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Introduction

Muhammad Bouazizi, a young man who lacked affiliation with any political party, much less an 

Islamic party, has been called the Martyr, the Shahid, and his immolation has been considered the 

trigger  element  behind the  “Arab Spring”.  In  the  streets  of  Tunis,  his  image  stands  framed  in 

Koranic verses with this title: Shahid Muhammad Bouazizi Sharara min al-Intifada Mubaraka.

In this simple phrase we find the definition, not an Orientalist definition one as Edward Said would 

have said,  of the so-called “Arab Uprising” or “Arab Spring”. But this  simple definition,  to be 

accepted as valid, needs an accurate analysis of the two terms that are intrinsically related to each 

other and that can help us to better explain the real nature of these uprisings.

The term Intifada comes from the Arab root “n-f-d” which when vocalized is pronounced nafada. 

Translated into English, this term can have several meanings: to shake / shake something, break free 

from something, or even recover from an illness. If yesterday the disease for the Palestinians was 

represented by the Israeli  occupying forces, can we now define the Intifada movement,  born in 

Tunisia and Egypt, as a cure for the authoritarian syndrome, by using the terminology proposed by 

Professor Nadine Picaoudou, that for decades made this region appear hopelessly ill and suffering? 

Is it possible to compare the Arab current uprisings of  to the Palestinian intifada in 1987 for a kind 

of spirit, motivation and manner in which they were born? What are the causes and motivations that 

drive today's Arab populations to revolt against their rulers and conversly, what urged did push the 

Palestinians, in the '80s, to rise up against Israeli forces? Can we also define these broad shared 

mass  movements  with  the  Arabic  word  “Intifada”  or  must  we seek  a  different  wording to  be 

appropriated in a manner best suited to the revolts in Egypt and Tunisia? To answer these questions, 

it is important to examine the context.  Regarding the term shahid,  it brings to mind the Islamic 

religion and it is possible to note as  it has been used to identify those who have fallen since 25 

January 2011 to demand their rights although the revolt has not emanated from Islamist parties.

Here, then, Bouazizi becomes the fil rouge that unites the religion to the popular uprisings, which 
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are not completely characterized by an Islamic nature. This could be considered as an important fact 

if  we  consider the  results of  elections  in Egypt  and Tunisia,  where the  Islamist  parties  have 

achieved remarkable levels of popular support. This success stems from factors that are obviously 

different between them, but is it worth emphasizing as there are some elements in the definition of 

Intifada that might help us to understand, even partially, the subsequent rise of Islam.

The significance of the term Intifada

First of all, we should try to understand why in the Arab world, through its media or through the 

voice of its major exponents, the uprisings have been defined both in Egypt and Tunisia as Intifada. 

Until  now the  term  Intifada has  been  generally  used primarily referring  to the  two  dramatic 

experiences  of Palestinians  in 1987 and 2000. However,  recently some major thinkers,  such as 

Yusuf al-Qaradawi and the leader  of al-Nahda in Tunisia  Rashid Ghannouchi,  recently defined 

respectively the process as a rebellious Intifada Masriyya Mubaraka and a Young Tunisian Intifada. 

This may be because the term Intifada has acquired a trans-historical meaning. Intifada has become 

a  term  that  perhaps  in  the  Arab  states  indicates certain  events  that  share  certain common 

characteristics. They are as follows:

1 – Young people represent the core of the uprisings

Within the Occupied Palestinian Territories in 1987, roughly 70% of the population was under the 

age of 24. In Egypt, during 2011, half of the population was under the age of 25 whereas in Tunisia, 

54.3% of the population is less than 30 years old. The title of a Le Monde article dated January 7th, 

2011 implies an argument that is not obviously the case – Le chômage des diplômés, moteur de la  

révolte  tunisienne1.  According to  the sources  of  Le Monde, in  2008 the unemployment  rate  in 

Tunisia was around 14%, whereas the unemployment rate among youth between 18 and 29 years 

old was three times bigger that number. On the one hand, on February 7th 2011 The Economist 

1http://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2011/01/07/le-chomage-des-diplomes-moteur-de-la-revolte-  
tunisienne_1462244_3212.html
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reported that the Egyptian youth-unemployment rate was currently about 25%2. On the other hand, 

official sources recounted less drastic and less significant data,  presenting an unemployment rate 

around 11.9%. In order to better understand how close these two young generations are, a passage 

from Jim Lederman article published in Autumn 1998 on Foreign Policy is worth quoting in full: 

The young Palestinians perceive not only an inability to direct their own futures but also the ongoing 
breakdown of the most basic survival mechanisms used by their elders for at least two generations.  
Those mutually supportive mechanisms,  which combine  advanced education and free  movement 
with traditional social rights, the protection offered by extended families and clans, and norms of  
property holding and local leadership, once provided Palestinians with a workable social safety net.  
In recent years, however, this fine web has come apart3. 

Interestingly, if we try to substitute the term Palestinian with the term Egyptian or Tunisian, the 

meaning of this quotation would retain its significance and the article of Lederman could be easily 

published in Foreign Policy Magazine on 25 January 2011. 

2 – Unpredictable nature of the revolt

If we accept the Libyan case or if we cannot take into account the current situation in Syria, we can 

affirm without any reasonable doubt that in Egypt and in Tunisia the uprising process was truly 

spontaneous without foreign intervention. But how can we explain why these revolts erupted right 

now? If it is generally true that the conditions for a full-scale revolt in the Arab countries were 

favourable, nevertheless it remains almost impossible to accurately predict the timing on when the 

rebellion would have happened. As Khaled Hroub argued: “The Intifada of 1987 was not provoked 

by a singular particular event, it was instead the result of a long accumulation of sufferance”. This 

unpredictable nature depends largely on the character of the uprising which has been originated and 

developed in history without any indication of a predetermined time and without any element that 

allows us to predict the outbreak, and sometimes even its evolution. Moreover, in  the Palestinian 

Territories of 1987 it is possible to observe the same current scenario with the political parties that 

at the beginning remained surprised by the eruption of the uprisings and only after the fact decided 

to enter into the game. Once inside the revolt process, they tried to drive its building structure in 

order to direct the revolt toward their agenda and this was valid for the Intifada of 1987 like today 

2 http://www.economist.com/blogs/schumpeter/2011/02/youth_unemployment 
3 Jim Lederman, Dateline West Bank: Interpreting the Intifada,  Foreign Policy, No. 72 (Autumn, 1988), pp. 230-231.
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with the Egyptian or Tunisian experiences. 

3 – Poor economic conditions

As in 1987 Israel was, conscientiously or not, a term of reference for the citizens of the Palestinian  

Occupied Territories, who were aware of the different and richer conditions that the Israeli citizens 

benefited,  in the same way the youth of Tahrir square know and discover, through internet and 

social networks, the freedom and the wealth of the “others”.  For instance, it refers to that kind of 

freedom of choosing the ruling class whose European citizens can benefit in their respective states. 

In an article of Comparative Politics of 1994 we find that [From 1967] the majority of Palestinian  

migrant  workers  commuted  daily  to  Israel,  where  they  encountered  new  levels  of  economic  

prosperity and social and political liberties4. For the Egyptians and Tunisians  who in these years 

have had the opportunity to observe the economical  gap which divided them from the Western 

countries  or  from  other  more  wealthiest  and  developed  Arabic  countries,  it  has  not  been  so 

different.

4 – Transversal participation of the society

These youth with a very high educational level, but without a job, have represented the real core of 

the protests, of the uprisings, of the Intifada. However, similar to the Palestinian Intifada in 1987, 

the current revolts are not only composed of youth, but of all segments of society. The Intifada has 

involved the Arab society (Egyptian, Tunisian or Palestinian) in a comprehensive way. The current 

revolts in Egypt and Tunisia saw the participation of all social classes  as well as in the '80s  the 

Intifada saw the involvement of the entire Palestinian society as a whole. A circumstance that is so 

important today and  that  is among the main reasons that prevented the Palestinian society to rise 

against an unsustainable status quo where they have lived since the end of the Second Intifada.

The Palestinians didn’t know, or perhaps they did not want to know, how to overcome the persistent 

4 Erika  G.  Alin  (Review  by),  Dynamics  of  the  Palestinian  Uprising:  An  Assessment  of  Causes,  Character,  and  
ConsequencesEchoes of the Intifada: Regional Repercussions of the Palestinian-Israeli Conflict by RexBrynen; The  
Intifada: Its Impact on Israel, the Arab World,  and the Superpowers by RobertO. Freedman; Behind the Intifada:  
Labor and Women's Movements in the Occupied Territoriesby Joost R. Hiltermann; The Palestinians: New Directions  
by  Michael  C.  Hudson;  ThePalestinian Uprising:  A War  by  Other  Means  by  F.  Robert  Hunter;  …,  Comparative 
Politics, Vol. 26, No. 4 (Jul., 1994), pp. 479-498, p. 482.
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differences  related  to  clan  loyalties,  increasing  divisions  between  refugees  and  non-refugees, 

secular versus Islamic ideologies, and the Fatah-Hamas struggle – all of which are probably the 

final sum of these internal divisions.

5 – Nonviolence

The new Intifada and the old Palestinian revolt have also in common a a conception of nonviolence. 

As the French professor Aude Signoles argued, “The first Intifada is characterized by the adoption  

of a strategy of nonviolent resistance, but none the less active against the occupier [...] The first  

Intifada  has  long  been  a  mass  movement  with  peaceful  methods5”.  Today,  like  yesterday,  the 

strategy of protest is based on the civil disobedience, on masses rallies, on general strikes and on 

boycotting taxes. In Tunisia and in Egypt, differently from Syria and Libya,  we can not  find the 

creation of a national liberation army, sustained by Europe or the United States,  which engaged a 

real war, sometimes something very close to a civil war, with the regular forces of the government. 

Differently from the Syrian and Libyan events, no national liberation army sustained by Europe or 

US has been created or has been involved in a real war and no civil war exploded as a consequence 

of a struggle against the regular forces of the government. 

The role of Islam during and after the outbreak of the Intifada

As Laleh Khalili observed in His Heroes and Martyrs of Palestine, 

“Both Islamists and secularists emphasize the act of injustice which result in martyrdom, such that 
activity  of  the  oppressor  or  enemy which results  in  the  death of  a  Palestinian,  transforms that 
potential senseless death into a redemptive self-sacrifice for the nation”.

If  we replaced the word Palestinian  with the one of  Muhammad Bouazizi,  the meaning of  the 

sentence  would remain  practically  unchanged  and it  could easily be related to  the most  recent 

Tunisian experience, rather than the Palestinian one. The martyr, according to Khalili, is indeed a 

"rhetorical device of mobilization" for all  political  forces. This is particularly  evident in a  very 

5 Ibid., p. 17. 
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significative message released on 15th January 2011 by the 6th April Youth Movement Referring to 

the recent Tunisian experience, the 6th April Movement,  which is certainly not an Islamist party, 

observed that: "If Bouazizi moved the Tunisian people, we have Bilal and Khaled Said and dozens 

of  victims  of  torture  in  police  stations,  and  thousands  of  martyrs  who  were  assassinated  by 

Mubarak's  authoritarian  regime  in  Egypt.  We call  upon all  the  Egyptians  to  benefit  from this 

honourable experience".

However, I  would  add, the three radicals that make up the Arabic term shahid (شهد) immediately 

recall  the  definition  of  shahada  which  in  Arabic  means  the  testimony  of  their  faith  of  Islam. 

Inherently The  Arabic  language  and  Islamic  religion  appear  as  complementary  and  mutually 

reinforcing concepts and, according to James Coffman, they even seem to be inseparable property 

of a single cultural background.

The continued use of the term shahid along all the religious corollary that inevitably accompanies 

the concept  of martyrdom,  has played unequivocally in favour  of Islamist political  forces.

Although Islam has been absent from the beginning of the uprisings that erupted and although it 

was entirely beyond  the  control  of Rashid Ghannouchi or Muhammad  Badi'e,  today  we  find 

ourselves to comment on a political reality, such as in Tunis or Cairo and probably in Libya, where 

Islamist forces have won a majority of the votes. As stressed by one of the greatest Tunisian and 

contemporary poets and writers,  Muhammad Sgaier Awlad Ahmed,  today  we are witnessing a 

revolution stolen. But how have we reached this point? If we accept the possibility of  adopting the 

term Intifada both for describing the Egyptian and the Tunisian uprisings, it possible to observe that 

there are intrinsic properties behind these elements and a definition that makes the experience much 

closer Islam (or the Islamist agendas).

Tariq Ramadan identifies in his latest book, entitled Islam et le réveil arabe, three characteristics of 

the political Islam that we can use to understand how the experience of the youth in Tahrir Square 

or in Avenue Habib Bourguiba are so close, though apparently different, to the one of the Muslim 

Brotherhood. Or rather how these latter could  insert and align  themselves with the claims of the 
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demonstrators taking advantage of some features of the popular mobilization. First we should not 

forget how the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt was born in a context of struggle and resistance to the 

unjust  British  colonial  power.  The  Muslim  Brotherhood,  created  by  Hasan  al-Banna  in  1928, 

objected  strenuously  to  British  power  and  we  should  not  forget  the date  of  January  25th  as 

harbouring a special meaning and value in the Egyptian history. The 25th of January is the national 

day where Egyptians remember how the police force in Ismailiyya stood besides the people and 

their resistance against the British occupation in 1952.  In 2011, the date of January 25th became 

once again to be the  day on which the Egyptian people decided to take to the streets in order to 

demand their rights. Consequently, there is a deep symbolic connection, although at the beginning 

this was not readily apparent, among Islamists and the population, between the concept of resistance 

to injustice and the oppression of power from the colonial British in the 50s up through the Hosni 

Mubarak  era,  who  himself  strongly  suppressed  the  Muslim Brotherhood  in  recent  the  history. 

Secondly, the liberation from the oppression of power requires a new statement of self and its own 

identity.  Fallen Mubarak and Ben Ali,  long considered by the  protesters as puppets  imposed by 

Western powers, Tunisians and Egyptians found themselves without a political or ideological point 

of reference  being dropped in a relatively short  time those dominant  power structures  that  had 

imposed strict ideological hegemony. Consequently, the Islamism has become,  mainly due to the 

lack of alternatives, the primary point of ideological reference, an expression of a desire for peace 

with its  own culture and a  way for  finding an original  path for its  own independence. This  is 

because, and here we reach the third point, Islamists are constantly comparing themselves to the 

State  as  a  "countervailing  moral",  and  in  this  sense  they  embodied,  although  afterwards,  the 

requests  of the “squares” (of the people) in the attempt to respect the rights of the population. 

Therefore, rights and Islam, and not necessarily Islamism, went hand in hand. They walked side by 

side although Islam did not fully represent the only engine of the revolts. However, if the Egyptians 

and Tunisians mass movements did not have a specific Islamist characterization, this does not mean 

that the majority of activists, men and women who sought freedom and justice as well as the end of 
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corrupted and autocratic regimes, were Muslims who were acting against their religion.

Accordingly, Islam has also been present during the uprisings. His centrality can easily be observed 

by looking at the videos that circulated on Internet since early January. In particular, on 18 January 

2011  the  young  activist  of  the  Kifaya  movement,  Asma  Mahfouz,  who  according  to  the 

authoritative Egyptian journalist Mona Eltahawy helped the outbreak of the Egyptian revolt through 

her  own words,  recorded a  video claiming freedom, justice,  honour and human dignity for the 

Egyptian people. The girl, one of the main protagonists of the days of Tahrir Square, called the 

people to claim their rights, to redeem themselves from the humiliating conditions in which they lie, 

to regain their dignity: "Be afraid only of God and not of the government". Asma Mahfouz, a young 

Egyptian girl of twenty-six years wearing the hijab, the Islamic veil, claimed her rights as a Muslim 

and Egyptian  woman,  without  her religious  affiliation could prevent her  fighting to change the 

social conditions of her country:  Egypt.  “God says that: He will not change the condition of a  

people until they change what is in themselves”. In this way Asma Mahfouz ends her message, 

allowing us to understand how Islam as a religion and not as politics has characterized the Egyptian 

revolt from the first moment, by proving, as suggested by Jean-Pierre Filiu, that “Muslims are not 

only Muslim”.  They can fight for their rights, also for what some wrongly call Western rights, in 

accordance with their religion but through a revolt that is not only characterized by religion. I would 

like to close this part of my speech quoting Tariq Ramadan. Referred to the nature of the movement 

that started the last Arab uprisings he said : "If these movements are not Islamist we can not ignore  

that the majority of the men and of the women who vindicate their freedom and justice, the end of  

the corruption and of the regime, they are Muslim subjects6”. 

6 Tariq Ramadan, L'Islam et le réveil arabe, Paris, Press du Chatelet, 2011, p. 29. 
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Conclusions

Through the analysis of the word Intifada, we were thus able to create a relationship and to compare 

the last Palestinian experience, particularly that of 1987, with the revolts more closely to us in terms 

of time of Egypt and Tunisia. Analysing the meaning that the word Intifada implies, we were able 

to understand the characteristics of what all media now call "Arab spring". Requests for dignity,  

freedom and change from Tahrir Square have been essentially the same demands that arise from the 

Palestinian refugee camps in the 80s. The recipient of these protests appears always the same: An 

unjust power that oppresses and makes the continuation of an intolerable status quo decades.  It is 

not important if this oppressive power is Arab or foreigner. As quoting in the Leviathan of Thomas 

Hobbes

[…] The honour of great Persons, is to be valued for their beneficence, and the aydes they give to 
men of inferiour rank, or not at all. And the violences, oppressions, and injuries they do, are not 
extenuated,  but  aggravated  by the greatnesse of their  persons;  because they have least  need to 
commit  them.  The  consequences  of  this  partiality  towards  the  great,  proceed  in  this  manner. 
Impunity  maketh  Insolence;  Insolence  Hatred;  and  Hatred,  an  Endeavour  to  pull  down  all 
oppressing and contumelious greatnesse [...]

Remembering for example the application of Emergency Law to control ruled territories, the 30 

years of Mubarak closely resemble the Israeli occupation. 

Moreover, by defining Intifada the Tunisian and Egyptian experiences it is possible to have some 

more nuanced insight. The core reasons behind the uprising are those calling for change or for the 

establishment  of a new system. It  is  exactly in  this  new space that  the Islam comes into play. 

Altough briefly during the course of the revolts we have seen like Islam, and not Islamism, was 

always  present.  First  of all  the intentionally use of the term  shahid, which has shown how the 

Islamic culture has been used to give strength and vigour to the events, like the terminology of the 

"blood of martyrs" has been a powerful tool to mobilize the masses to action. The masses, precisely. 

The masses have always been the main point of reference for the Muslim Brotherhood who, though 

not really involved in the revolt as a political party in Tunis and Cairo from the same principle, are 

gaining an ever growing popular support in recent months.  We can affirm that,  thanks to these 

Islamic features,  Islamism within the Arab uprisings can benefit today of a transition process that is 
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leading to power precisely those Islamist parties even in countries like Morocco affected by fewer 

protests respect to Egypt and Tunisia.  
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