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PLEASE DO NOT QUOTE 

One year after the beginning of the Arab uprisings, there is already an abundant 

bibliography on the subject. Journalists, researchers and experts have attempted to 

reconstruct the sequence of events and find some explanations for this widespread 

movement. In a field dominated by political scientists, anthropologists and historians, 

geographers have not been absent from the debate. French geographers have published 

national studies (Balanche, 2011; Pagès-El Karoui, Vignal, 2011), or thematic works – Verdeil 

(2011) and Barthel (2011) on cities and revolutions – but overall studies (Lavergne, 2011) 

are few.  

That’s why I propose a comprehensive lecture of Arab uprisings, focusing on their spatial 

dimensions. The first series of questions explores the places of revolutions. Why have 

certain central places, generally the big urban squares, played such a predominant part in the 

way these revolts have developed and been resolved? How these urban public spaces are 

closely intertwined with the cyber public space? Secondly, I will question the role that 

territorial inequalities have played in the trigger and the success of the revolts and draw a 

typology, according to spatial dynamics of the uprisings. Then, I will suggest an analytical 

framework, focusing on the different scales of the Arab revolutions, to unravel the 

contradictory logics (centrifugal and centripetal forces, pro-revolutionary and counter-

revolutionary movements).  

Since it seems to be too early to assert the real significance and outreach of these events, 

what I am proposing now is more insights than definitive results. The methodology used for 

this paper is based on a short fieldwork (two weeks in Egypt, in September 2011 and 

February 2012) and rests on personal reflexions drawn from various academic literature and 

media (press, Internet) readings. 

I. PLACES OF UPRISINGS 

Place matters a great deal in these uprisings since they occur mainly in urban areas, where 

the landmarks of the corrupt despotic powers are challenged and sometimes destroyed by 

angry protesters. If social networks and Internet have played an important role in gathering 

social contestation and organising street actions, the conquest and control of public space in 

main cities remains crucial for the uprising to succeed, as the symbolic Tahrir square reminds 

us.  
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A. CYBER PUBLIC SPACE VERSUS URBAN PUBLIC SPACE? 

Western medias have celebrated too fast the Arab revolutions as Internet revolution. The 

real impact of the new technologies has to be precised. Rather than a cause of success for 

revolution, new technologies are to be thought as a tool, that protestors can mobilize. We can 

underline for main functions of the new technologies. First, they has helped to raise collective 

awareness. In the authoritarian context with few freedom of the press, Internet has opened 

new horizons to the people, giving them access to uncensored information, which allows to 

denounce the misdeeds of the regime. But, in this, the role of satellites channels (Al-Jazira is 

the most representative and the most powerful in the Arab arena) was greater, since they 

concern more people and they has constituted, a decade before the start of Internet, a way of 

learning the plurality of views. Secondly, news technologies have made it possible to create 

links between citizens, facing the “wall of fear”, in autocratic regimes. Being aware that they 

are numerous to protest, activists may count themselves and have confidence in their strength 

increased greatly by decentralized and interactive networks. When it is forbidden to make 

claims in public space, demands may emerge from digital space where is forged a virtual 

public sphere. In a phase of deterritorialization, local events emotionally and symbolically 

charged (immolations, arrests, police repression) are spreading on the web. Provoking 

indignation, Internet invites then to street actions. Thirdly, social media on Internet have 

helped to coordinate street mobilization. The anger was reterritorialized by fixing rally points 

in the city. And, at last, Internet was used to document the results of mobilisation. For the two 

last functions, we must mentioned mobile phones which have played also a great role, with 

their calls, SMS and films. 

B. RECLAIMING THE PUBLIC SPACE 

Uprisings are performed mainly in cities, whatever their size, small or big, or their 

localisation, central or peripheral. This doesn’t mean that the contestation was only urban, but 

it reveals that the cities have been the main stage of the revolutions, performed by 

demonstrators coming from both urban and rural areas. This revolutionary dramaturgy has 

its own times and places: on Friday, a day off in the Arab world, after the noon prayer; rally 

points are often mosques or churches – because they are gathering places rather preserved 

from the police – or trade unions offices, as in Tunisia. Demonstrators converge on main 

central squares, in order to occupy a public space that has been for a long time confiscated. 

Here, they come to challenge the regime in front of its performance venues (governorates 

headquarters in Sidi Bouzid, Kasserine, or provincial Egyptian towns; Ministry of the Interior 

in Bourguiba street, Tunisian government’s headquarters in Kasbah square...). 

By occupying the urban space, revolutionaries want to establish a new public space, freed 

from the authoritarian regime, coming through phases of destruction and reappropriation. 

Symbolic places of the hated regime and landmarks of the liberalization are frequently 

destroyed (although not usually from the same kind of actors): fires have been set at State 

Security buildings, police stations and official political party like the NDP in Egypt; malls and 

hypermarkets have been looted; in Fayyûm, water utilities regional head offices have been 

invaded by angry protestors, tearing the increasing bills into pieces. The new public space of 
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debate, of freedom of expression is written down on the city’s walls, with the numerous tags 

expressing the rage or sense of humour of the demonstrators. Another way of the public space 

reappropriation was witnessed both in Tunisia and Egypt, right after the ouster of the 

autocrats. Calls to respect the new Egypt and its cleanliness were sent by SMS. Many young 

people launched a great clean-up action in Tahrir and other parts of the city, ruined by days of 

protest. Rubble were removed, street furniture were rehabilitated, sidewalks were repainted, 

tags were covered up by huge Egyptian flags painted on the walls. Similar actions were led in 

Tunisia.  

In Egypt, as the SCAF (Supreme Council of the Armed Forces) has kept the power and 

launched counter-revolution, this reclamation of public space has turned into an “urban war”. 

Walls have been erected in downtown Cairo, near to Tahrir Square, on Mohammed Mahmûd 

street or Qasr al-Aïni street reshaping the urban space into two zones : the “war zone” very 

delimited, where very violent actions occur and the other part of the town, where people can 

lead a very ordinary life (cf. Fig. 1). The velocity of SCAF in erasing graffiti shows its refusal of 

any revolutionary landmarks in the urban space. 

C. THE CONTESTED SQUARE 

The conquest of a central square was a very frequent modus operandi during the 

revolutions. But it is not always working. In Yemen, when the contestation started in February 

2011, the opponents to president Saleh have tried to occupy the Tahrir square in Sanaa which 

has the same central and symbolic function as it counterpart in Egypt1. After several fights, 

revolutionaries have failed to occupy the place and choose to invest another place, 2 km far 

from Tahrir, in front of the University, and renamed it Taghyîr, change in Arabic.  

In Bahrain, the symbol of protest was the Pearl roundabout in Manama. After the 

repression, on 14 March, by Saudi tanks, the square was evacuated and the authorities 

decided immediately to demolish the monumental statue located at the centre of the square 

which had become the symbol of demands for democracy. Even when external intervention 

interferes in the balance of power and causes the defeat of the rebellion – as showed by the 

repression of the Bahraini opposition by Saudi soldiers – place remains central, since the 

authorities have decided to destroy the monumental statue in Manama’s Pearl Square arguing 

that the statue had been « raped » and « desacralized » by demonstrators and it had to be 

cleaned off. 

  

                                                           
1
 Tahrir square in Sanaa was designed by Egyptian urban planners (Stadnicki, 2011). 
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Figure 1. Tahrir Square 

 

  

D. TAHRIR SQUARE, EPICENTRE OF ARAB UPRISINGS 

Tahrir is usually depicted as the core of the Egyptian capital. Located on the Nile right bank, 

close to the modern area built at the end of the XIXth century by the khedive Ismaïl (wast al-

balad, “down town”), Tahrir square is a central place of memory for its inhabitants. This large 

square is composed by various landmarks of the regime (NDP headquarters, the Mogamaa’ 

Stalinist building belonging to the Ministry of The Interior), of the regional leadership (Arab 

League) of the cultural life (American University in Cairo) and of international tourism 

(Egyptian museum, ex-Hilton and Ramsis Hilton hotels) (cf. Fig 1). Very close to Tahrir square, 

are located the Bristish and American embassies, the Parliament and the government’s 

headquarters. On the north of the square, the broadcasting building is situated on the 

Maspero square. Due to its central position, Tahrir acts also as a major through-road for 

traffic.  
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Tahrir square is emblematic of two trends in Egyptian urban policies. First, for security 

reasons, after terrorist attacks against tourists visiting the museum and to prevent any 

demonstration, the space has been divided and fenced to restrict the ease of pedestrian 

movements. The closing public spaces policy is a response to the logic of state of emergency 

which forbid any demonstration in public space and was extended since 1967. The second 

trend is the relocation on the outskirts of the city of crucial downtown landmarks. For 

instance, the American University of Cairo moved in 2008 in a huge campus in the New Cairo 

satellite city. The Egyptian museum will be soon relocated near the Pyramids in Giza.  

During the revolution, the “fascinating space struggles” (Abaza, 2011) to conquer the 

square have revitalized the declining centrality of Tahrir. Several hundreds of thousands have 

camped on the square and claimed the “Republic of Tahrir”. They created an ideal, utopian, 

short-lived society. The square was organized like a mini-city: volunteers were checking entry 

points to be sure that newcomers were not armed, or working for the police or the Ministry of 

Interior. Inside, it was a huge camp where solidarity and discipline were prevalent, attesting 

the strong organisational capacity of the revolutionaries to supervise a public space, without 

the state and better than the state : garbage collection, places of worship, kindergarten, clinics.  

Sometimes, it looked like a festival (“moulid”), with popular singers chanting revolutionary 

songs, artists performing street art or workshops. The wall of martyrs was celebrating the 

revolutionary act and was nourishing the patriotic discourse. In a word, Tahrir was 

performing the nation, celebrating its unity. It acted as a condensed version of the entire 

Egypt: people of all age, of all geographical and social origin, of all political and religious 

belonging, were meeting, chatting, and dreaming together of getting rid of its tyrant.  

Tahrir has become the embodiment of the revolution and its symbol was utilised in other 

Arab countries. Demonstrators in Manama renamed the Pearl Square Tahrir Square, and the 

same thing happened for the Clock Square in Benghazi, or the Courthouse Square in Homs. 

The symbol has spread beyond the Arab world, and it was raised to the Pantheon of squares 

of Revolution worldwide, next to the Place de la Bastille, the Tienamen Square in Beijing or 

the Azadi Square in Tehran.  The Indignados movement in Spain or the protestors of Occupy 

Wall Street were referring directly as the spirit of Tahrir or its legacy. All these movements 

have something in common: they claim for more social justice.  

II. SPATIAL DYNAMICS OF  REVOLUTIONS 

A. THE PEOPLE WANT THE FALL OF THE REGIME… AND MORE SPATIAL JUSTICE  

We will then examine the role of the spatial contexts in sparking off revolutions. Are 

territorial inequalities one of the factors which drive revolutions? Their role has often 

been mentioned with regard to Tunisia: the protests began in medium-sized towns inland 

(Sidi Bouzid, Kasserine) which are mainly poor and rural, suffering from high unemployment 

rates and neglected by planning policies in favour of the “useful” coastal cities, the only 

competitive sector at the heart of globalized networks (Daoud, 2011). In the case of Egypt, 

regional inequalities are also very strong between Cairo and the Delta, on one side, and on the 

other side, the Valley or Upper Egypt, which encompass the poorest rural regions. 
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Nevertheless, the revolution didn’t start in this area which, conversely, remains a strong 

bastion of the regime. 

But territorial inequalities are also local, particularly in the big conurbations, between 

unplanned neighbourhoods, abandoned by the authorities, and formally-defined 

neighbourhoods, especially the well-off neighbourhoods of the new towns or the mega-

projects which are attempting to give a globalized appearance to the main urban centres, 

along the lines of the Gulf model and inspired by Dubai. So, if social justice is clearly at the 

heart of the revolutionary demands, spatial fairness is its corollary: the reduction of regional 

or local territorial injustices is demanded everywhere.  

In Syria, spatial inequalities have played a crucial role in the contestation. Like in Tunisia, 

the protest has started from a medium-sized city at the outskirts of the country, Deraa, located 

between the Golan Heights and the Jordan border. Deraa, just like Sidi Bouzid has suffered for 

the marginalization of a peripheral region, which was years ago, a bastion of the Baathist 

regime (Balanche, 2011). More recently, land-tenures stakes were feeding the inhabitants 

exasperation. Since 2008, land sales in border towns had to be approved by security services : 

the chief of Secret services, a cousin of Bachar al-Assad sent to Deraa to make people forget 

his exactions in Damascus, had set up a system of corruption on every land transaction, which 

had angered many inhabitants (International Crisis Group, 2011). 

B. A TYPOLOGY 

Can the spatial dynamics of the protests help develop typologies able to account for 

specific national conditions? To begin with, a simple topology, which will need to be refined, 

can be identified between the revolutions of the periphery, which model is Tunisia. Libya is 

also included in this category, since its eastern region, Cyrenaica was the first area to rebel 

against Gaddafi. It was a former bastion of Senoussi monarchy and had been marginalized 

from public investments. In Syria, as well, the uprising has started in the peripheries, but 

Bachar al-Assad has learned from the Tahrir case and has harshly controlled the two centers 

of the country, Damascus and Aleppo. It is a part of the regime’s propaganda to say there is 

not a national uprising because the two main cities are not engaged in the contestation. And, 

when popular neighborhoods of the outskirts are rebelling (Douma, Mo’adamiyyeh, Darayya), 

the fact that they belong to the Damascus agglomeration is never mentioned (Vignal, 2011). 

Egypt represents another model, the revolutions of the centre. Contrary to what 

happened in Tunisia, the Egyptian revolution did not begin in the peripheral regions of the 

governorates of Upper Egypt, which are poor and less developed. Since the beginning of the 

revolution, its scope is clearly national: in the first days, there are demonstrations in many 

governorate cities. The contestation is very active in Alexandria, Mansûra or in the Canal 

Cities, the first “martyrs” have died in Suez, where the fights were particularly violent. But the 

heart of the revolution beats in Cairo and its epicentre is Tahrir. Moreover, the contestation 

was less spontaneous (even though in Tunisia, UGTT unions have played an overlooked role) 

and has been organized by young middle-class or upper-class activists, who were galvanized 

by the Tunisian case, and wanted to reiterate it.  
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Through this reading of the revolutions, is it not the picture of a fragmented Arab world 

that appears, very different from the unifying image of a synchronous “Arab spring”? But, 

what we learn also, from these models is that one condition for the success of the revolution 

being that they become national, eliminating for a while, both social and spatial divisions. 

III. THE MULTI-SCALES OF ARAB UPRISINGS 

Finally, we will study the scales of the Arab uprisings and let’s start from the global scale. 

A. OF GLOBALISATION AND REVOLUTION  

Demonstrators’ slogans (“bred, freedom, social justice, dignity) refer to universal human 

rights. But they also took a stand against the excessive liberalisation inherited from 

globalization. They have generated a world-wide social contestation and have acted as a new 

global model, for instance, for Spanish Indignados in Puerto del Sol Square and for the Occupy 

Wall Street protesters. For historians, and political scientists, the Arabs are writing a new 

page in world history, implementing a new kind of post-Leninist uprising, without political 

organization, charismatic leaders or a clear agenda (Badie, 2011). 

B. THE REGIONAL SCALE: DOMINO EFFECT & COUNTER-REVOLUTION 

 But the biggest repercussions were first of all felt at a regional level where there is 

undoubtedly an Arab public sphere, fashioned by Internet and Al-Jazeera, within which 

practices and symbols, slogans and expressions of solidarity circulate (immolations, squares’ 

occupation, and transnational networks of Arab activists and young artists, generous 

hospitality for the Libyan refugees in Tunisia...). What does this renewal of the Arab world, 

which had been thought to be in decline, split by its internal disagreements, really mean? 

In what way do the Arab revolutions define new regional and geopolitical configurations? 

Although there clearly have been “copy-cat” effects in the region –the famous “domino effect” 

which played an important role in triggering the Egyptian protest, galvanized by the Tunisian 

model– there are also deterrent effects (the Iraki model, with its threat of civil war and 

partition, frightens the Syrians). Saudi Arabia has positioned itself as the leader of the 

counter-revolution: it has taken in Ben Ali, given health care to President Saleh, and 

launched a military intervention in Bahrain. Conversely, Qatar has taken a stand as a 

promotor of the Arab revolutions–in other countries, of course–, championing a model 

reconciling Islam and modernity. This stance, which strengthens Qatar’s position in the 

region, is reflected in favourable treatment for protest movements on its TV channel al-

Jazeera2, or by the funding given to the Muslim Brotherhood (Tunisia, Egypt) or through 

direct aid to the Libyan rebellion, sending weapons and military advisors, or finally through 

its diplomatic activity (excluding Syria from the Arab League, suggesting a way out of the 

crisis for Saleh). 

                                                           
2
 Except in Bahrain where the repression of the revolt was given little coverage on the Qatari TV channel. 
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If the uprisings are clearly embedded in the regional scene, the revolutions have not been a 

revival of pan-Arabism, even though there is a lot of nostalgy towards the prominent figures 

of panarabism (Nasser, Bourguiba...). The offer of the new Tunisian president, Moncef 

Marzouki, during his official visit to Libya, to merge the two countries, was not taken into 

consideration. Very few Arab combatants have flied to support neither Qaddafi nor the 

guerrilla. Very clearly, 2011 Arab revolutions operate in a national framework. 

C. REVOLUTIONS REINFORCE NATIONAL NARRATIVES 

Arab uprisings have mainly taken place within national boundaries. They have unfolded 

according to processes which are specific for each of the countries concerned, with their own 

time and space. Slogans, flags, and the cult of martyrs have reactivated patriotic discourses 

(Filiu, 2011).  

But, at the same time, and that is what makes the analysis so complex, the revolutions have 

also generated the appearance or reappearance of centrifugal forces. Uprisings can heighten 

the risks of fragmentation and civil war (Libya, Yemen, Syria). The disappearance of strong 

States, the heirs of an Arab nationalism which denied the rights of ethnic minorities, has led to 

a resurgence of these identities which they had repressed. In Libya, the fierce resistance of the 

Berbers of Jebel Nefusa and their decisive role in the final assault against Tripoli have been 

reflected in the post-Gaddafi period by a powerful claim for their cultural identity. Similarly, it 

has also been urban identities that have been proclaimed in Sidi Bouzid, the birthplace of the 

Tunisian revolution, or Misrata, in Libya. This city, which bore the brunt of the repression, 

displayed the dead body of Gaddafi, who had been captured at Sirte, indicating that it 

expected to be rewarded for its sacrifice. At the finer level of the neighbourhood, one of the 

consequences of the revolt is to have encouraged the emergence of new forms of local 

organisation, which used to be shared out between the neighbourhood leaders who were 

affiliated to the regime and local criminal bosses who defied the authorities. After the 

disappearance or disorganization of the police, many inhabitants in Tunisia and in Egypt 

created paramilitary neighbourhood forces to police the areas in place of the fallen 

municipalties. Once the dictator had fallen, they were often turned into revolutionary 

councils in charge of protecting the revolution. 

The tribal question and its spatial dimension need further research. It has been frequently 

evoked as a triggering factor for revolution, both for countries in which tribalism remains 

strong (Libya, Yemen) and for those where it had been thought to have disappeared (Tunisia). 

But shouldn’t the importance of the tribal dimension in this explosion of protest be more 

carefully measured? 

  



BRISMES, London, March 2012 

9 
 

CONCLUSION 

The strong spatial roots of all the protest movements, of which Tahrir has been the prime 

emblem, recall that the virtues of urban centrality have not been unseated by the virtual 

centrality created by Facebook. On the contrary, these virtual centralities need to be 

embodied in a real space, they need to be “reterritorialized”, if they are really to be able to 

defy the authorities. In this context, the Arab revolutions of 2012 represent the culmination of 

the process of “conquest of visibility” which had become the central objective of the urban 

protest movements of the 2000s (Bozarslan, 2011, 70). Spatial dynamics and scales of the 

uprisings have highlighted the great diversity of situations and the real complexity of the 

revolutionary processes. 

But this very importance of space in the Arab revolutions must not lead to a romantic 

vision of space, as it occurs when scholars celebrate the omnipotence of the people defeating 

the tyrant. The Tahrir conquest was not enough to defeat the regime. Moubarak has gone, but 

the regime is still here. So, the analysis has also to focus a great deal on political structures 

and on power systems for a better understanding of Arab revolutions. 

REFERENCES 

Abaza Mona, 2011, « Critical Commentary. Cairo’s Downtown Imagined Dubaisation or 

Nostalgia? ». Urban Studies, vol. 48, n° 6, p. 1075–1087.  

Agha H., Malley R., 2011, “The Arab Counterrevolution”, The New York Review of Books, 29 

septembre. http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/2011/sep/29/arab-counterrevolution/ 

Anderson B., 2006 [1983], Imagined communities: reflections on the origin and spread of 

nationalism. Londres, 240 p. 

Ayari M. B., 2011. " Non, les révolutions tunisiennes et égyptiennes ne sont pas des révolutions 

2.0 ". Mouvements, n° 65, p. 56-61. 

Badie B., 2011 : " La revanche des sociétés arabes ", Le Monde.fr, 24 

février,http://abonnes.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2011/02/24/bertrand-badie-les-societes-prennent-

leur-revanche-en-tunisie-egypte-et-libye_1484863_3232.html (consulté le 15 décembre 2011). 

Balanche F., 2011, " Le retournement de l’espace syrien ", Moyen-Orient,  pp. 24-30. 

Barthel P.-A., 2011, " Une révolution urbaine en marche ? Lectures d’un observateur urbaniste ", 

http://ebookbrowse.com/pierre-arnaud-barthel-le-caire-en-revolution-doc-d132475657. 

Daoud A., 2011, " La révolution tunisienne de janvier 2011 : une lecture par les déséquilibres du 

territoire ", EchoGéo [En ligne], Sur le vif 2011, mis en ligne le 23 septembre 2011, consulté le 27 

octobre 2011. URL : http://echogeo.revues.org/12612 

El-Ghobashy M., 2011, " The Praxis of the Egyptian Revolution ", Middle East Report (MER), 

n°258. http://www.merip.org/mer/mer258/praxis-egyptian-revolution (consulté le 21 octobre 2011). 

Elshahed M., 2011, " Tahrir Square: Social Media, Public Space", The Design Observer Group, 27 

février. http://places.designobserver.com/feature/tahrir-square-social-media-public-space/25108/ 

(consulté le 21 octobre 2011). 

http://www.nybooks.com/contributors/hussein-agha/
http://www.nybooks.com/contributors/robert-malley/
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/2011/sep/29/arab-counterrevolution/
http://abonnes.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2011/02/24/bertrand-badie-les-societes-prennent-leur-revanche-en-tunisie-egypte-et-libye_1484863_3232.html
http://abonnes.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2011/02/24/bertrand-badie-les-societes-prennent-leur-revanche-en-tunisie-egypte-et-libye_1484863_3232.html
http://ebookbrowse.com/pierre-arnaud-barthel-le-caire-en-revolution-doc-d132475657
http://echogeo.revues.org/12612
http://www.merip.org/mer/mer258
http://www.merip.org/mer/mer258
http://www.merip.org/mer/mer258/praxis-egyptian-revolution
http://places.designobserver.com/feature/tahrir-square-social-media-public-space/25108/


BRISMES, London, March 2012 

10 
 

Elshestawi Y., 2011, "  Tahrir Square ", Alrroya, 15 février. 

http://english.alrroya.com/content/tahrir-square (consulté le 21 octobre 2011). 

International Crisis Group, 2011, Popular Protest in North Africa and the Middle East (VI) : the 

Syrian People’s slow motion revolution, rapport Middle East/North Africa n° 108, 6 juillet, 40 p. 

Lavergne M., 2011, " Monde arabe : des Révolutions en trompe l’œil. Vers un nouveau rendez-vous 

manqué avec l’Occident ? ", Historiens et géographes, n° 416, pp. 211-220. 

Singerman D., 2009, Cairo contested : governance, urban space, and global modernity, Le Caire, 

New York, AUC Press, 488 p. 

Verdeil E., 2011, " Villes arabes en révolution : quelques observations ", Métropoliques, en ligne : 

http://www.metropolitiques.eu/Villes-arabes-en-revolution.html (consulté le 26 octobre 2011). 

Vignal L., 2011, " Jours tranquilles à Damas. Quelques aperçus sur la révolte syrienne à la mi-mai 

2011. " Revue Esprit, juin, Paris, pp. 94-102. 

http://english.alrroya.com/content/tahrir-square
http://www.metropolitiques.eu/Villes-arabes-en-revolution.html

