attempted to challenge the 

powerful spatial imaginary in the academic literature on Egypt and the Middle East, 

according to which space is contained within politico-territorial borders, and 

conceptualized in terms of center/periphery dynamics. Ordinary Egyptians in the rural 

countryside are understood to be separate from the “center” in this common paradigm; 

either engaged in a never-ending struggle against the central state to assert its own unique 

form of political subjectivity, or else epiphenomenal to developments taking place in the 

major cities and among the economic, cultural, and political elites. Thinking from within 

this tradition, Kristian Coates-Ulrichsen, for example, could not help but see the 

institution of ELC recruitment during World War I as “ a new method of colonial 

governance that regulated British penetration of [Egypt] and sharpened the penetrative 

functions of their centralized apparatus in order to organize and mobilize the extraction of 

resources.”1 

 This dissertation showed a number of problems with conceptualizing the British 

resource mobilization networks during World War I as a “centralizing” force. For one, it 

is hard to find a “center” of the ELC recruitment network in the sense of a central place 

from which decisions are made, plans are drawn up, and their execution is coordinated. In 

Chapter Two, I showed how military authorities in London and on the front lines 

received pushback from diplomatic officials in London and Cairo and officials in the 

Egyptian government and Anglo-Egyptian military. These administrators, far from 

implementing their negotiated solution from on high, came to rely on the ‘umād, 

                                                
1 Kristian Coates Ulrichsen, The Logistics and Politics of the British Campaigns in the 
Middle East (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 2. 
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ma’mūrūn, mudīrūn, and khufara’ who had the local knowledge, experience, and ability 

to gather recruits. In turn, these villages administrators worked to extract rents from their 

new position in resource mobilization networks. To the extent that these figures had been 

a fixture in Egyptian village administration since at least the time of Mehmet ‘Ali, the 

organization of migrant labor through them is less an innovation than a re-articulation of 

long-existing practices of state power and control in the Egyptian countryside. In Chapter 

Five, I showed how this dialectic between centralization and devolution led to the 

complete breakdown of British colonial power in the countryside during the 1919. 

 This dissertation has tried to avoid writing Egypt’s history under British 

colonialism as a centrally directed process. Instead, by re-constructing the stories of 

migrant laborers who both built and relied upon the infrastructures of the British colonial 

state during their journeys abroad, I have argued that British colonialism in Egypt relied 

on a more de-centralized process that I have called “the production of logistical space,” 

following critical geographer Deborah Cowen. Logistical spaces incorporate 

infrastructures, such as railways, telegraphs, and steamships, people, such as laborers, 

planners, and contractors, and ideas like imperial racism and militarism. A close study of 

ELC laborers has allowed us to examine one important subset of logistical spaces: 

logistical laborers. These are the people who do the work of constructing and maintaining 

logistical infrastructures. Thus, the production of logistical spaces associated with the 

ELC during World War I linked workers and peasants in rural Egypt into the broader 

global political economy.  

 Indeed, this dissertation has emphasized that the production of logistical space 

always depends on the labor of ordinary people, who do the actual work of constructing 
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the built environment. The production of logistical space was driven neither from the top-

down, nor from the bottom-up, but unfolded in a dialectical process over time. 

Laborers—especially those working on the logistical infrastructures that convey 

important supplies and materials for military and civilian purposes—always have the 

potential to leverage their unique position in spaces of production and circulation to build 

political power. But the era of British colonialism saw the rise of a novel set of 

techniques to subordinate and control laborers, many of which involved the arrangement 

of bodies in space and the deployment of new technologies. It was the interaction 

between state efforts to build the resiliency of systems of production and circulation on 

the one hand, and the efforts of ordinary people to negotiate with their new surroundings 

on the other, that drove the production of space in Egypt under British colonialism. 

 The production of logistical space was also central to the unfolding of the 1919 

revolution. Wafd-ist leaders used the railways to circulate between Cairo, Alexandria, and 

the countryside in order to build support for their project. But the centrality of logistics to 

the functioning of the state in British colonialism and Egyptian nationalism was best 

demonstrated during the unrest of the 1919 revolution. Rural demonstrators intuitively 

understood that logistical infrastructures like railways, telephones, and telegraphs were 

essential to the functioning of the colonial state, and they expended most of their energy 

in the early days of the revolution to sabotaging these infrastructures. It was not long 

before the usual methods for gathering intelligence about the situation in the provinces 

were completely unavailable to colonial officials, and they were forced to deploy new 

technologies like warplanes and militarized Nile steamers. State officials reserved the 

brunt of their force for demonstrators engaged in destroying railways, who were bombed 
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by British airplanes and subject to collective punishment and the razing of entire villages. 

When the British finally withdrew their protectorate of Egypt in 1922, they reserved the 

rights to their key logistical infrastructures in the country, including the Suez Canal and 

Sudan. Cowen’s understanding of logistics spaces as “antipolitical,” an thus shut off from 

the normal processes that exist for challenging the imperatives of the state, helps us to 

make sense of these myriad developments as they took place in response to the rural 

unrest of March 1919.2 

Incidence of rural unrest continued sporadically throughout the first half of the 

20th-century. Demonstrations were a consistent feature of the negotiations between the 

British and the wafdists that ultimately led to the conditional British withdrawal from 

Egypt in 1922. Another intense period of rural unrest took place from 1929-1933, after 

the global Great Depression caused financial strain on agriculturalists in the Egyptian 

countryside.3 The repressive government of Isma’il Sidqi put down the unrest, but it 

ultimately contributed to creating the leverage that brought the British to the table to re-

negotiate the terms of Egypt’s independence in the 1936 Anglo-Egyptian treaty. The 

treaty allowed the Egyptian government to assume full administrative control over its 

armed forces, but it was still far short of “complete independence,” as it established a 

twenty-year military alliance that allowed the government of Great Britain to re-impose 

martial law in Egypt in the event of international emergency. It also provided for the 

stationing of up to 10,000 British troops and 400 pilots in Suez Canal zone “until 

                                                
2 Cowen, The Deadly Life of Logistics, 4. 
3 ‘Ali Muhammad Salbi, al-Izma al-Iqtisadiyya wa-l-’Amn al-‘Am fi-l-Rif al-Misri, 1929-
1933 (Cairo: Dar al-Kitab al-Jam‘i, 1989). 
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Egyptians should be capable of protecting the area.”4 The coming of World War II in 

1939 constituted just such an “international emergency,” and Egypt again found itself a 

massive garrison for British troops engaged in global war.  

In 1952, the Egyptian armed forces—which had gained administrative 

independence under the 1936 Anglo-Egyptian treaty—seized control of the Egyptian 

state, creating the basis for the state that we see in Egypt today. The first major policy 

initiative undertaken by the new regime was a series of land reforms that redistributed 

land from large landowners to the rural poor and landless peasants. Simultaneously, the 

rural unrest that had become a feature of political life in the late 19th- and early 20th-

centuries began to subside.  

Although the countryside ceased to be the scene of major uprisings in this period, 

workers and peasants nevertheless continued to work as logistical laborers. The period 

from the 1960s to the 1980s witnessed massive increases in rural-urban migration in the 

context of skyrocketing population growth. These migrants constructed many of their 

own infrastructures, including a variety of shanty towns called ‘ashwiyyāt. Egyptians also 

migrated through the Middle East, first as technocrats and soldiers on state-sponsored 

trips, and then on a more casual basis to the increasingly rich oil-exporting countries of 

the Gulf. In 1983, Egyptian migration reached its peak as the total number of migrants 

reached 3.28 million.5 

For this reason, I would suggest that the nexus of labor migration, the production 

of space, and state power in Egypt could be a fruitful site for future research. Examining 

                                                
4  “Anglo-Egyptian Treaty,” Encyclopaedia Britannica, last updated 15 July 2008, 
accessed 24 April 2017, https://www.britannica.com/event/Anglo-Egyptian-Treaty 
5  Heba Nassar, “Recent Trends of Egyptian Migration,” Consortium for Applied 
Research on International Migration 72 (2011): 1. 
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the importance migration flows, and the unique forms of political community they 

generated, is essential to providing balance to a historiography that too often takes the 

nation-state for granted. It has been a central argument of this dissertation that future 

studies could benefit from shifting to the transnational scale of logistical space. This shift 

helps move the field past the problematic, untheorized spatial imaginaries that currently 

plague Middle East studies; it brings into focus the concrete bases of state power and 

cultural identity; and has important implications for understanding worker and peasant 

politics in the colonial and post-colonial eras. 
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