
1	
  
	
  

	
   1	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
From	
  Street	
  Mobilization	
  to	
  Political	
  Mobilization	
  

	
  
September	
  1-­‐2,	
  2012-­‐	
  Skhirat,	
  Morocco	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

	
  
‘The	
  Spatial	
  Dynamics	
  of	
  the	
  Arab	
  Uprisings’	
  

	
  
	
  

	
  
	
  

Jillian	
  Schwedler	
  
	
  



2	
  
	
  

	
   2	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

The	
  Spatial	
  Dynamics	
  of	
  the	
  Arab	
  Uprisings	
  
	
  

Jillian	
  Schwedler	
  
	
  
	
  
Like many major events in world politics—such as the outbreak of World War I or the 

fall of the Soviet Union—the Arab uprisings that began in late 2010 may have taken 

much of the world by surprise, but that does not mean that they came out of nowhere.  In 

the way that the assassination of Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand is said to have 

started World War I, the Arab uprisings are now commonly said to have begun with the 

self-immolation of Tunisian fruit-cart vendor Mohamad Bouazizi on December 17, 2010. 

Protests then spread throughout Tunisia within weeks, culminating in the resignation of 

President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali on January 14, 2011.  From there, the revolutionary 

spirit spread to Egypt, Libya, Yemen, Bahrain, and Syria, seeing serious challenges to 

repressive regimes that just months earlier appeared as stable as they had been for 

decades.  

But of course the story is not so simple.  In Tunisia, at least two other citizens had 

self-immolated in the months before Bouazizi, and yet those brutal deaths sparked 

nothing.  In Egypt, protests and demonstrations had been escalating almost steadily since 

at least 2004, notably as more than a million organized laborers participated in strikes and 

marchers that brought portions of the country to a standstill (Beinin and el-Hamalawy 

2007).  The 2011 protests may have escalated to revolutionary proportions unexpectedly, 

but they did not emerge out of thin air.  While no one predicted the precise timing of the 
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uprisings or that they would begin in Tunisia and spread so quickly, many scholars of the 

region in fact had been documenting what appeared to be growing expressions of dissent, 

particularly over the past decade (Chomiak 2013; Haddad 2011; Beinin and Vairel 2011; 

Bayat 2009; Schwedler 2003; Ketterer 2001).  And despite common perception, virtually 

no regime “escaped” the Arab uprisings.  Saudi Arabia (Jones 2012), Jordan (Ryan 2011; 

Lynch 2011), Morocco (Silverstein 2011), and Oman (Worrall 2012) have all seen 

unprecedented challenges to their regimes, even though as of this writing they do not 

appear in imminent danger of falling.  They have responded in ways ranging from the 

distribution of vast sums of money (Saudi Arabia) to implementing constitutional reforms 

(Morocco, Jordan, and Oman).  Of course each is trying to bribe or reform only as much 

as necessary to stay in power, but they all realize that to do nothing would be highly 

unwise.   

 

Analytic Frameworks 

 How are we to understand these extraordinary events?  The uprisings have 

provided new opportunities to examine both the region itself as well as the analytic 

frameworks we use to understand contentious events.  As clear instances of contentious 

politics, those debates are an obviously place to start.  Two specific bodies of literature 

provide ready frameworks for understanding the uprisings:  the literatures on social 

movements and revolutions, and on political transitions and democratization.  Cross-case 

and cross-regional comparison are particularly useful in allowing students to explore the 

relationship between global and local dynamics in either facilitating or hindering political 
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transitions.  The uprisings have also clearly challenged the literature on robust or durable 

authoritarianism.  

Country-to-country comparisons have indeed been proliferating as scholars seek 

to explore the variations in trajectory and outcome across the Middle East since the Arab 

uprisings began (Amar and Prashad 2013; Lust and Khatib 2013; Gelvin 2012; Lynch 

2012; Noueihed and Warren 2012).  Such comparisons often obtain analytic traction in 

part by clustering countries into types—of regimes, of revolutions, of social movements, 

of successes and failures, and so on.  Indeed, many overall assessments of the uprisings 

focus on sorting the individual cases into different columns:  Egypt and Tunisia are 

examples of W, Jordan and Morocco are examples of X, while Syria, Libya and Yemen 

are examples of Y, Algeria is an outlier, and the Gulf monarchies are something else 

entirely, except for Bahrain, which is a different kind of outlier, and so on.   

These sorts of exercises can be particularly useful in brainstorming through the use of 

typological theorizing in order to generate clusters and patterns across cases (George and 

Bennett 2005).  At the same time, one limit of this approach to exploring the Arab 

uprisings is that we simply do not know what we are looking at yet, not in a macro, big-

picture sense.  One of the main problems with the regime-type and other state-as-unit 

forms of comparison is that they fail to capture really interesting dynamics within cases, 

including in-case variation across time and space.  We tend to know a lot about what has 

and is happening in urban centers, for example, and less about the rural or small town 

mobilizations.   

 

A Spatial Approach 
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In contrast to country-to-country or region-wide comparisons, attention to in-case 

variations and to spatial issues in particular will uncover interesting new patterns and 

insights that will be productive in the classroom as well as in generating new substantive 

theoretical insights and knowledge of individual cases.  Spatial dimensions have not been 

systematically explored in the flurry of analyses that have emerged since 2011.  For 

example, Tunisia’s protests began in small towns outside of the capital and spread to 

many other towns before finally reaching Tunis, only days before the fall of Ben Ali’s 

regime.  That is, most of the revolutionary momentum was achieved outside of the capital, 

so that when protesters mobilized on Bourguiba Boulevard the regime was already in 

trouble. This is a lesson that Bashar al-Assad learned quickly: in Syria, attempts at 

protests in Damascus were quashed before they escalated, but the real mobilization that 

began in outlying towns created the momentum that has taken the country into civil war.  

The Syrian regime has struggled to prevent the opposition movement from taking 

Damascus, as the loss of the capital would virtually ensure the end of the regime.  

In Cairo, protesters launched the January 25 demonstrations in Tahrir Square 

because of its symbolism as a former site of revolution as well as its name—Liberation 

Square.  But Tahrir Square is also among the most easily policeable spaces in the city, 

with its wide streets and easy access.  Built on the model of Haussmann’s Paris (Abu-

Lughod 1971), Tahrir is reachable by wide boulevards that facilitate the movement of 

troops into the square, as compared to the narrow and winding streets of many other parts 

of Cairo.  The vast size of Tahrir also provided easy access for protesters, but it created 

other challenges for them as well: a gathering of even a few thousand would make only a 

minor impact offset by even larger expanse of empty space.  Indeed, the gathering on 
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January 25 marked the beginning of the revolution partly because more than 75,000 

protesters turned out, creating a spectacle of a massive movement that could not be easily 

denied or repressed, particularly as Al-Jazeera cameras broadcast the images worldwide.  

The spatial dynamics of Tahrir thus required that a critical number of protesters turn out 

to offset the ease with which the security forces control crowds of a few thousand.   

Political crises, such as those of the Arab uprisings, emerge within and against 

topographies of power. Examining political geography entails moving away from great 

revolutionary narratives and the focus on the life-cycle of movements to instead structure 

inquiry around, for example, the spatial and material organizations of international and 

domestic economic institutions and bureaucracies, the identification of constructed spatial 

boundaries, and regulators of flow and exchange as well as the movement of citizens. 

Tahrir Square has long been dominated by the physical embodiments of state repressive 

capacities.  The National Democratic Party headquarters towers over the square, literally 

and figuratively surveilling activity in all directions.  The Mugamma, a central 

administrative building that stands at the south of the square, has become such a symbol 

of impenetrable and crushing state bureaucracy that it has been featured in several films.1  

The National Museum, and the state-sanctioned narrative of national triumph it tells, is 

located on the north side of the square.  The Arab League headquarters, the US Embassy, 

several major international hotels (and symbols of international capital), and the Ministry 

of the Interior are all located nearby.  As a topography of power, Tahrir Square embodied 

the oppressive script of Husni Mubarak’s regime and a topographical node of power on 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 The most famous is “Terrorism and Barbecue” (al-irhab wal kebab), 1992, starring the 

popular and Mubarak-approved comedian, Adel Imam. 
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constant display and legible to all who traversed the square.  The weight of the regime 

was unmistakable in Tahrir, providing an intimidating environment but also an obvious 

symbolic location for challenging the regime and reclaiming public space. 

What is remarkable about the January 25–28 mobilizations, which started as a 

protest against police brutality and repression on January 25 and had evolved by January 

28 into a call for the downfall of the regime, was how the massive and peaceful gathering 

of protesters quickly restructured the existing topography of power.  While many 

analyses focus on the comparative arcs of the uprisings—whether the mobilization is 

waxing or waning or whether the regime remains unified or becomes fragmented—

shifting our attention to spatial dynamics of protest and policing allows us to examine the 

revolutionary potential of who is visible (and to whom) and what particular capacities are 

enabled or foreclosed (for both protesters as well as state security agencies) as a result of 

spatial boundaries (Schwedler and King 2013).  By shifting our analytical lens in this 

way, we can highlight the intersection of the physical characteristics of a space and how 

space is represented though its meaning and social context.  The uprisings have attempted, 

sometimes successfully, a radical reclaiming of public spaces by citizens who are 

insisting that their countries belong to them rather than to corrupt and repressive regimes.  

These efforts are reflected in the artwork that has emerged in many public spaces, such as 

the murals and art exhibits that adorn the vicinity of Tahrir (Lindsey 2012; Morayef 

2012) and the graffiti art that appears all over Bahrain.2  When successful, as in Egypt, 

narratives and expected scripts are collectively shattered, but what is left or 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2 A photo archive of street art in Bahrain is available at rebelliouswalls.com (accessed 

September 6, 2013) and on Facebook at the page of the same name. 
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reterritorialized is not necessarily bereft of repressive power.  New and old regimes alike 

seek to (re)gain control over such spaces, as we have been witnessing in Cairo since the 

resignation of Mubarak on February 11, 2011. 

As noted previously, the revolution in Tunisia did not reach the capital until the 

last three days of the regime.  Tunis’s Boulevard Bourguiba is a wide thoroughfare in the 

heart of that city with one end stretching toward the old casbah district and its winding 

streets and shops owned by individual merchants.  The boulevard has a wide pedestrian 

path stretching down the middle and dividing the traffic, with numerous cafes, stores, 

benches, and rows of lush trees.  It passes in front of the Ministry of the Interior, an 

institution known popularly as the site of state repression and the headquarters of the 

secret police.  Prior to the revolution, pedestrians passing in front of that ministry were 

forbidden from even looking at the building; to do so would land one in jail (perhaps for 

long periods) (Chomiak 2011).  In the days before the regime of President Zine al-

Abidine Ben Ali fell on January 14, 2011, protesters packed the streets in front of the 

building, facing it directly, pumping their fists in unison toward the building as they 

chanted together in French, “Degage!” meaning that the regime should “Go!”  

Symbolically, the ministry was the regime, and tens of thousands of Tunisians packed 

that boulevard as the central space in the capital from which they would demand that the 

people reclaim their own country.   

Tunisia is a good example of why our attention to the spatial dimensions of 

protests should not be limited to the study of major urban centers.  The protests that led to 

Ben Ali’s departure began weeks earlier in a small town south of the capital.  The 

protests spread to other towns where economic grievances were acute, so Tunisian police 
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were struggling to put down protests in multiple locales for more than two weeks before 

protesters mobilized in Tunis (Chomiak and Schwedler 2012).  In those smaller cities, 

demonstrators often gathered in public squares or main intersections.  In some smaller 

towns and across much of the countryside, a single pile of burning tires can virtually shut 

down traffic into and out of the town center.  Policing can seem easier than in major 

urban centers, but the protesters’ deep local knowledge—and their personal connections 

and network ties within the community as a whole—can create significant obstacles for 

police when faced with repressing protesters who are personally known to the whole 

community.  Even a few serious instances of repression, let alone deaths of locals, can 

send most of the population of a single town into the streets.  As James Holston argues in 

his study of Brazil, “Insurgent citizenships may utilize central civic space and even 

overrun the center,” but they are often fundamentally manifestations of peripheries 

(Holston 2007).  As important as the center stage is for a crowd to gain attention, 

contentious flare-ups frequently occur in the peripheries, whether urban peripheries or in 

rural areas.  Mobilization is also often more challenging when it requires moving many 

people from diverse neighborhoods into a central locale that is “local” to few, if any, of 

them.  This observation highlights why the open spaces of places like Tahrir Square, 

while providing a focal point and ready access for protesters, can entail significant 

obstacles in mobilizing a critical mass to travel to and assemble in the square (Schwedler 

and King 2013). 

The spatial dimensions of the Arab uprisings often also have entailed a strong 

class dimension that is common to protests and the policing of protests in general.  In 

affluent neighborhoods, where embassies, many foreigners, and the upper classes reside 
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in grand apartment buildings or stand-alone villas, the police often strive to prevent 

protesters from reaching planned sites of rallying.  Harsh repression would be easily 

witnessed in these neighborhoods by an elite group that could criticize the regime, access 

foreign media, or activate their own channels to high government officials.3  In poorer 

neighborhoods, however, harsh repression is less visible to the elite and to international 

audiences. A spatial analysis of protests particularly brings to light enclaves of economic 

distribution, and by extension, which topographies are being privileged economically and 

politically. Many planned protests, particularly those in visible locales or wealthier 

neighborhoods, have higher obstacles to mobilization because organizers need to get 

people not only onto the streets but also all arriving at the same location at around the 

same time (Schwedler and Fayyaz 2010).   

When these mobilizations happen, they are all the more remarkable and 

threatening to the regime.  Bahrain’s mobilization in Pearl Square, a roundabout in the 

capital of Manama, was the site of a major uprising of protesters that began in 2011 and 

continued into 2012.  The space was vast and stretched in all directions, so protesters 

were able to occupy the grassy park-like lands surrounding the huge white monument at 

the square’s center, and sometimes portions of the surrounding streets.  Because access to 

the square was also unimpeded for the police, their ability to repress was primarily a 

function of that decision as well as the size of the crowds.  The protesters were severely 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
3 This is not to suggest that wealthier neighborhoods are welcoming to protests, or more 

welcoming than other neighborhoods.  But state violence in many peripheries is often 

“less visible” than in elite neighborhoods and less likely to attract media attention quickly, 

if at all.	
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exposed, but while the police repression was rapid after the decision was made, it was 

also highly visible and required considerable assistance from Saudi Arabia and the Gulf 

Cooperation Council (Ryan 2012).  International criticism flowed in, including a firm but 

constrained rebuke by US president Barak Obama during his historic address on the Arab 

uprisings in June 2011.  The Bahrain regime’s decision to physically destroy Pearl Square 

in late 2011 was a drastic effort to control the representation of space. Pearl Square 

attained the status of a symbol for the mobilization, not only locally but also 

internationally, and eliminating the monument on the square may have even enhanced its 

symbolic holding.  Its destruction did not, however, achieve the desired effect of ending 

the protests. 

 

Conclusion 

The Arab uprisings offer exciting potential for new intellectual insights and new 

opportunities not only for rethinking what we know about the Middle East, but also for 

critically examining old and new lenses of political analysis.  The literatures on social 

movements, revolutions, and political transitions prove extremely useful in identifying 

many dimensions of the mass mobilizations that led to revolutions in some cases but not 

others, but the Arab uprisings themselves are not likely to add more than small 

innovations to those well-developed literatures.  Pushing our analyses of the uprisings 

into relatively underexplored directions, such as political geography, however, provides a 

greater opportunity for generating new insights and revealing less-studied dynamics of 

both large- and small-scale mobilizations.  Space often serves to strengthen and 

camouflage practices of state repression and surveillance while also allowing certain 
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kinds of economic reform to flourish, resulting in the often radical restructurings of urban 

and peripheral spaces. Attention to spatial dynamics can also illuminate uneven 

development and material reality.  Although spatial dynamics have not been entirely 

ignored in political science, they remain understudied.  
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