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			The Best Workers on Earth

			Almost no one worked in an Egyptian factory because she wanted to. Teenage girls might do it for a while to buy things for their gihaz—the china plates and serving bowls, the big and the small teapots, the bedsheets and nightgowns and ten or twelve or twenty sets of everything they needed in their trousseau before a man would agree to marry them. Some of the older women were divorced or widowed and had children to support. The married ones usually needed money badly enough that their husbands had agreed, reluctantly, to let them work outside the home.

			Rania Saeed Mohamed didn’t fit into any of these groups. She was twenty-two and married but living apart from her husband when she started working at a men’s underwear factory outside the city of Minya. The plant was an hour’s bus ride from her village, and normally a wife would have asked her husband’s permission before taking such a step. But Rania didn’t consult anyone. Unhappiness gave her freedom, although that wasn’t a trade she would have made on her own. As with almost everything else in her life, she didn’t have a choice.

			On Rania’s second day in the factory, a Romanian American manager named Elena asked a group of new recruits: “Who wants to work in quality control?”

			Rania raised her hand. “I can do it.” She wasn’t sure what quality control was.

			Elena was the first foreigner she had ever met. She trained Rania to spot every potential problem in a pair of men’s underpants. If a leg was a few millimeters short, or the seams around the crotch didn’t lie flat, a client could reject the order and cost the company thousands of dollars. Inside every garment factory, there’s a never-ending battle between production and quality—hour after hour, workers must turn out hundreds of items to exacting standards. Rania developed a preternatural ability to keep the assembly line moving while catching mistakes almost as soon as they happened. Rania isn’t just a factory girl, Elena began telling her colleagues. She’s a manager. She sees and knows everything.

			Elena taught Rania another important lesson: When someone criticizes your work, stand your ground and answer back. In Rania’s early days, a trainer named Rabab El-Sayyid often shouted at her—shouting being an act as common as breathing inside an Egyptian factory. Rania learned to respond directly and calmly to the attacks from the older woman. One day she realized that she wasn’t scared of Rabab anymore. Two years after she entered the factory, Rania was promoted to supervise her own line, just as Elena had promised.

			There are no secrets in a clothing factory. Every hour, each production line’s output is recorded on a whiteboard in black marker. The numbers are printed out daily, stapled together, and passed around from hand to hand like factory samizdat, and supervisors who missed their targets are called into the manager’s office to explain themselves. Rania’s capacity for work was legendary. She was bi-mit ragil, as the Egyptians say—“worth a hundred men” (even in a factory that employed over 90 percent women, men remained the gold standard). Every month, the factory gave awards to its most productive workers, and Rania’s line placed first more times than she could count. The prize dinnerware sets and teakettles cluttered her kitchen cabinet at home, useless in their abundance.

			Some people in the factory said that Rania manipulated production figures to make herself look better, and her tendency to play favorites didn’t sit well with everyone. She had a way of attracting notice and charging into conversations, and executives or clients visiting the plant always asked who she was. “Whenever management comes, there’s just a little more interaction with Rania than with other people. She’s always in their face” is how one senior manager put it. “Arrogant, bullying, bossy,” another executive rapped out between pursed lips. With her red supervisor’s tunic, wide-legged black trousers, and silver bracelets jangling on her wrists, Rania stood out for her authority and sense of style. She was often the only woman in the factory who was wearing pants.

			Rania didn’t know it yet, but her bosses had big plans for her. Most of the executives in the factory came from outside Egypt, and they were eager to promote a woman into a leadership position as a way to show all their other female employees what was possible. Little by little, they would add to Rania’s production and management responsibilities. But they needed to be careful. If she took on too much at once, she might fail spectacularly and turn into a warning about what happens to women with too much ambition.

			

			—

			For every Egyptian woman who works, four others stay home. The nation’s percentage of women in the labor force is among the lowest in the world, and the number has remained flat for the past quarter of a century; among some groups, such as college graduates, it has actually fallen. These facts contradict the common belief that globalization will bring opportunity, create jobs for women, and overturn social norms. It did happen this way in Taiwan, South Korea, China, India, and in conservative Muslim nations such as Malaysia and Bangladesh.

			Since the 1970s, Egypt has become deeply integrated into the international economy through its political alliances along with increased trade, tourism, and migration. But the prospects for Egyptian women are getting worse. They’re less likely to enter the workforce than they were ten years ago. They’re more focused on making a good marriage and becoming more financially dependent on men. In the experience of these women, globalization has closed more doors than it has opened.

			In other social realms, the country has made some progress toward equalizing opportunity for women. Girls and boys now attend school in comparable numbers, and Egyptian universities enroll more female than male students. Women are living longer, marrying later, and having fewer children than they did several decades ago. But the MENA region—the Middle East and North Africa—is the only part of the world in which such gains have not propelled women into the workforce, a puzzle that economists call “the gender equality paradox.” A World Bank study estimated that average household income would rise by as much as 25 percent if women in the Middle East worked at the same rates as their peers in other parts of the world. The bank also estimated that at the current rate of increase in female employment, it would take the region’s women a hundred fifty years to catch up to the rest of the world.

			Resistance to female employment is grounded in a specific idea about male dignity. When a woman works outside the home, her family and community often interpret this act as a failure on the part of her husband. Chapter 4, verse 34, of the Quran says: Men are the protectors and maintainers of women, because God has given the one more than the other, and because they support them from their means. Marriage is a complementary arrangement—the man supports his wife, and she obeys him in return—and wifely submission is written into the Egyptian legal code. A woman who leaves the house without her husband’s permission is considered nashiz—rebellious—and forfeits her right to his financial support.

			Even when women work, their range of social acceptability is narrow. Most women are reluctant to travel far from home on public transportation, for fear of sexual harassment; they don’t want to spend their days in small workplaces or shops, which may bring them into close contact with male co-workers or strangers; they would rather leave work in time to be home to cook dinner for their husbands. Unemployment in Egypt is four times higher for women than for men—20 percent, compared with 5 percent—in large part because women turn down jobs that might compromise their domestic responsibilities or their reputation.

			“It’s not about the wage. It’s really about the working conditions,” Ragui Assaad, an economist at the University of Minnesota who studies labor and development, told me. Many of the jobs available in the Egyptian economy, he continued, are with small or informal enterprises that may require women to travel great distances, work long hours, or be exposed to sexual harassment. “If the working conditions are met, women are ready to work in droves. But if they’re not met, very few are willing to work.”

			Since the 1960s, when Gamal Abdel Nasser guaranteed jobs for all high school and college graduates, women have seen the government as the ideal employer. These positions offer gender-blind hiring and wages, good benefits, short workdays, and large workplaces with the stamp of respectability. But the public sector is shrinking—it employs 5.6 million people, down from almost six million two decades ago—and female labor participation has dropped in tandem. More than 40 percent of all working women are still concentrated there as administrators, clerks, nurses, and teachers. Even better than a sinking ship, though, may be no ship at all: Between 2006 and 2012, the number of women in the workforce fell by six hundred thousand, and it has continued to decrease since then.

			Outside the public sector, work comes with a warning label. Serving as a maid or a nanny in a stranger’s house ranks particularly low, since it leaves a woman vulnerable to mistreatment or scandal. Selling goods in a shop is risky because it might invite sexual harassment by the owner, one’s co-workers, or customers. Any job that makes a woman arrive home late at night so that the neighbors talk: That’s considered haram, forbidden. Peddling insurance door to door, collecting bill payments, or visiting the homes of strangers: Haram, haram, and haram. Only if a woman is very poor, or her parents have died and left her no inheritance, or she has younger brothers and sisters to care for or a crippled leg or some other condition that makes it unlikely that anyone will marry her, only then will the people in her village praise her for going out to work. Otherwise, no.

			Factory work is roughly on par with being a cook or selling vegetables in the market, but even in manufacturing there are moral judgments that don’t entirely make sense. One woman I knew was embarrassed to work in a pickle factory that was run out of her neighbor’s house. “I’ll go into the house of a married man in my village to make pickles? It doesn’t sound good.” Another factory in the area made crystal figurines—there was nothing haram about that, but the close work could harm one’s eyes. Clothing factories rank high in women’s estimation, because sewing is a useful female skill, and most of the workers in the industry are women. Making men’s underwear is acceptable, although a woman might spend most of her waking hours fingering, aligning, smoothing, and stitching together pieces of fabric that will someday touch the intimate parts of a man she doesn’t know. For obscure reasons, it’s still better than making pickles.

			The big factories are often far from the villages, which requires a woman to wake up before dawn and walk through streets where she has no business being at that hour. Construction workers might make comments. The minibuses are another humiliation—they’re like sardine cans on wheels, packed to bursting with marinating human bodies, male and female, that might accidentally rub against each other in embarrassing ways. The only thing worse is when the bus doesn’t come at all. Then a worker might have to pay precious pounds for a tuk-tuk or a taxi so she won’t show up late.

			At the end of the month she might be paid £E700, or the equivalent of $80. Even if that makes her the family’s steadiest earner, her husband might still spend the money as he likes and tell people that he lets her work for fun. “Working for fun”—that’s how men often describe female labor, as if getting up at five in the morning and bending over a sewing machine for eight or ten or twelve hours until a person’s vision blurs and her back aches and her shoulder muscles scream for mercy is a form of entertainment. Wives also tend to downplay the value of what they earn: They often say that they’re working for pocket money, or just to buy clothes or makeup for themselves. Statements like this seem to mix pride and self-preservation. If a woman says her income helps support her family, that implies her husband can’t do it by himself. That might make him angry.

			Women give different reasons for why they work:

			
				I just want to learn.

				I love working here. I love seeing my friends.

				To be honest, we’re just bored of being at home. That’s the bottom line.

				You just come here and you’re in a different world. You forget about everything.

				I get up in the morning and I have places to go and things to do, rather than just serving my husband.

				I’m here to feel I have some role in the universe.

			

			Young women often take jobs to save up for marriage—this is generally accepted, as long as the work is acknowledged to be short-term. In this society a woman, like a basket of eggs, has a sell-by date, and it’s considered best for her to quit once she finds someone to marry. The alternative is to spend every day being shouted at on the assembly line and then hurry home to chop vegetables, cook dinner, oversee the children’s homework, put them to bed, wash the dishes, clean the house, and give her husband her full attention. More shouting: He might accuse her of no longer being the devoted housewife he married. The important thing is for her to prove that working hasn’t changed her at all.

			When a couple starts talking about marriage, the first request he usually makes of her is to stop working. It goes on from there: Wear longer dresses and looser tops. Get home early. Pray more. Stop using makeup. Don’t hang laundry on the balcony. Young men are fickle, and young women feel pressure to agree to whatever is asked of them. It’s not much of a negotiation, but it’s a pretty good preview of what being married will be like.

			Most women don’t have ambitions to rise in the factory; almost no one dreams of being promoted to supervisor or production manager. The ideal is to stay home and be a sitt bayt, a housewife—or if one has to work, to quit as soon as she can, the way a person leaves a hospital waiting room quickly to avoid catching an illness. Women sometimes brag that their husbands don’t let them work, because what appears from one angle to be repressive behavior looks, from another, like love. To spend one’s days sitting at home is a blessing. It means that God is smiling on you, al-hamdulillah.

			

			—

			I met Rania one afternoon in June 2016—characteristically, she ambushed me on the factory floor while I was talking to someone else.

			“Are you working here now?” she interrupted, speaking to me through my translator, Amira. “Because I’d like to be friends with you.”

			Of course, I already knew who she was. I had been visiting the Delta Textile Factory for two months to speak with the assembly line workers there. Many of the women I met impressed me as strong-willed—heroic, even—for working against the wishes of their families. But these rebellions didn’t usually last very long. The single women planned to quit as soon as they got engaged. When I asked the married ones about their future, they would talk about their dreams for their husbands or their children, as if their own lives were already over. I want my son to be a doctor. My priority is my husband’s happiness; when he’s happy, I’m happy. The job where they spent most of their waking hours never figured into the conversation. I came to see the factory floor as a kind of waiting room. It was a place where a woman marked time until something really important—engagement, marriage, childbirth—happened and took her away from here.

			Later that afternoon, I had the chance to speak with Rania in the company conference room. Up close, she appeared intent on occupying as little space as possible—which surprised me, given her reputation as the factory’s star supervisor. She had acne-scarred cheeks, full lips, and a black wool hijab that wrapped her face in a tight oval and made her look younger than she was. She spoke in a subdued voice, and she didn’t laugh or make jokes, the way I’d noticed most Egyptians did no matter how bad their circumstances.

			I asked Rania how old she was and what she did at work.

			“I’m twenty-eight—no, I turn twenty-nine tomorrow,” she corrected herself. “I’m the best supervisor in the production area.”

			She told me how Elena had asked for volunteers on Rania’s second day at work and she had raised her hand. Rania would later tell me this story again and again. It was an anointment of sorts, a promise that her future would be different from everyone else’s.

			I asked Rania how she had learned to manage people.

			“The key is that the girls should feel comfortable dealing with you. If you give them instructions or even if you’re strict, they’ll follow you if they feel comfortable with you.”

			“What happens next for you?”

			Rania sat up straighter in her chair. “I want to be a manager, insha’allah.”

			She had always loved working. When she was a girl, she’d dreamed of being a police officer or a doctor one day. Like most of the young women in her village, she got married while she was still in her teens—she was fifteen or sixteen, she can’t remember exactly now. At an age when adolescents in other parts of the world are playing in volleyball tournaments or hanging out at the mall, Rania set up house with Yasser, a man she didn’t love or even like very much. Her father had insisted on the match out of “just stubbornness,” she told me.

			Rania remembers taking her final exams in her second year of trade school—her specialty was sewing—and then rushing home to breastfeed her newborn son, Kareem. By the time their daughter, Dina, was born, three years later, she and Yasser were barely on speaking terms. Rania moved out to live in her father’s house for some months but later returned home for the sake of her children. Now they were eleven and eight, and they stayed in the house alone after school until she came back from work.

			“Sab,” I said. “It’s hard.”

			“Mish sab,” she replied automatically. “It’s not hard.”

			Rania told me a lot more that day, about her solitary childhood and her parents’ divorce, her abusive uncles and her overbearing father and her husband whose main character trait was indifference. Every development was like another chapter in a fairy tale that was destined to end unhappily. Only the story of Elena—Who wants to work in quality control?—broke the template and sent Rania’s life story off in a different direction.

			From Rania I learned that the workplace could be not just a waiting room but a place of refuge. Inside the factory, the disappointments of personal life might fall away, so that a woman could become someone else and even forget her own birthday.

			I had heard this story before, but still it surprised me.

			

			—

			Between 2004 and 2006, I spent a week or two every month in Dongguan, a city in South China that was the global epicenter of manufacturing. My focus was the teenage girls who labored on the city’s assembly lines six days a week, for eight or eleven or thirteen hours each day. I met them in the evenings, or on those rare weekend afternoons when the lines were idle, my working day beginning when theirs finally ended. Rural Chinese had been migrating to the cities for two decades, and most foreign newspapers—including The Wall Street Journal, where I worked—had published stories about the harsh conditions inside the factories. I wanted to write about something else: how coming to the city had changed these young women’s lives, if indeed it had.

			Almost everything I learned in those early days was a surprise. The factory girls were younger than I expected, some of them still in their midteens; they were unschooled in the trades they needed, inexperienced, and fearless. I met girls who had spent their first nights in the city sleeping in a bus station or under a highway overpass, and others who had been cheated out of their meager savings soon after they arrived. Newcomers quickly learned how to survive, which included lying about their qualifications, talking their way into jobs they had no business doing, staging small protests, and standing up to their bosses to demand better treatment. Quitting a job was as easy as changing one’s hairstyle (actually, getting your hair colored or straightened was the bigger commitment, because it cost most of a month’s pay).

			The details of the workplace were often of no interest to them, and when I asked these young women who owned the factory where they worked or what the object they made was used for, they couldn’t say. The factory mattered only insofar as it intersected with their own concerns—whether it allowed them to save money or learn skills or obtain the promotion they wanted. Over and over, I watched young women use factories, just as surely as the factories used them, to craft new lives for themselves.

			The factories fascinated me. They were like giant, silent beasts crouched on the landscape, as alive in their own way as the young men and women who darted in and out and all around them. Over most of a year, I paid monthly visits to the Yue Yuen shoe factory, which employed seventy thousand people and manufactured athletic shoes for brands like Nike and Adidas. This single production facility was so large that it had its own power plant and fire department, its own hospital and kindergarten, even its own seasons that followed the buying habits of consumers fifteen time zones away. To live here was to know the sudden rush of orders in late spring, the brief summer lull, and the ramping up of machines starting in September in the long lead-up to Christmas. Yue Yuen had its rules and hierarchies, its quarrels, cliques, love triangles, suicides, gangs, and criminal enterprises. “We have seventy thousand people: It’s a city,” Luke Lee, an executive who oversaw worker health and safety at Yue Yuen, told me. “Whatever problems a city has, we have in the factory.”

			Occasionally I found myself in a workshop at the other end of the scale, where a dozen women sat bent over their chairs, sewing shoe uppers or pleather purses in a dim room not much bigger than a garage. Even a factory this small is connected to every other manufacturer in the world that produces the same thing—a change in price, or supply, or technology can come from anywhere and require a response—and this is what makes factories interesting. A store can exist, day after day and month after month, without anything of significance happening inside. A company can go dormant and become a void hiding behind a name on a business card. A factory has to make something and find someone willing to pay for it; failing that, it must either shut down or change into something else. That was like Newton’s First Law in action: A factory in motion tends to stay in motion. For a journalist, that was a guarantee that something interesting would happen, if you just waited around for a while.

			I moved to Cairo in October 2011 with my husband, Peter Hessler, and our one-and-a-half-year-old twin daughters. Initially I had no intention of writing about factories. China is the manufacturing center of the world, and what happens on its assembly lines matters to a lot of people, but Egypt has no such importance. I was curious about women, though—like Chinese factory workers, women in the Arab world are a fraught subject that people tend to have strong opinions about. Women had helped drive the region’s political uprisings, including the Arab Spring demonstrations that had toppled the regime of Hosni Mubarak earlier that year. They had joined marches and hunger strikes, given speeches, and organized food deliveries and medical help for protesters; from Tunisia to Bahrain, there was hope that this newfound visibility would win them greater rights and respect. News coverage about women in the Middle East tended to focus on a few types—activists or political prisoners, or those who had been the victims of honor killings or kidnapped into ISIS. I wanted to meet ordinary women and understand what this moment meant to them.

			To embed myself in an Egyptian village and write about the dynamics I found—that was my initial fantasy, but it was a terrible idea. Egypt is a military regime, and it feels like one: The heavy presence of soldiers, police, and security guards fosters a suspicion about anything that might upset the normal order of things. As a Chinese American female journalist—three troublesome qualities, all in one person—I would draw attention fast and probably last only a few hours before being found out and booted back to Cairo. It was easier to talk to women outside the home, and that’s how I started to think about the female labor force, though in a context that was the opposite of the world I knew. In China, almost all the women I met were working, sometimes in several jobs at the same time. I had watched, day by day, the ways in which employment changed the fates of the women I knew in Dongguan. Economics trumped tradition: That was the lesson. Why couldn’t the same transformation play out even in a country with a different culture and history on the other side of the world?

			So I found my way onto the factory floor again—specifically focusing on the textile and garment industry that has been central to the Egyptian economy for more than a century. In small workshops and on massive production floors, and later in villages and homes, I talked to women who sewed clothes for a living in order to understand what the work brought them. Guided by their concerns, I learned about the country’s divorce laws, its educational policies, and its changing interpretations of Islam, all of which continue to shape the daily lives of ordinary women. The government barely came up in our conversations, but that absence was significant: By failing to build a competitive manufacturing sector, as other countries have done, the Egyptian government has diminished opportunities for the women who risk so much to work at all.

			No matter how much time I’ve spent in factories, I always feel a thrill when I enter one for the first time. Here, at once, are all its secrets revealed: the closely guarded products and designs, the clients’ names and price tags, the daily production targets and efficiency rates that are written on whiteboards for anyone to see. It takes time and patience to understand the workings of such a place. The factory has its rules and hierarchies, its quarrels and crimes, its private knowledge of who are friends and who are enemies and what’s really going on behind its walls.

			Which is how I ended up writing about the Egyptian village after all.

			

			—

			On a balmy spring morning in 2016, a white minibus belonging to the Delta Textile Factory pulled into the village of Beni Mahdi, which is a half-hour drive south of Minya on the Aswan Western Agricultural Road. Out jumped Mohamed Hanafy Ali, the company’s personnel manager. After him came Fatima Metwally, who ran a local organization that provided job training and other services for women. The two of them looked around—dirt roads, donkey-drawn carts, packs of children heading to or from school.

			Minya and the surrounding villages make up one of the poorest parts of the country, and the region ranks near the bottom in national surveys of income, literacy, and life expectancy. Delta needed six hundred people to work at its new facility in the city’s industrial zone, and it was prepared to pay them well. That seemed like a straightforward equation, except that in Egypt there’s rarely such a thing as an easy math problem.

			“In Upper Egypt, having women work is seen as a mistake,” Mohamed had explained to me. “When a girl gets engaged, her fiancé tells her to stay home, because”—and here he squared his shoulders and puffed out his chest—“ ‘I am a man!’ ”

			Delta executives had posted flyers, placed ads in newspapers, visited local high schools, and contacted churches and organizations that were active around Minya, but recruiting women into a factory in these parts takes a lot more ingenuity than that. One company executive interrogated the waitstaff at Makanik, a fashionable café downtown, about whether they would like to work in the textile industry (“and they’re looking at me like I’m mad”). The company was now venturing into “the backwaters”—farming communities that lay about an hour and a half by car from Minya in every direction—to meet rural women face-to-face and encourage them to give Delta a try.

			I followed Mohamed and Fatima into the front room of a village house. Its four walls were lined with hard benches, where twenty-two women sat squeezed together, along with several toddlers and infants. Fatima, who had been hired by Delta to recruit workers, spoke first.

			“Today I’m here to tell you about a new opportunity,” she said. “I can see in your eyes that you really want to be independent, and work, and earn your own money.” She was tall with blazing brown eyes, the kind of woman who is always in a hurry and brings energy into a room with her. Even the babies in the audience would quiet down and pay attention when she spoke.

			Fatima continued, “When we go down to the villages to look for women to work, we’re aiming to empower women. We want to create an independent life for them. As women, we never feel our independence unless we go out to work. We feel that we have worth and a social community. We have options in life.”

			She outlined the terms of employment. The women would work eight hours each day, with a half-hour break for lunch, six days a week. Their starting salary would be £E700 a month, the equivalent of $80. Delta would provide free transportation and medical insurance.

			Mohamed, who was mild in temperament with pale blue eyes, turned on a laptop and a projector and began showing photographs on one wall of the room. Images of women sitting at modern assembly lines appeared, the figures looking pale and blurry against the rough stone surface.

			“The factory is beautiful,” Fatima narrated, as the women watched and murmured among themselves. “It’s like the factories you see on television. There are chairs, and everything is automated. Everyone has a uniform, and they’re all women, as you see.

			“When you see this in reality,” she continued, “it will be even more beautiful than in the pictures.”

			Mohamed shut off the projector.

			“If a woman has children in the nursery, how can she leave at six-thirty in the morning?” a woman wearing a black hijab edged in gold demanded.

			“Everyone should arrange their lives and manage their timing,” Fatima answered, as several women started a debate about the opening hours of nurseries.

			Do we get paid during the training period?

			What about the treatment? Because some people just treat us badly.

			If a woman doesn’t even know how to thread a needle, will they shout at her?

			What if I’m pregnant and in the sixth month?

			The women asked blunt questions and challenged the company’s policies and talked loudly over one another. The room began to feel hot and close. It was hard to believe that such outspoken women had stayed home their entire adult lives.

			Afterward, I spoke with Nadia Mahmoud, a twenty-one-year-old housewife in a black full-face covering known as the niqab, who had mentioned her pregnancy. Nadia had a three-year-old at home and no work experience, yet she was determined to sign on at Delta. “I’ll try to convince my husband tonight, insha’allah, and then I’ll work until I give birth to my baby,” she told me.

			Not one man from the village attended the meeting, but their presences were felt like ghostly apparitions. Later that day, the women would go home, cook dinner, and make their case for factory employment; the men would fill their bellies, weigh the pros and cons, and decide. It was a good bet that there would be more shouting.

			Fatima called over the din of conversations, “Who agrees to work and will now go home to ask your husbands?” Thirteen women raised their hands.

			A woman wearing a long pink abaya stood up. “I’m leaving now,” she announced. “I’m going to ask my husband and come right back.”

			“Some personal advice from me,” Fatima said. “We don’t just ask our families. We also try to convince them, because this is very important for our existence.”

			Later I asked her, “Do husbands ever get angry at you for stirring up trouble?”

			“Yes,” she said. “I meet men who are very severe: ‘Why are you talking to my wife? Why are you making her more aware? We don’t want our women to work. We want them to stay home.’ ” In such situations, Fatima chose her words carefully, she told me. “We don’t talk to the women about their rights—we try to tackle their needs. We say, ‘You need to earn money to help your husband, to support your family, and to take care of your house.’ ”

			And yet I noticed that when she spoke to the women of Beni Mahdi, Fatima hadn’t taken a pragmatic approach at all. The women faced economic difficulties—that was why they had come—but Fatima had appealed to their emotions. She talked about goals and dreams; she spoke of worth and social community and an independent life. She assumed that these women living in an Upper Egyptian village wanted to get out of the house, to meet new people, and to change their lives.

			The next morning, a white minibus belonging to the Delta Textile Factory pulled into Beni Mahdi again. More than a dozen women got on. Altogether, Fatima Metwally’s organization recruited three hundred women in the villages around Minya to join the workforce at Delta. The company impressed the women as respectable, and the pay was decent, but its main selling point appeared to be its fleet of minibuses—like hermetically sealed containers, these would deliver the women to and from the factory with minimal risk of contamination. Through this sleight of hand, the women could work in the outside world without coming into contact with it. If the conditions are right, as the economist Ragui Assaad told me, women will work in droves.

			

			—

			In a country where people often run late, sleep through breakfast, and eat lunch around dinnertime, the Delta Textile Factory had an optimistic timetable. It had just built a $2.5 million state-of-the-art manufacturing facility in an industrial zone outside Minya. The company wanted to have six hundred fully trained workers by the middle of 2016, and to have them reach global standards of efficiency within the following twelve months. Most of the recruits would be women from farming villages who had never worked outside the home; a quarter were illiterate. And the mid-2016 deadline fell smack in the middle of the month of Ramadan, when women are expected to stay home to cook, clean, and spend time with their families.

			“I’m expecting that one-third of the workforce won’t be here the first week,” Kevin Meyer announced in early June, one day before the start of the holiday. He’s a black South African man in his forties with close-cropped hair, sharp cheekbones, and an air of suppressed energy beneath his button-down shirt and khakis. The Delta factory had ten assembly lines when he arrived a few months earlier to oversee its expansion; now it had twenty-two. On a calendar taped to the wall, the date June 30 was circled, accompanied by a message written in bold block letters: 30 lines to be completed.

			“We’ve basically doubled the factory,” Meyer said, “and now we need to do it again.” He had never scaled up a facility so fast. “In all my years of helping factories build, it is completely abnormal.”

			Mohamed Hanafy Ali, the personnel manager, cracked open the office door and said something I didn’t catch.

			“What the fuck are they thinking?” Meyer exploded. “They’ve just set me back two weeks!” Four of the six instructors he’d hired from Cairo to instill professionalism in his new work staff had not shown up that day. Nor had they bothered to call in.

			He thought about it, weighed his options (“I’m not going to treat them like children”), and decided to dock the missing days from the employees’ pay. “In other factories, there would be punitive measures,” he told me, calm and buttoned down again. “But our company policy is about giving chances.”

			Making boxers and briefs may not seem particularly high-minded, but Delta is here in part for idealistic reasons. The company, which manufactures clothing and underwear for brands such as Tommy Hilfiger and Calvin Klein, established its first plant in Egypt in 1996 in a Cairo industrial zone. That was a political act: Delta is owned by an Israeli American businessman and based in Tel Aviv, and the investment was a gesture of Arab-Israeli friendship. Through the years, the investment has grown into six factories in which knitting, dyeing, cutting, and sewing are coordinated in a vertically integrated operation. But building friendship is harder. Although Egypt signed a peace treaty with Israel in 1979, most ordinary citizens are opposed to the country’s existence, and anti-Semitism is widespread. Delta’s Egyptian branch plays down its Jewish parentage, and its employees don’t know who owns it. Or so I’ve been told by the management, which allowed me to report in its factories, interview workers, trail supervisors, poke around storerooms, and sit in on training sessions where corporate secrets were divulged, on the condition that I never talk to its employees about who owned the company.

			Delta’s expansion is also based on cold hard calculation. Where other investors look at Egypt and see corruption and inefficiency, Delta focuses on a different metric: The country has one of the lowest-paid workforces in the world. Making a T-shirt in Minya, for example, costs one-third of what it would in China, and it’s also less than in places like Indonesia and Sri Lanka. Thanks to Egypt’s web of free trade agreements, plus the luck of geography, manufacturers enjoy quicker and cheaper access to markets in the United States and Europe than their Asian rivals. And Delta can draw on two decades’ experience in the country, plus generous local government support, to help build its Minya operation. “We’ve got an advantage on tax, we’ve got an advantage on labor costs, and we have a bigger pool of people to pull from,” Ian Ross, the CEO of Delta Textile Egypt, told me. “It’s not as stupid as everybody thinks.”

			One day that spring, I sat in on an orientation for new hires. The women sat at long tables in the factory canteen divided by village of origin, like high school cliques at lunchtime. A bored-looking young man from Personnel rattled off the rules.

			You need to be at the bus stop five minutes before the bus arrives. If you’re at home eating a sandwich, the bus won’t wait for you.

			If someone is absent for two days, we’ll cut a hundred pounds from her salary.

			In the production area, training starts from the simplest things—the parts of a sewing machine, how to thread a needle. A supervisor named Mahmoud demonstrated how to move the machine’s needle up and down by pressing the foot pedal.

			“You have to watch the needle, and put your hands like this,” he told a young woman, as he placed his palms flat on either side of the needle plate. “Are you ready?”

			“Just stay with me,” she replied tensely. She sat down and pressed with her foot. The needle jumped up and down violently, like a tiny jackhammer.

			“No, like this.” He sat down at the machine again.

			The next step would be to sew straight lines on a piece of cloth; a trainee might complete fifty rectangles before moving on. “We’ve been told to be patient and let them take as long as they need,” Mahmoud told me. Eventually, the recruits would know where they stood. Those with the most basic sewing skills would be assigned to the Singer single-stitch machine, and from there the hierarchy ascended to the Overlock, the Juki, the triple-stitch, the Flat Lock, and finally the elastic, which was the most difficult machine on the floor.

			Most of the new employees sat in chairs lined up against the walls, like basketball subs waiting on the bench. Delta was hiring workers so fast that it didn’t have the capacity to train everyone at once.

			I spoke with one of these women, whose name was Hind Hassan. She sat with her hands clasped in her lap and wore heavy layers of black, like a grandmother in an old Italian movie. I was surprised to learn she was only thirty.

			“I want to work to buy things for my marriage,” she told me. Her parents were in their seventies and she had six older siblings, all of them married. Hind rarely left home and had never gone to school—“I don’t know how to write my name”—but what she did know, down to the last ersh, or Egyptian cent, was how much money she needed to get married. The bride’s side had to contribute £E40,000, and the groom—whoever he might be, because he didn’t exist yet—would pay another £E30,000 for an apartment, furniture, and gold jewelry.

			I showed Hind photos of my twin daughters, who had just turned six. She glanced at them.

			“You should have two more children—boys. Boys are better than girls.”

			I put the pictures away. “I like my girls fine, and I have to work, so I don’t want to have more children.”

			“Boys are better. You should have two more,” Hind repeated, as if I hadn’t spoken.

			A fly buzzed around us and occasionally settled on her cheek or the edge of her lip, but she didn’t brush it away with her hand. Her obstinacy was starting to bother me. That and her passivity—Please smack that fly!—although a woman who went into a factory to earn £E40,000 for marriage could hardly be called passive.

			“Have two more boys, okay?” she said one last time. “It’s settled, then?”

			Delta’s biggest challenge is teaching women like Hind, who often have poor education and no work experience, how to function in a global workplace. Many of these new hires have little contact with women outside their families, let alone with men they don’t know. They operate on village time: The bus won’t wait for you. Following set schedules, obeying bosses, handling conflicts with strangers—these are new experiences for them. Kevin Meyer was struggling to find female supervisors, he told me, because the women were so accustomed to deferring to their husbands that they hesitated to make decisions on their own.

			“If there’s a problem in the family, it’s easy to solve because the father has the last word,” Fatima Metwally, the recruiter for Delta, told me. “But the factory and the world don’t work that way. For the girls, the easiest solution is always to leave this environment and run away.”

			Women quit the factory for the flimsiest of reasons, and Delta executives were frustrated that they didn’t see a future for themselves in the industry. In rural India, Meyer once built up a clothing factory from twenty-five hundred to six thousand employees in a year and a half. “We recruited from rice paddies, people doing vegetable farming, people who had never seen a white person before.” The women became productive workers, and some of them later went into business for themselves. Two female industrial engineers he’d trained set up their own consulting firm; another young woman sat in on merchandising meetings in her spare time and landed a senior position at Adidas. Ordinary workers saved up money to buy sewing machines and sell saris in their villages. In China, Delta Egypt’s Ian Ross told me, some of the most impressive entrepreneurs he knew were women who had come from humble beginnings. But in Egypt—nothing.

			It wasn’t because the women lacked talent or drive. “Female workers are better than men. Seriously,” Ross said one day, with characteristic bluntness, when we talked in the factory’s conference room. “The men here believe that they can just go for a smoke, get a drink of coffee, that they don’t have to do anything—gosh, the women even have to bring them lunch. It’s very, very Victorian.”

			He noticed me laughing and stopped. “Don’t you think so?”

			“Oh, yes.”

			Ross was a native of Manchester, and he had bright blue eyes and an air of canny shrewdness. He had grown up in the textile trade. He quit school at fifteen to operate a sewing machine, and he worked his way up to the corner office of an international corporation without ever losing the instincts of a factory foreman. He spent his days on his feet, moving from the production floor to the cutting room to the warehouse and back again and taking note of talent wherever he found it (“I’m a great believer that there’s intelligence everywhere, it’s just how you bring it out and use it”).

			He noticed that Egyptian women took the jobs that men considered beneath them. They worked harder and endured more. He admired their grit. “I like people who fight their way through the world, and I like strong characters.”

			On his rounds in the Minya factory, Ross made a point of praising women workers in front of their bosses. He planned to recruit them into the cutting room—it was one of the few departments inside Delta that was all-male, for no other reason than that it had always been that way. The factory’s top positions were all occupied by men, and he wanted to change that, too. A couple of weeks before Ramadan, Ross and his executives met and decided they would promote a woman from within the company’s ranks into management, and she would be a local resident—the first female production manager in Upper Egypt. Through this act, they hoped to encourage all the other women in the factory to stay and to set ambitious goals for themselves.

			“We have to make money, but we’d also like to develop women so they become stronger within their communities,” Ross told me. “I don’t know whether that’s achievable in Egypt, especially rural Egypt. But it would be a nice tick in the box, wouldn’t it?”

			Maybe it was because the factory felt like a microcosm of the world outside, but I had met many factory managers who thought the way Ross did. At first he was there to produce goods and make a profit. Then he made a simple and surprising observation: Female workers are better than men. And he set about trying to reform the society in which they lived.

			

			—

			Two days after I met Rania, I returned to the Delta plant. It was the second day of Ramadan; for the entire month, workers would be laboring without food or water for seven and a half hours straight. The women wore long sleeves and long dresses, undershirts and overshirts, headscarves that wrapped under their chins or draped down their torsos, on a production floor that felt like a Finnish steam bath. It was the first week of June, and the temperature outside was forecast to reach a hundred and nine degrees.

			As a test of her management abilities—on top of the challenges of a Ramadan at the height of summer—Rania had been asked to oversee a second production line along with her own. At 7:30 a.m. sharp, she walked rapidly up and down her two lines clapping her hands, like a teacher calling students to attention. A large sign on the wall proclaimed:

			Happy Girls [image: ]

			Happy Garments

			Rania hugged one worker, kissed another on the cheek, and playfully boxed the ears of a young woman who was staring into space. “Where is Aida? Let’s go. Yella!” The soft whirr of sewing machines started against the deep thrum of the ventilation system and the drone of Quranic verses over a loudspeaker.

			Rania was trying out a new worker—a young deaf woman, also named Rania, who had just finished two weeks’ training on the elastic machine. This Rania had a slender face and long-lashed dark eyes that were perpetually downcast, like a bashful puppy’s. She conveyed in pantomime that she wanted to trade her orange trainee’s smock for the white one of a regular worker. Rania promised to get her one.

			At 8:14 a.m., Rania reminded an employee that the seam on a pair of boxers must fall exactly in the middle of the waistband, so that the two legs matched. She sat down at the deaf worker’s machine to demonstrate. The junior Rania screwed up her face, signaling that she didn’t like the pressures of working on the regular line.

			At 8:30 a.m., a woman named Zizi came up to Rania and asked to be switched over to her team. “She motivates girls and makes them produce a lot of work,” Zizi told me. “It’s good to see her face in the morning.” Rania agreed to make the change.

			At 8:52 a.m., the first casualty of the day: A worker fainted. The young woman leaned back in a chair on the side of the production floor, surrounded by a gaggle of excited co-workers. When Rania arrived, tears were trickling out of the woman’s eyes. Rania wiped them away with the edge of her headscarf.

			“Come on, you’re scaring me,” she whispered, as someone fanned the woman with a production calendar.

			The worker was upset because she had recently been transferred off Rania’s line to work under a different supervisor. Her fainting spell—possibly faked—was a dramatic bid to reverse the factory’s decision.

			At 9:11 a.m., Rania took her stopwatch out of her pocket and checked it. The deaf Rania had expressed that she was unhappy because she couldn’t keep up with the worker next to her. She struck me as a demanding employee, but Rania took it in stride. She went over to the young woman’s station, folded a pair of boxers in half to make sure that the two legs matched, and nodded her approval.

			At 9:16 a.m., Zizi returned to her original line because her transfer had upset another worker, but she asked Rania to talk to her supervisor to make sure she was treated well. Rania promised that she would.

			At 9:30 a.m., Rania went upstairs for the morning meeting and received her target for the day: six hundred pairs of boxer shorts. The supervisors spoke back and forth—about production targets, pieces, people—in such rapid-fire bursts that I couldn’t keep track of who or what they were talking about.

			Today I need you to produce five hundred. Can you do that?

			Yes, but I’ll need help.

			What about Doaa? Can you still work with her?

			Doaa should produce six hundred pieces.

			Does Fatima produce six hundred pieces per day?

			We need her too much right now, but sooner or later we’ll probably need to fire her.

			At 10:31 a.m., back down on the floor, Rania was approached by a tearful woman in a long black abaya.

			“Why are you crying?” Rania asked. “Did someone upset you?”

			“I’m tired.”

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I’m tired.”

			At 10:40 a.m., the second casualty—another woman splayed out in her chair, apparently unconscious. Once again, it was unclear what caused the fainting—the heat or a management decision. And once again the ritualistic theater played out: the gathering of co-workers, the tears and hugs, the promise that the woman would be switched to the line she wanted.

			In the course of the morning, Rania headed off other potential disasters. She spotted a worker who was about to mix up the fabric tapes from two different orders—one was a dark gray, the other matte black—and alerted her to it. She searched all over the factory for a thousand missing barcode tags that had been separated from their work bundles. She puzzled over the legs on a pair of teal Tommy John–brand boxer shorts: Why weren’t they matching up? Rania first blamed the worker but later decided that the mistake was made by the cutting department—a tiny discrepancy in measurement that the woman operating the sewing machine was supposed to notice, and fix.

			As I followed Rania around the factory that morning—often at a jog, as she checked in on problem stations with quick, darting movements—I learned that sewing garments in an Egyptian factory isn’t an exact science. There’s always a piece of fabric that someone has cut imprecisely and someone else has to fix on the fly, or a tag that was left out, or a piece of equipment that wasn’t properly cleaned. A worker may be pregnant, or perhaps she feels ill, or she just had a fight with her husband, any of which could reduce her daily efficiency in ways a whiteboard could never explain. A good supervisor adjusts for these flaws in the system and makes the best of the materials she’s given.

			On a Chinese factory floor, the operating procedure is straightforward: Bosses instruct and workers obey. I never saw an assembly line worker faint, whether for real or passive-aggressive purposes. Chinese employees don’t hug or kiss each other or burst into tears in the course of an ordinary workday. The work at Delta, though, depended on a web of personal exchanges in which power relations were sometimes turned upside down. Supervisors engaged in negotiations or called in favors to get tasks done; workers complied out of loyalty or refused from spite. The fainting spells, the shouting matches, the crying, the outpourings of emotion—these were the traditional tools that women used in family settings in which they had little power, imported into a modern factory. Rania often said that the key to motivating workers was to win their love. After I spent a day with her on the production floor, I understood what she meant.

			At 11 a.m., she realized that her line was falling behind because her best elastic sewer was on vacation; the Ramadan exodus had begun. Rania decided to ask a woman named Doaa to fill in on the elastic machine for a couple of days. Doaa, a tall woman with a peevish expression, had recently been named a trainee supervisor and did not like the idea of being demoted, even for two days, to sew elastic.

			“Okay, I’ll do it,” she said. “But I have to sit at a machine that I like.”

			“Watch this,” Rania said to me, quietly. “Now she’ll be very demanding. I have to be very patient with her.”

			Doaa took a leisurely tour around the factory floor, while Rania, my translator, Amira, and I trailed behind her like royal attendants. She tested seven or eight different elastic machines and shook her head after each one. Following this extended performance, Doaa agreed to work at the first machine she had tried, which was on Rania’s line.

			At 12:57 p.m., Rania sat down in a chair behind Doaa, helping pluck out stitches on pieces that needed to be redone. She didn’t have to—she was the supervisor, after all—but this was how she expressed her gratitude to Doaa. It seemed unlikely now that the line would meet its target, and Rania would lose the top efficiency rating she’d held the previous month.

			I left the factory around two. The working day wasn’t over yet, but I was exhausted. The deep-throated hum of the air-cooling system makes every conversation harder than it needs to be. The noise of the factory throbs and eventually settles in your brain, as intimate as a headache.

			Rania was still sitting behind Doaa when I went to say goodbye. I asked her what her plans were. “I’ll try to unpick all these mistakes today, so tomorrow we can start fresh,” she said. I left her sitting bent over a piece of fabric, patiently undoing the errors that had been made by others.

			

			—

			Among garment industry executives, Egypt is considered one of the toughest places to do business. “It’s because of the people,” Ian Ross said. “They’re so stubborn, and they refuse to change, and they have an opinion about everything.”

			He went on, “Example: Two people can crash a car in the middle of Cairo, and within five minutes there’s a hundred people who have an opinion about it, whose fault it is, how it happened, what should happen next, who should be blamed, okay? The workforce here is difficult.”

			Every factory owner I met—male or female, Egyptian or foreign—said pretty much the same thing.

			Bahia Nazim, owner of a factory in Alexandria that makes baby clothes and bed linens: “No workers: That’s our biggest problem. People don’t like to work. The Egyptian worker is talking on the phone all the time, or going to the bathroom, or going off to pray. They’re masters of wasting time.”

			Hani Ibrahim, owner of a fruit and vegetable packing business in the Nile Delta: “The men may work two days a week, or they go to the ahwa”—that was the local coffeehouse—“or they’re on drugs. Maybe it’s the nature of Egyptian men: They don’t want to work.”

			Samah El-Sayyid, co-owner of a children’s clothing factory outside Alexandria: “The worst thing in this industry are the workers. Please bring me some from China!”

			Many owners blamed the poor workplace culture on former president Nasser. In the early 1960s, his program of sweeping nationalizations had put much of the country’s economic assets under government control. At a stroke, everyone from bank presidents to machine operators became civil servants, with guaranteed lifetime employment. Wages were no longer tied to productivity; they simply rose with the cost of living. High school and college graduates were allocated jobs in the state sector, and it became almost impossible to fire anyone.

			Even though Nasser-style socialism didn’t last long—his successor, Anwar Sadat, shifted the economy in a capitalist direction—workers continue to pine for the generous terms of employment that were set during his era. Employees frequently behave as if the power balance is still in their favor, and their bosses submit to this view. Several factory managers told me they were afraid to ban mobile phones from their production floors, for example, because their workers would leave en masse. One woman told me that her place of work was “like a prison” because she couldn’t chat with her husband whenever she wanted (she quit the factory soon after). Nasser may be a hero to the working man, but he’s also the bogeyman who haunts any discussion about what’s wrong with the Egyptian economy today. “The entire economic catastrophe was created under Nasser,” the chairman of a cotton trading company told me. “And we’re suffering from these policies to this day.”

			In his book Shop Floor Culture and Politics in Egypt, the political scientist Samer S. Shehata describes the workplace dynamics inside two state-owned textile factories near Alexandria, where he worked as a winding machine operator in the late 1990s as part of his research. Shehata discovered ingenuity in all the wrong places. Employees prepared and ate their meals right next to the machines, “refashion[ing] old blades taken from machine tools into makeshift knives, which they use to cut up tomatoes, onions, and other vegetables,” Shehata wrote. They manipulated the manufacturing process so they could work less. The typical workday had an unseemly number of breaks and interruptions that included breakfast, morning tea, midmorning tea, noon prayer, lunch, and final tea. One mechanic whose job was to repair broken machines spent much of the day walking idly from place to place with the apparent goal of never doing anything. The men—they were all men—had a catalog of ways to undermine their employers. They included “sabotage…pilfering, evasion and escape, shirking, forgery, subversive speech, generalized indiscipline, and the violation of factory rules.”

			Nowadays, most of the garment industry is private, but the lax management and low expectations that marked the state-enterprise era have persisted. A USAID study of Egyptian clothing manufacturers found disorganized sewing and cutting rooms, high worker absenteeism and turnover, and inadequate training. Egypt’s clothing exports could increase by between 20 and 40 percent, the report said, if its factories were better organized. In a World Economic Forum survey of one hundred forty-one countries, Egypt ranked near the bottom for the quality of its vocational training and the skills of graduates.

			At Delta, Kevin Meyer was surprised to meet workers who were unable to tell their right hand from their left and industrial engineering applicants who couldn’t do basic arithmetic. “In other markets, I wouldn’t have accepted any of the graduates that I’ve taken here,” he told me. The company lowered its disciplinary standards and made a conscious decision not to fire anyone. Actions that should lead to a worker’s termination—an unexplained ten-day absence, low productivity lasting for weeks on end—were excused. Meyer was blunt about his reasons: “We don’t have replacements.”

			Yet the same executives who criticized the entrenched habits of male workers praised their female employees. Most of the women had never worked before—but when they were challenged to learn new skills and meet exacting standards, they often thrived. Hani Kassis, the chief executive officer of a company called Mintra that makes stationery and plastic products, said his factory’s female workers were more dedicated than the men, with half the turnover rate.

			“We don’t like the men!” he told me, half-jokingly. “They have a lot more options. If a man goes to any factory, he’ll be accepted. The women don’t have that opportunity.” It wasn’t that surprising: In a society with few opportunities for women, they must work harder in order to prove themselves.

			“It’s a richness that nobody sees here,” Hani continued. “The problem is with the thinking of men. Male factory owners assume that women don’t want to work in the factory, but I don’t think that’s true.”

			The Bishara Textile and Garment Manufacturing Company, one of the country’s largest makers of apparel, took that faith in female workers to its logical conclusion. In 2009, the company recruited women from farming areas, brought them hundreds of miles to its Cairo factory, trained them to sew, and housed them in specially built dormitories. The Bishara group eventually employed around a hundred fifty female workers from the Nile Delta and Upper Egypt.

			“It was very, very successful,” Medhat Kamal, the factory’s human resources manager, told me. Compared with women who had to commute two hours to and from the factory each day, the migrants “came early and worked all day. They were more productive, they were more dedicated, and they had fewer absences.” Just like that, a radical idea became ordinary. Young women traveled from their villages to Cairo, worked on assembly lines, lived in dorms, and went home once a month to see their families, and the world didn’t end. The program didn’t last long, though. During the 2011 revolution, the women left—not because they were unhappy with their jobs, but because their families pressured them to return home during the political unrest. After that, the Bishara company lost its contacts in the rural villages and never resumed its pioneering experiment in female migration.

			For anyone who was paying attention, it was clear that Egypt was wasting a tremendous amount of its potential. If an employer took the time to recruit and train women, they would work hard and excel at what they did, and they would be loyal. “They’re perfect,” Hani Kassis told me. “They are the best workers on earth. But you need good management. If you control those processes well, we can be the best society on earth.”

			

			—

			After I watched Rania’s hectic day on the factory floor, I thought her line must have missed its production target. When my translator, Amira, and I spoke with her on the phone a couple of weeks later, though, we were surprised. Rania had sewn on the elastic machine herself for most of the afternoon, in order to get production back on track. Then she asked her line to stay two hours past closing that evening—that was another negotiation, since supervisors couldn’t order anyone to work overtime. The workers met their target of six hundred pairs of boxer shorts, and Rania maintained her status as the number one supervisor in the Delta factory for one more day.

			I asked her why that goal mattered so much to her.

			“For the past month, we’ve been the best production line in the factory,” she said. “So we didn’t want to be beaten by someone who wasn’t as good as us.”

			To an outsider, assembly line labor looks like drudgery. The details of the products blend together, and every day is more or less the same. Rania didn’t see it that way. To her, every day was specific and meaningful; weeks later, she could still remember how many pairs of boxer shorts she had been required to produce on a certain day, or which of her workers had been absent, or what crises she had met and managed. It was staying home with little to do that made the days blend together and lose their meaning. To join the working world was to measure out time in increments, but also to become more aware of its value. “If a day goes by, I can’t make it up,” Rania told me. “So each day is really precious.”
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			Starting from Zero

			Riham Mohamed Galal Seif El-Din remembers when the Egyptian garment industry was something to be proud of. The big state-owned factories that had been set up under Nasser employed thousands of people in cavernous production halls. They ran their own training centers and sent engineers to France, Germany, and Italy to study innovations in dyeing and fabrics. Their workers played on the company soccer team, frequented the company social club, and made the Umrah pilgrimage to Mecca on a company subsidy. A job in one of these places brought a good income, prestige, bonuses, and vacations. “It was a big opportunity,” Riham remembers, “a dream come true.” Her father and grandfather had come of age in this world, and from her earliest days Riham dreamed of joining them, even though she was a girl.

			Egyptian cotton was the finest in the world, and it had dominated the country’s exports for much of the past century. In old age, an Egyptian textile manufacturer named Louis Bishara would recall the exotic names of the cotton varieties he knew as a child: There were Karnak and Menoufi, Zagora and Sakellarides and Beheira. The landowners of the late nineteenth century spawned a powerful national mythology: of the cotton barons whose mansions lined the seaside Corniche in Alexandria, or the speculator who took his life when the market went the wrong way. As in the American South, cotton created unimaginable wealth and a distinctive idea about how to live well, as the sociologist Mona Abaza describes in her memoir, The Cotton Plantation Remembered:

			
				Cotton enabled upwardly mobile nineteenth-century landowners to [build] magnificent mansions designed by European architects in the countryside…. Cotton paid for the maintenance of conspicuous, lavish western lifestyles, the purchase of fashionable western drawing-room furniture, Aubussons, Gobelins, pianos, chinaware and European paintings…. Cotton led naturally to the transfer of fat surpluses into bank accounts in Switzerland, enjoyment of the cures of Baden-Baden, boasts of shopping in Paris and London, and the employment of French, Italian, English, or German nannies for the children.

			

			In the countryside, cotton production was the soundtrack of daily life: the clack of the weaver at his loom, the yodeling of women picking the crop at harvest time. “You would wake up one morning and all the fields would have turned white,” a journalist who grew up in a village outside Minya remembered.

			The hub of the trade was Alexandria, which was home to the oldest cotton futures market in the world. Riham’s grandfather set up a factory downtown in 1944 to weave fabric and sew underwear. The Seif El-Din Company for Industry and Commerce grew into a vertically integrated operation with a hundred fifty employees across two factories who knitted and dyed fabric and sewed clothes for export. When Riham graduated from college in 2000, she joined the firm alongside her father, uncle, brother, and five cousins.

			In 2015, when I met her, Riham was running her own clothing factory with seventeen employees in the Merghem Industrial Zone. It was
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