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As large scale protests have marked the last 
decade and flooded our screens and media, 
their use of public space has revealed how 
collective action can challenge and modify 
dominant spatial practices. In continuity with 
traditions of occupation and riot, some movements have 
brought their demands into the plaza, the parc or the square, 
setting up a protest camp to live in urban public 
space. Others took to the streets to march 
together, being visible and audible along their 
way through the network of streets and paths 
in cities designed increasingly for automobile 
mobility. And some went directly to the nodes of exchange of 
the global economy, using infrastructure as a place to express 
dissent.  Those strategies are constituted progressively as 
movements emerge and evolve over time. This essay consid-

ers ways in which protests express demands 
and constitute group identities by shaping 
social space and disrupting hegemonic prac-
tices. The body is a medium of power in this 
process and acts in alliance with others to 

demand change. This collective action of appearing in public 
space is not only the expression, but also the place of exper-

imentation with new forms of political subjec-
tivity. 

The cases of Tahrir Square’s occupation in 
2011, Hong Kong protests of 2019-2020 and 

the Gilets jaunes’ movement initiated in 2018 offer different 
relations between protesters, bodily performance, and the 
use of spatial settings as supports for action.
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FRAMEWORK

A march cannot be organized and held in the same way in 
Minneapolis as in Lyon - this seems to be a rather intuitive 
truth, but how can it be explained? How can we conceive of 
social contestationmovements as a political actor in shaping 
not only discourse, but also space? 

During the last decade, the world witnessed a large number 
of protests on livestreams, TV, or through smartphones. We 
have seen large groups of people, wearing makeshift armours 
or color-coded costumes, chanting, marching, or running - 
« bodies in alliance » as Judith Butler describes them, moving 
into public space to express their demands. From Cairo’s 
Tahrir square to Athen’s Syntagma square, from Madrid’s 
Puerta del Sol to Zuccotti Park in New York, and from Buenos 
Aires’ street marches to Hong Kong’s Umbrella Movement, 
cities seem to have become critical zones for social protests to 
unfold. The conditions of urban living and the extents of metro-
politan areas, the gemstones of global capitalist networks, are 
embedded in their territories through extensive infrastructure. 
As cities and their role in the global economy have grown, the 
nature of collective actions of dissent necessarily takes on an 
evolving shape. 

In this first chapter, I will outline the concepts that serve the 
subsequent study case. Mainly, I will gather theories of poli-
tical philosophers and thinkers that allow me to frame protest 
actions as collective expressions of dissent through bodily 
performance, disrupting spatial practices of a given hegemo-
nic social order, and creating new meaning within this com-
plex space. Finally, I will present the perspective offered by the 
notion of prefigurative politics, which allows to consider social 
movements beyond the objective success or not of their pro-
tests and demands. 

The event of protest is embed-
ded in conceptions of democ-
racy. Pluralism, dissent, 
freedom of expression and 
coexistence of multiple political parties are constitutive ele-
ments of democratic governance in its contemporary euro-
pean conception, meaning that protest is accepted as a tool 
of expression. The extent to which its manifestations are in fact 
admitted by sovereign states and their elected officials or civil 
servants is however questionable. Conflict and dissent are a 
part of democratic struggle, but what limitations do they meet 
in pratice? How is the place of antagonism circumscribed 
in the political? And how can we conceptualize dissenting 
social movements as political actors facing a situated gov-
erning structure? The fundamental role of confrontation and 
conflict within democratic processes is not universally agreed 
upon, as proponents of deliberative processes believe it can 
be resolved by discussion (deliberation) to reach a satisfying 
consensus. This supposes that the consensus expresses a 
valid and sovereign popular will. In this case, an ideological 
«center» is found to balance the opinions of different par-
ties. No radical thought is possibly included in this balance, 
because antagonism is deemed counter-productive. To justify 
an outlook on collective actions of protest - a manifestation 
of antagonism - without necessarily engaging with the phil-
osophical matter of political violence, I will frame them as the 
alliance of plural interests leading to physical acts of confron-
tation that reveal an ideological conflict with the social order 
they act upon. 

Theories of radical democracy offer different perspectives on 
how to achieve the radical extension of equality and liberty. 
Chantal Mouffe and Ernesto Laclau developed a convincing 
critique of liberal and deliberative democratic processes’ con-
cern with consensus as a desirable outcome. They consider 

Democratic pluralism and the essential 
role of conflict: dissent in the form of pro-
test is inevitable in radical democracy.
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that consensus without exclusion is impossible, and that only 
the acceptance of difference - or pluralism - can bring radi-
cal equality. In their view, consensus is necessarily exclusive 
because it erases dissenting and radical voices that do not 
make up a majority. A consensual society beyond antagonism 
and division is unimaginable, an idea one has to come to terms 
with to realise agonistic pluralism. In their oeuvre « Hegemony 
and Socialist Strategy Towards a Radical Democratic Poli-
tics » (Laclau, Mouffe 1985) they recognize the obsolescence 
of Marxist conceptions of classes within a historic course 
of capitalism and the idea of communism as a transparent 
system that solves all forms of antagonism, and propose the 
concept of ‘hegemony’ as a useful tool for democratic strug-
gle. Mouffe further develops their reflection around the cen-
trality of the concepts of ‘antagonism’ and ‘hegemony’ to 

define the political. Hegemony 
is the attribute that comes 
with any given social order; it 
is established through prac-
tices that articulate its forms 

of dominance (Mouffe 1999, 2016) . Social institutions are 
fixed within this articulation and are an element of hegemonic 
practice. Importantly, since hegemony is expressed through 
practices, it is not permanent or innate. A hegemonic order is 
always replaceable by a counter-hegemony because it is not 
pre-existent or prior to its own manifestations, it is only one 
configuration of social order which could have been otherwise 
and can always be challenged and rearticulate. This means 
that the naturalisation of certain orders is a misconception, 
and only reveals that certain hegemonic practices  have been 
repeated often enough to become ‘sedimented’. Struggle 
represents the contest of hegemony in its current form, and 
should propose for a rearticulation of hegemonic practices to 
be successful in achieving change. Her agonistic approach 
relies on the relational nature of identities, constituted through 
a collective demarcation of ‘us’ versus ‘them’. 

« What democratic politics requires is that the others are not 
seen as enemies to be destroyed, but as adversaries whose 
ideas would be fought, even fiercely, but whose right to 
defend those ideas will never be put into question. To put it 
in another way, what is important is that conflict does not take 
the form of an ‘antagonism’ (struggle between enemies), but 
the form of an ‘agonism’ (struggle between adversaries). We 
could say that the aim of democratic politics is to transform 
potential antagonism into an agonism. » (Mouffe 2016, 3). This 
identities are constituted over time, through practice: as we 
protest, we necessarily relate to a group with shared aims. We 
chant, march, eat, and stand together. The event of protest 

allows for collective re-imagining of who we are, what we can 
do and what we want. But in what spaces does the encounter 
materialize?

Social practices play an active role in defining meaning and 
space according to Lefebvre’s theory. Ten years prior to 
Mouffe and Laclau’s argument for conflict and agonism as 
essential components of plural radical democracy, Henri 
Lefebvre published his work on the production of space 
(Lefebvre 1974). His emi-
nent contribution allows us 
to define constructed social 
space - as defined by Lefeb-
vre - as a result of hegemonic 
practices - as defined by Mouffe. In fact, both theories imply 
that practices define and maintain a given order or use. Lefe-
bvre establishes the mutual reciprocal influence of physical 
spaces and social practices in shaping a society. Space is 
reproductive, and he argues that citizen have a right to partic-
ipate in in shaping their society through its spaces. This ‘Right 
to the City’ is, in his thought, a fundamental right of citizen 
after the 1968 student upheavals. Given a ‘natural’ or ‘abso-
lute’ geometry, space emerges as a complex social construc-
tion through the production of values and meanings. This shift 
in perspective means that when conducting a spatial analysis, 
the process of production of space and its political charac-
ter become central: when analyzing a public protest, we will 
be looking simultaneously at its interrelation with messages 
and symbols embedded in their physical context, as both a 
support for their action and the object of social transforma-
tion through the disruption of conventional uses. The way that 
collective and plural dissent is expressed in protest influences 
the social space in which they inscribe their actions: through 
occupation, blockades or disruptions, a new meaning is given 
to the chosen place. 

The mode of existence of social relations is what makes them, 
to Lefebvre, co-producers of space. «  The study of space 
offers an answer according to which the social relations of 
production have a social existence to the extent that they 
have a spatial existence; they project themselves into a space, 
becoming inscribed there, and in the process producing that 
space itself. » (Lefebvre 1991, 138). We can observe that the 
projection can be of different nature: when a protest is orga-
nized in a public square, surrounded by architectural objects 
symbolizing a sovereign state, for example, the structures of 
political power are adressed directly. Actors chose physical 
proximity to conventional places of power, maybe in an attempt 
to reclaim some of it, or at least to question its legitimacy in 

current forms. They modify the perception of the square by 
voicing dissent towards its symbolic content, perhaps using 
visual communication tools such as banners, costumes and 
placards. It is an overlay of meanings, the reclaiming of rights 
upon a part of hegemonic practices by voicing dissent. On 
the other hand, some spaces are less intentionnally expressive 
of hegemony: the peripheral roundabouts emblematic of the 
Gilets Jaunes’ protests do not contain a code of use before 
their occupations, and are not traditional a place of political 
parade. In fact, they are thought of as non-inhabitable, as 
non-welcoming to bodies outside the shell of a moving car. 
The transit network surrounding metropolitan areas serves the 
city’s approvisionment and connection to other nodes, ensur-
ing that services and goods are accessible for urban users, 
fulfilling an essential reproductive function in the franchised 
or guaranteed city. These nondescript spaces irrupt in public 
discourse and substitute the historical role of public squares 
as places for civic political expression. Similarly, in Hong Kong, 
malls, metro stations and skybridges have become places of 
collective action and informal encounter. Some malls - the 
temples of consumption and capitalist reproduction - have 
been noticed as convenient spaces for assembly and are usu-
ally easily accessible by transport. Urban practices of space 
are disrupted and reinterpreted in all of these cases, and 
experimentation with different meanings is part of the hege-
monic struggle.

Disrupting established social spaces creates a breach or 
«  brèche  » (Breviglieri 2013) in the flow of the attractive, 
superficially diverse and neutralized urban spaces clearly ref-

erenced to structure the city’s 
use. The clear denomination 
and delimitation of uses render 
a legible, normalized, and ref-
erential space, where uses and 
functions are clearly defined. 

Users are guided through visual landmarks and mobility plans 
that ensure that no perturbations, or trouble, are encountered. 
«  Jamais désorienté, rarement troublé, celui-ci progresse 
dans l’espace urbain, qui renforce chez lui son autonomie et 
sa pleine individualité. » (Breviglieri 2013, 222). This feeling 
of agency enhances individual autonomy in navigating urban 
spaces. These planning principles contribute to our under-
standing of urban space as the cristallization of hegemony. 

« L’environnement urbain contemporain subit une normalisa-
tion fonctionnelle, il est désormais comme entièrement recou-
vert par un espace de références conventionnelles facilitant 
la prévisibilité de l’utilisation normale qu’on peut en faire.  » 

(Breviglieri 2013, 218). This supposes that the spaces we 
navigate contain symbols and information we can read as ref-
erences: we have gathered a normative understanding of use 
and property delineated by changes in temperature, materials, 
smells, sounds, signalisation... Sensitive variations guide us in 
recognizing where to do what. Protest requires the creation 
of a breach: people gathering with a demand need to estab-
lish that their purpose is contestation, they need to signify a 
difference towards other groups of urban users. This differen-
tiation operates through different channels, and is not neces-
sarily confrontational. Regular urban users, if they still can, will 
continue their practice and sometimes become spectators, 
a public watching and interacting with groups of protesters. 
Recordings from Hong Kong show fully geared up protest-
ers returing to their home district after a day of battle: as they 
pass through a mall, shoppers stop and applause them. This 
teathralized interaction frames the protests as a performance, 
a teathrical act, and the regular citizen as their public, giving 
a positive feedback to the staged show they witnessed from 
afar.  

Social struggle, strikes and 
occupations have longstand-
ing great tradition in many 
places, developing a gen-
eral understanding of col-
lective actions of dissent in a 
chronology of events. But recent technological developments 
have changed the ways in which people organize and com-
municate: protest movements reflect this change. Digital 
tools have greatly influenced the organizational structures of 
social mobilization, with some movements relying completely 
on the features of smartphone apps for their decision-mak-
ing. Simultaneously, the internet has enhanced the previously 
geographically located ‘public space’: exchanges and polit-
ical discourse have moved to great extent to virtual spaces 
of encounter. The notion of liquid public space is advanced 
by Jeffrey Hou (Hou 2019)  in reference to  Hong Kong pro-
tests: without legal opportunities for manifestation and public 
demonstrations, the insurgents have found forms of resistance 
that challenge the absolute control of the sovereign state 
over urban space. These shape an extended understanding 
of what constitutes public space, when the public square 
is not available for protests. Being visible and audible is the 
aim of any protest action; and audiovisual media has taken 
importance in contributing to that end. The physical location 
is not the only medium of experience anymore, which is now 
transferrable to a wider audience and spark other iniatives: 

Public space and appearance: extension 
to media and audiovisual content. Collec-
tive action in Arendt’s space of appear-
ance can only take place with a material 
support and through bodily actions

The urban guarantees flows and experi-
ences for users and avoids disturbances. 
Protests are a form of breach within this 
concept of cities.

Hegemony is expressed in practices that 
can become sedimented. No hegemonic 
order is natural, it can be rearticulated and 
is only one of many alternative orders.

Lefebvre: practices shape complex space. 
Therefore, hegemonic practices construct 
a space that can be challenged by count-
er-hegemonic practices and struggle.
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after the egyptian revolution in 2011, commentators asked if 
India or Palestine would have their Tahrir Square. The experi-
ence is transferred, and the iconic place is transposed: « So 
it is located, and it is transposable; indeed, it seemed to be 
transposable from the start, though never completely. And, of 
course, we cannot think the transposability of those bodies in 
the square without the media. » (Butler 2012, 8). Public opin-
ions are shaped by the images and footage they are exposed 
to, and the publication of such content is an act of resistance 
in itself. Mediated voices and images perform a part of the his-
torical function of public space in liberal democracies. Hannah 
Arendt’s conception of the public sphere in relation to visibility 
and appearance are highly relevant to that day: what is public 
is increasingly defined by what is visible rather than ownership 
and location. Judith Butler recognizes that collective action 
in Arendt’s space of appearance can only take place with a 
material support and through bodily actions - even if it is virtual 
(Butler 2012). One phrase resonates strongly in relation to 
occupations such as Tahrir, where claiming space and claim-
ing social justice become inseperable: « We cannot act with-
out supports, and yet we must struggle for the supports that 
allow us to act. » (Butler 2012, 2). 

She operates the same reciprocal influence between practice 
and space as Lefebvre, but her conception of ‘support’ allows 
for the extension to infrastructure and objects. When bodies 
gather in the streets, they are excercising a right: «  Where 
the legitimacy of the state is brought into question precisely 
by that way of appearing in public, the body itself exercises 

a right that is no right; in other 
words, it exercises a right that 
is being actively contested 
and destroyed by military 
force, and which, in its resis-
tance to force, articulates its 

persistence, and its right to persistence.  » (Butler 2012, 5) 
The bodies are a modality of power during collective action, 
as they incarnate a non-verbal message and a narrative. Envi-
ronments, primary needs, socialisation, and modes of belong-
ing are a precondition to their performative nature - which 
brings us to a biopolitical understanding of protests. The shift 
from governing territories to governing a population and its 
biological reproduction through dispositives and technolo-
gies of power has been theorized by Michel Foucault (Fou-
cault 1976). If state power is extended to the administration 
of bodies, than the bodily performance of acts of protests is 
a biopolitical act. Srategies of counter-insurgence are evi-
dent manoeuvers of control over disruptive spatial practices 
that are innately physical. Through the use of force, non-lethal 

weapons, intimidation and dispositives of crowd control, the 
sovereign state establishes its authority on insurgent bodies. 
Their resistance engages physical safety because of asy-
metric resort to physical violence and its many tools, and is a 
direct resistance to these modalities of control. People protest 
against, within, and despite state control of their movements. 
This can go as far as weaponizing human life in Hong Kong, 
where frontliners are fully aware and expressive of their pos-
sible death. Or it can translate in a challenge  to hegemony 
through refusal of cooperation as the Gilets Jaunes system-
atically refuse to communicate the routes of marches to the 
authorities, disallowing their established habits of supervision. 
The bodily dimension of collective acts of protests places the 
struggle in a biopolitical conception of sovereign power: both 
the expression and control of dissent operate on the level of 
life as a subject of political administration. 

The production of public spaces of appearance through bodily 
performance is a biopolitical act. If democracy itself is a pro-
cess continually performed, the plural expression of dissent 
challenges hegemonic practices of space. Demonstrators 
introduce creative ways of disrupting these hegemonic prac-
tices through collective action and by doing so create new 
spaces for political discourse. 
These new spaces are not 
pre-existing to their creation; 
they are instrumental in the 
creation of group identities and the politisation of individual 
claims. They challenge hegemonic conceptions of how cities 
and societes can function and are in that sense of prefigura-
tive nature. 

This outlook allows us to bridge the time and space gap 
separating us from movements we ar not part of. « Instead 
of speculating about actors’ ends, and attempting to ascribe 
them such ends from our own, ‘outside’ perspective, one 
might rather focus on the means employed. Instead of asking 
whether a practice might be considered successful on the 
basis of our own, external, criteria, we might start with a rad-
ically different question: what is it that those involved in this 
practice actually do or did, and what does this tell us about this 
practice or movement? » (Sande 2013, 230). This requires 
to consider the actions of protesters as the actualization of 
set ideals, meaning that the actions are the means to a goal. 
The achievement of certain demands is not the only relevant 
indicator to evaluate a movement’s objective success. The 
momentary disruption of hegemonic practices and the crea-
tion of spaces of prefiguration, counter-narratives, socializa-

tion and experimentation is in itself an achievement. The focus 
of this essay therefore never lies in wether or not a movement 
managed modify legal and institutional rules or not, but on the 
qualities and creativity of their strategies in making space for 
their demands. This space is important in reaching the affects: 
face-to-face encounters and the emotions felt during protests 
through physical environments and the sense of community 
with others allow for political identity, or subjectivity, to deve-
lop. Moments of protest are highly emotional, even visceral, as 
most people who have participated in a march or occupation 
would agree. The rythm and movement of hundreds of people 
walking in the same direction of oneself, the power felt from 
this alliance in a struggle, the chants and slogans shouted 
simultaneously, and passersby or law enforcement watching 
the spectacle - all this and more triggers strong emotional 
responses and enhances the feeling of community, of being 
on the same side. Ching Kwan Lee, a socioloogy profes-
sor quoted by Hou, shares her thoughts on the importance 
of affects in Hong Kong protests: « Through these actions 
and encounters, a community was reborn, reconstituted, and 
people relate to that community with a very deep reservoir of 
passion and commitment. » (Hou 2021, 13). As she explains, 
the emotions are a fuel keeping commitment alive. They are 
also the binding element that allows dissenting individuals to 
come together as a self-identifying group, strengthening fee-
lings of solidarity and empathy. The experimentation of new 
modes of socialisation is, in that sense, prefigurative: it lays 
out processes of decision-making and politisation that are 
counter-hegemonic and contain a proposal for change. They 
are not a perfect solution but merely a pedagogic occurrence 
that explores collective ways of being.

Precedence has been set in spatializing protests by diffe-
rent researchers. A choreographic approach developed in 
« The Design of Protest » (Hatuka 2018) attempts to define 
a typology of spatial manifestations of protest, arguing that 
similarities can be found amongst virtually all of them. Hatuka 
separates the formal attributes strictly from the political ideo-
logy and struggle and considers the « spatial setting and the 
body to be mutually constitutive » (Hatuka 2018, loc. 1655) 
- that is, that both the body and space are performative and 

without fixed characteris-
tics - which takes form during 
protest events as « spa-
tial choreographies ». This 
concept supposedly reveals 
how people and spaces interact during these protests, 
constructing a new social meaning and negotiating everyday 
sociopolitical distance. The element of distance is an impor-
tant one in this framework. Drawing from Canetti’s axiom of 
the crowd as an overcoming of the individual’s fear of proximity 
with the other, opening up different possibilities and logics 
for mass assembly, which she overlays with a socio-political 
notion of distance between citizen and their state theorized 
by Diane Davis, and a psychological exploration of cognitive 
distance from Nira Liberman and Yaacov Trope. By applying 
her notion of sociopolitical distance to events of dissent, she 
defines a clear role for architects and urban planners: they 
« demarcate distance by defining the geometry of space » 
(Hatuka 2018, loc. 242). 

If Hatuka’s work contains interesting and relevant premises, 
the effort to over-formalize unique events strongly embedded 
in a specific context required to create this typology immedia-
tely seems unrealistic. The strategies often emerge as a conti-
nuity of previous demonstrations of dissent, but they tend to 
be adapted to the specific needs of the protestors facing state 
counter-insurgency. In this essay, the analysis of three events 
has no pretention of being an exhaustive overview of insurgent 
strategies, or of presenting a comparison. The selection of 
those events was based on their relative importance as regio-
nal influences for other social movements, on the availability of 
thorough testimonies and data (as personal attending was not 
an option), on their different geographic location and in their 
great diversity of strategies. Their analysis is not presented in 
a uniform way as each requires attention to different elements. 
However, the analysis generally follows a path from the narra-
tion of the event, the causes of the mobilization, the organiza-
tional structure of the movement, physical and geographical 
features, and finally concrete spatio-corporal strategies and 
their biopolitical implications. 

Sociopolitical distance in Hatuka’s 
typologoies of spatial choreographies of 
protest

Protests contain prefigurative elements 
and allow political subjectivities to emerge

Bodies are a modality of power and 
counter-insurgency establishes biopoli-
cial sovereignty over those bodies
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TAHRIR - TENT CITY

Cairo, Egypt - January 25th, 2011.  

Starting from a number of neighbourhoods, groups of urban 
squatters start moving along the narrow streets of the city, 
growing along their way. Progressively, large masses of 
people emerge from those different parts, managing to con-
fuse the state police and security forces. The protesters shout 
up to their neighbours and to people at their windows, encour-
aging them to join in. The paths of these growing masses 
converge after a few hours in the place called, since 1960, 
Tahrir Square - «freedom square» in arabic. Photocopied leaf-
lets indicating crowd formation tactics are circulating from 
hand to hand, in order to avoid the monitored digital platforms: 
they describe what people should take with them, what build-
ings need to be circled, places to avoid because they allow 
kettling from the police, and what attitudes to adopt towards 
the police. Responding to a call issued on the Facebook page 
dedicated to Khaled Said, a young man assumingly beaten to 
death by the police in 2011, or joining after having heard of 
the protest through in-person or direct cell-phone communi-
cation, people have the images of tunisian protesters toppling 
a repressive and corrupt regime lead by President Ben Ali still 
fresh in their minds: some of their tactics are included in the 
leaflets, such as using Coca-Cola to wash teargas out of the 
face. Through their clear indications, they manage to occupy 
the country’s largest square, a « public » place made for traffic 
and circulation rather than for communication and assembly, 
and stay there for 18 consecutive days - establishing a city 
within the city. 

The conception of what is public space in Egypt has shifted 
significantly over the past centuries. Mosques represented the 
place of communication between the population and the ruler 
until their importance gradually declined in the 19th century, as 

Mohamed Ali led the country towards Modernization and insti-
tutions such as newspapers, political parties and the parlia-
ment were created, inducing a new role for political discourse 
in the capital. Haussmanian planning models were gradually 
implemented throughout the city: the large boulevard and the 
square materialized this new, modern and European concep-
tion of public sphere. Nasser Rabbat (2013) argues that if it is 
evident that planners wanted to instill a new order in Cairo’s 
urban and social structures through these interventions, « it 
is less clear, however, whether they were also aware of the 
security features of the new planning apparatus, with its cre-
ation of wide, straight boulevards that enabled surveillance, 
military movement, and crowd control »1: indeed, some of the 
plans have never been realised, which could also be explained 
by the bankruptcy of the state and the cost they would have 
entailed. Tahrir Square, then still named Isma‘iliyya Square, 
results of such visions: it was meant to emulate Charles de 
Gaulle square in Paris, an iconic haussmanian triumphal 
roundabout. Its defining components were built progres-
sively, as the institutions and high buildings around the vast 
square created a feeling of enclosedness, noteably through 
the construction of the Egyptian museum in 1902. However, 
it became a place of political protest in 1919 as the scene 
of a revolution against British colonizers, without necessarily 
becoming an ongoing place of political discourse as much as 
other squares in Cairo. A significant shift appeared in public 
life during the 50s and 60s as the government took a socialist 
turn. Under a Nationalization Program, a large amount of pre-
viously privately operated parks and squares returned to the 
government’s possession - the concept of « melk el homa », 
translated as property of the government, overrides previous 
conceptions of public space in Egypt. Under the ruling of 
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ckwise enumeration, the Mogamma Al Tahrir (literally trans-
lated as ‘the collective’) is an impressive structure with a wide 
open space. It houses most government agencies behind 
the soviet-style facade in a labyrinth of corridors and offices, 
which tie the building to dysfunctional bureaucracy in people’s 
minds. Finally, the American University is described as having 
a neo-Mamluk style6: it was built for a minister of Isma’il Pasha, 
the ruler who planned the haussmannization of Cairo in the 
1870s while impatiently enforcing reforms to modernize and 
europeanize his country. The square is then closed off by neo-
classical housing, which contain a few commerces on their 
ground level, as well as a number of hotels. The gathering of 
all these architectural remnants left behind by forces that clai-
med space and power in egyptian national politics lays out an 
eclectic urban scenery and the roundabout in its center acts 
as a centripetal force (Weizman 2015) for protesters, while 
police and opposing groupes attempt to generate move-
ment away from it, dispersing and breaking the collective into 
controllable individuals.

Some of the buildings were confronted directly by protesters: 
the National Democatic Party’s headquarters were looted and 
set on fire on the evening of January 28th7, making it unfit for 
use. It was a direct violent act against the main (but not only) 
target of the protests, Hosni Mubarak, as well as the politi-
cal organization of the country itself, ruled by a single party. It 
is unclear who set the fire, but it did spark strong responses 
and discussions as it was feared at some point the fire could 
reach the nearby museum and destroy its unvaluable collec-
tion. Like the fallen King’s empty pedestal on the roundabout 
in 1952, the ruin has been considered as a symbol for the fai-
lure of Mubarak’s autocratic regime by many8, and even part of 
Egypt’s architectural legacy in its charred state. It was argued 
that the building holds collective memory from before, during 
and after the 2011 revolution, since it has been part of the 
Cairene skyline for so long and is located so majestically in 
front of the Nile. Therefore, the government’s decision to wit-
hdraw the building from the list of nationally protected heritage 
and subsequently to demolish it in 2015 was received with a 
lot of criticism. It it has been argued that the location makes 
the plot of land highly valuable, too much so to stand in ruins, 
it seems difficult to strip the ruin of its symbolic value when 
debating its fate.  If profits and investment are the admitted 
driving forces behind this decision making process, erasing a 
mark left on the city by revolutionaries must have been consi-
dered a desirable side-effect. Between the demolition and 
the erected 100-ton obelisk in the center of the roundabout, 
one could sense that the government seems confident in put-
ting the memory of the revolution behind. The Mogamma also 

stands for bureaucracy and the uselessness of an utterly cur-
rupt state, which was the trigger of egyptian anger.

The camp we are describing now is the one that appeared 
during the early weeks of February, up until Mubarak’s res-
ignation on February 11th, 2011. Its area,  materialized by 
a frontier of barricades and 
checkpoints both built by 
the army and protestors, has 
varied as Mubarak suppor-
ters were present in the area 
north from the Museum, resulting in clashes on Meret 
Basha street. From February 6th onwards, the tents and 
other structures in the grassy areas of the square seem to 
become more permanent. It is widely considered at this 
point that Egypt’s political structure would not return to its 
previous state, as the international community issues sta-
tements in this regard9. On that day, prominent blogger  
@sandmonkey tweets: « I’ve been to Tahrir Square today. My 
prediction was correct. The March 810 model is taking over. It 
has become a tent city. #jan25 ». It is interesting to note that 
the term « tent city » is used over the longer standing « pro-
test camp »: if it is more of a city than a camp, it means it is 
staying for longer. It means that it can substitute for the ser-
vices and networks offered by the surrounding city. It means 
that it is a political item in itself: the city is not just a protest, it 
is a proposal and an experimentation on what urban life could 
be. A city has a municipality, a population, and exterior rela-
tions - but is also concerned with its own contradictions and 
conflicts. On Tahrir, different interest groups cohabit, as their 
presence is in itself due to a consensus on a need for change, 
or a rearticulation of hegemonic forms of power incarnated 
in Hosni Mubarak’s rule. The distinction of « us » versus the  
ruler’s supporters is clearly defined, through aforementioned 
barricades, military checkpoints, and control points organized 
by protestors themselves11. A process has been set up speci-
fically to filter out these individuals: antigovernment protestors 
have set up men along the points of entry to the square to alert 
if Mubarak supporters try to attack, by using sound and ban-
ging metal as a way of communication. Once individuals within 
the square have been identified as opponents, as belonging 
not to « us » but to « them », they are detained in Tahrir’s 
metro station. What used to be a hub of transport is reappro-
priated and used as a place of 
forced immobilization, bene-
fitting from the enclosure that 
cannot be found elsewhere on 
the open square. Once they 

President Nasser, who came 
to power in 1970, liberal pol-
icies sparked protests from 
the socialist groups, who took 

to the squares and reinstated them as places of political dis-
course. Digital platforms became an important part of Egyp-
tian public sphere in the 90s under the rule of Mubarak, who 
follows the economic policies of his assassinated predeces-
sor while tightening the grip on political opposition and dis-
sent2. And in 2011, the role of the square in egyptian politics 
is up for a renewal. 

The Egyptian revolution of 2011 is a rich study case for a 
number of reasons. First, the articulation between the digital 
and audiovisual spheres and the physical realm have been 
thoroughly explored, which allows me to understand the com-
plexity of this relationship in later movements as well. Second, 
the occupation of the square is an example of how breaking 
down barriers between private and public spheres can create 
the « anarchist passage », or momentum, for the emergence 
of prefigurative politics (which also appear physically in the 
logistic and spatial organization of the square). These two 
aspects are not entirely distinct from each other, as digital 
tools can also be used to organize and influence the organiza-
tional structures of political movements as well.

The square is located at the west of the colonial district. 
It is considered part of a center of the city, and is generally 
easily accessible and well connected. It is in direct proxitmity 
of the Nile and is the confluent point of arguably 16 streets, 
with a large roundabout at its center. The urban form of these 
networks immediately reminds of haussmannian planification 
principles, as the intersection takes on a symbolic role. The 
flow of traffic is emphasized at the junction of the large number 
of streets, creating a busy sensation. The city seems to live 
fast, people have places to go to during the day as much as 
during the night.  Contrary to haussmannian roundabouts 
however, Tahrir does not have in its center a national monu-

ment: if the Place de l’Etoile 
(or Square Charles de Gaulle) 
in Paris was the inspiration for 
the design, where is its unfor-
gettable Arc de Triomphe? It 
seems as the repeated revolu-

tions and regime changes in Egypt make it difficult to erect and 
keep such a symbolically charged object in this place. In 1952, 
after a revolt and successful coup led by Gamal Abdul Nasser, 
the statue of the fallen king’s father was just finished, therefore 
its pedestal remained empty. It was left as a landmark of the 

failed monarchy for the following decades. After the assassi-
nation of president Anwar el Sadat in 1981, the square was 
renamed in his honour and a statue of him was planned to 
be erected in the center of the roundabout, but never built: 
the renaming of ‘Sadat Square’ did not stick, and it was not 
strongly imposed by the young Mubarak regime. The roun-
dabout remained without a statue for another four decades. In 
2013, a memorial for those killed during the revolution in 2011 
was built, sparking anger amidst protestors: they felt that the 
army and the government were responsible of the killings, and 
that the memorial was an act of hypocrisy. Finally, in 2020, 
an ancient obelisk peaking at 19 meters and weighing about 
100 tons is erected, reminding the passersby of Egypt’s pha-
raonic past. This decision has caused more controversy and 
resistance among archeologists and Historians than among 
activists: the granite obleisk should withstand urban condi-
tions rather well, but the four sphinxes set at its foot consist 
of sandstone, which could be severely damaged by rainwater 
mixed with pollutants, as an egyptologist told Reuters3.

No major landmark or object was present on the roundabout 
itself during the early months of 2011. However, the buildings 
surrounding the square are distinctly high, monumental and of 
symbolic importance. They are witnesses and expressions of 
the History of modern Egypt, and serve as a dramatic back-
drop to the revolutionary happenings, scenes that become 
recognizable through their wide dissemination on the inter-
net. The Egyptian Museum, opened in 1901 and designed by 
French Beaux-Arts architect Marcel Dourgnon4, is recogni-
zable by its bright red stone and neo-classical symmetry. It 
hosts the worlds oldest collection of pharaonic art and monu-
ments. On land it previously owned, adjacent to the Nile, the 
National Democratic Party  - founded by Sadat in 1978, and 
the facto single and ruling party until Mubarak’s resignation 
- had its Headquarters, which were looted and torched by 
protestors and the building was finally torn down in 2015. On 
the South of these two objects, the Headquarters of the Arab 
League face Tahrir Palace along the main street, also named 
El Tahrir. The former is a voluntary intergovernmental orga-
nization that was founded in 1945, and presents as a single 
main building with a dozen of floors and a front plaza laterally 
enclosed by two lower wings. It was built simultaneously as 
the Nile Ritz-Carlton under Abdel Nasser’s rule. The inspira-
tion, clearly modernist in its regularity and defined geometry, 
could be italian, as the composition strongly reminds the one 
of Palazzo dei Sindicati  (1932) in Milano or Gio Ponti’s famous 
Palazzo della Montecatini (1936). Facing it, the ministry of 
foreign affairs is housed inside a neo-islamic palace built for 
Princess Nemtallah in the 1890s5. Following this counter-clo-

Evolution of the concept of public space 
in Cairo

Physical features of Tahrir Square: A 
place de l’Etoile with no Arc de Triomphe, 
surrounded by symbolically relevant build-
ings of eclectic styles

Establishing the camp as a ‘tent city’ with 
services and infrastructure substituting 
the failed state

Security and filtering out adversaries: 
antagonism on the outside, cohabitation 
and agonism on the inside
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along the brain that had fallen out of the wound. Others suffer 
from skin rashes from wearing the same clothes for so long, 
sunstrokes, or soreness due to sleeping on the ground. The 
presence of medical assistance on the square is a necessary 
condition for the protestors: they express a strong will to stay, 
but need stitches and medication to be able to do so. The 
makeshift healthcare system relies on altruism and urgency: it 
is as much a support of revolutionary action as an expression 
of the lack of a functioning state healthcare system. 

The safest space in the occupied area is the one that is fur-
thest away from its borders, where clashes with pro-Muba-
rak thugs and the army occur. This is mainly the roundabout 
itself, where the ‘tent city’ emerges at first, before extending to 
other grassy areas. People sleep in tents that they have either 
bought or pieced together from plastic sheets and fabric 
tended on poles. As they express, the tents are not just a place 
to sleep, but reinforce a feeling of belonging: « This little tent 
here is the safest place in the world » says young protester 
El Jeily. « My parents are worried, but I tell them I am fine. »17. 

Some even name their tents 
after their home governorate. 
The materiality of this domes-
ticity is distinctively textile: the 
lightweight structures allow 
for great creativity and flexibi-

lity in defining personal and shared space. Rugs put direc-
tly on the ground indicate places to sit, talk, write, drink tea 
or sleep. The distinctions between interior and exterior, pri-
vate and public can be remodeled easily: no heavy tools or 
weightlifting is required, but agreement with the neighbours 
is necessary. This is pivotal in modelling these personal use 
areas. The lightweight fabrics and rugs are placed in space 
through negotiation, and the tent city is the temporary mate-
rialization of this process.The borders that result from it can 
shift easily, making the tent city a spatial drawing board for 
interpersonal space negotiations. An additional specificity 
of the tent city lies in the use of different surfaces to express 
demands and dissent. Tents are covered in posters and hand-
written text, making them an interface between its inhabitants 
as political identities and the public sphere - in immediate 
physical proximity or through captured images. It is a creative 
way of ensuring that images of the square diffused through 
media everywhere in the world will contain written language. 
But global diffusion can not be the first aim, since they write in 
arabic, and not the more globally understood english: the sta-
tements concern merely their own government and concurring 
forces, or even each other.

What  we can gather from these observations is that security 
is the priority in choosing a place for sleep and vulnerable pri-
vacy, which is preferred as a cluster rather than as disparate 
‘homes’. Secondly, we can see that domestic organization and 
privacy borders are the cristallization of a negotiation process 
that can be continuous if it is allowed so through mobile ele-
ments and an economy of means. Third, protestors show us 
that the facade of their home is a blank piece of surface for 
expression, and that it can contain powerful statements.

We have  mentioned the organization of a security system 
above. The occupied area is never a given during the early 
months of 2011: it has to be constantly defended from thugs, 
pro-Mubarak groups, and the 
army.  This is enabled through 
a variety of dispositives and 
actions. First, the makeshift 
barricades delineate the fron-
tier and act as shields for the 
protestors, as stones and pavement are thrown from both 
sides. These barricades are the most violent sites of the occu-
pation, and field hospitals are located close to them. Pro-
testors act in defense, they rarely tried to gain more ground 
surface than they had occupied before, but act in order to lose 
as little as possible day by day. The army was supposed not 
to take party in the fights, meaning they intervened minimally, 
or not at all when Mubarak-supporters entered the camp on 
camels and horses18. They attempt to convince the anti-gov-
ernment protestors to draw back their lines in order to have 
more buffer space, which protestors refuse. During those 
attempts at moving the line, protestors would gather around 
the stationed military and peacefully resist their advance-
ment through disobedience. Some protesters have been pic-
tured sleeping in the tank’s tracks, making a strong physical 
and visual statement. Finally, security is guaranteed through 
mutual observation and organized checkpoints by the main 
entry points: El Tahrir, where people arrive from the bridge, and 
Meret Basha, where the most confrontations happen. People 
entering the square are searched respectfully, and no firearms 
are permitted inside. This selective process was necessary 
since the occupation of Tahrir was founded and maintained 
through violent clashes19, by which the frontiers of the area 
play a crucial role. It has been noted by Zeineb Abdul-Magd 
that those on the front line were mostly working-class, under-
priviledged youth, people from the countryside or members 
of football supporting groups («  ultras  ») - people who had 
some sort of experience with fighting and violence - while the 
middle class, educated and more privileged youth was tweet-
ing and updating facebook statuses from the middle of the 

have been detained, the suspects are handed over to the army 
on Cairo Al Wosta street, diametrically opposed to the nor-
thern area where Mubarak supporters gather. These control 
and expulsion tactics have become necessary after the violent 
clashes of February 2nd, when Mubarak supporters entered 
the square on camels and horses, resulting in eleven deaths. 
The distinction of « us » and « them » is a constitutive element 
of group identities and hegemonic struggle, but according to 
Chantal Mouffe, the construction of an adversary as an enemy 
is detrimental to agonistic pluralism and a well-functioning 
democracy. She argues that « somebody with whose ideas 
we are going to struggle but whose right to defend those 
ideas we will not put into question ». She furthers that « An 
adversary is a legitimate enemy, an enemy with whom we have 
in common a shared adhesion to the ethico-political principles 
of democracy »12. « the prime task of democratic politics is 
not to eliminate passions nor to relegate them to the private 
sphere in order to render rational consensus possible, but 
to mobilize those passions towards the promotion of demo-
cratic designs. »13. In a revolutionary context, such legitimate 
oppositions loose their traditional framework of understan-
ding: what is legitimate and what is not during a revolution? 
The use of force by different powers and groups during the 
protests make it clear that the Egyptian society, and Cairo 
as a city, qualify as an antagonistic space at that time. Within 
Tahrir square however, the common agreement on democratic 
claims and the dissent towards an anti-democratic govern-
ment bind together groups with divergent or even contradic-
tory political perspectives. Their point of convergence lies in 
the negative demand for the government to resign, without 
being able to clearly articulate a programme for positive rear-
ticulation. If this lack of unity and intellectualization has been 
heavily critized in the international press, it also allows the par-
ticipants to enjoy a great freedom of experimentation.
 
Protestors in Tahrir square appear to agree on a central 
demand - the removal of the regime -  but they differ on 

whether to negotiate or not, 
and if so, how. « This is one of 
the main drawbacks of the rev-
olution. Usually people think 
about what they want and then 
they start a revolution, but now 
it is the other way around. We 

have created the revolution first and then in the next transi-
tional period, we will be allowed to see politics, and decide 
what to join and what to do » says Mohammed Kalfat, a trans-
lator who participated in the sit in.14 Different groups do emit 
lists of demands including proposals for amending the consti-

tution (see illustrations), there is no single leader or spokes-
person for the movement.  

Without a pre-existing organizational structure, the emer-
gence of the square’s services and sectors are a laboratory 
for social organization15 where material and bodily needs 
become prominent. The groups are unable to form consen-
sus on a list of demands for the form of powers they wish to 
see implemented, but the occupation of the square in itself 
becomes a performance of demands, which are that bodily 
needs are urgent and primary. The city within the city beco-
mes a network of services and support that the people’s dis-
content emerges from: a miniature of a desired society. The 
lack of access to food, health provision, proper housing, and 
job prospects resulted wtih the people’s frustration towards 
Mubarak’s dictatorial regime. The establishment of a ‘liveable’ 
city on Tahrir cristallizes a form that is desired by protestors, 
and the infrastructure they create reflects their basic needs. 
Protesting happens through the satisfaction of basic needs 
of the occupants, who demand from their state to meet those 
needs: from a biopolitical understanding, administered lives 
are contesting the sovereign power in its failure to provide 
for basic needs. As Butler puts it, the vulnerabilty of people is 
made visible, and it is this vulnerablity that gives force to the 
protests. In the next pages, we will detail the elements of the 
city within the city, the different structures of bodily needs and 
how they materialize.

Carried by the emotions and affects reached through the 
powerful coming together, initiatives from groups and inidivu-
dals are brought into reality. A prominent example is the repur-
posing of a fast food restaurant into a clinic, known as the 
« KFC clinic »: health security is more important than ame-
rican fast food chains on Cairo’s revolutionary grounds. First 
aid and a pharmacy are provi-
ded, trained nurses administer 
insuline shots16. The medicine 
is brought in by volunteers 
who give the medicine for free, 
the pharmacy does not take any money for it - it is said that 
the medication is of higher quality than what they would use 
normally. The feeling of altruism and generosity is strong, a 
sense of gratefulness and togetherness comes from the care 
received from others. For serious injuries, small field hospi-
tals are set up: inside the small Rahman Abdul Mosque, up to 
90 volunteers work in shifts to provide care to the wounded 
and the diminished of living on the square. The injuries can be 
severe, as a doctor recounts that a man was brought in with a 
bleeding head injury - followed by his friend who had carried 

A network of idenitifiable services 
emerges from initiatives and altruism is as 
much a support for revolutionary action as 
a revolt agains failing state services

Sleeping places are in the safest area of 
the square, its center. Domestic borders 
are negotiated and plastic sheets, tents 
and carpets define personal boundaries.

Heterogenous political views, consen-
sus on the demand to remove Mubarak 
and fight corruption but no unity in other 
demands. This allows flexibility and exper-
imentation, bodily needs become a promi-
nent vector of organization

The occupied zone hase clearly defined 
borders that are a zone of conflict. Bar-
ricades need to be defended constantly. 
The periphery is therefore a violent zone.
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Conclusion

The hegemonic struggle that led to Hosni Mubarak’s resi-
gnation in February 2011 materialized on Tahrir square in a 
variety of forms. The material environment served as a support 
for action through creative rethinking from the anti-govern-
ment protestors, converting a fast-food into a clinic or detai-
ning adversaries in the metro station. It was redefined as a 
« safe » area through violent defensive actions, allowing for 
the expression and performance of bodily needs in the nego-
tiation of domestic and private spaces within the « tent city », 
a temporary substition to the failing state made possible by 
altruism and a sense of unity in urgency. The revolutionary 
bodies made a space for public discourse through all of these 
actions, which was transposed by documenting and archiving 
the events by digital means. The acts of documenting and 
archiving implicated the body as well and materialized in inter-
faces such as the media tent or the screens, where protes-
ters came to watch scenes of their own actions in numbers. 
Some actions and functions were attributed specific spaces, 
such as the media and library tents, the kindergarten, domes-
tic areas or the clinics. Other uses were mobile and space 

for them was made temporarily, such as religious and cultural 
practices. Verbal and visual messages were used by protes-
ters on various supports, such as walls, tent fabric, or even 
entire facades, inscribing their contestation onto the material 
environment. 

The protests in Tahrir did not end with Hosni Mubarak’s resi-
gnation. Without a solid democratic system ready to take over 
after the military junta’s temporary governance, the Muslim 
Brotherhood saw an opportunity for gaining leadership and 
won the first elections in decades. New protests emerged 
in 2013 against Mohamed Morsi’s religious rule, ended  by 
a coup d’état led by General Abel Fattah El-Sissi. Millions of 
Egyptians returned to the streets to demand elections, once 
again. However, the revolution of 2011 has shaped regional 
politics and contributed to the emergence of strategies of 
occupation, and to the development of social claims gurative 
actions and the experimentation with group identities. 

square. Making the square a place for public discourse there-
fore came with virile demonstration of power through violence, 
in an act of defense against external and opposing forces.
For Butler, those tweeting and filming are performing bodily 
protest as well. Recording and photographing the scenes of 
dissent, archiving, and publishing are a revolutionary act in 
themselves: they infringe on hegemonic representations and 
narratives and represent a hegemonic struggle over the space 
of appearance. They constitute an act of « active participation 
in the making of the space of appearance »20. She argues that 
since those who are filming and tweeting face consequences 

such as emprisonment or 
torture because of the exer-
cise of a right, they do impli-
cate the body. The tactics on 
Tahrir illustrate her arguments: 

since bloggers and media activists on the square have limited 
access to internet, they designate « digital mules » - as Mia 
Janckowicz has been doing - to carry memory cards back to 
their apartments and broadcast the content they created. The 
diffusion and mediatisation of the revolution requires many 
bodily actions expose individuals to high risk. One tragic exa-
mple are the sexual assaults enacted upon a number of female 
reporters (among a number of civilians). Hania Moheeb, Lara 
Logan, Natasha Smith, Mona Eltahawy and Sonia Dridi - 
among others - publicly shared horrifying accounts of group 
assaults while they were covering the protests on Tahrir.  « If 
you can find a single female journalist who hasn’t been groped 
in a crowd, I will be stunned » reporter Gretchen Peters told to 
the Committee to Protect Journalists21.  It becomes clear that 
reporting and recording, although being performed ‘in action’, 
requires a physical space to fulfill certain needs. A tent is set 
up by bloggers, who have tapped electricity from neighbou-
rhood lines to charge computers, smartphones, and recording 
devices. They sit on the ground to exchange and share stories 
they found, producing content that will be handed over to the 
digital mules. Having a place for encounter and maybe rest 
amidst the days of protest is a necessity to allow bodies to 
fulfill tasks and work such as reporting.

As the internet services were shut down on several days, 
people had no access to the videos and content from their 
square that were broadcasted in the world. This resulted in 
even more people coming out to the streets. Bloggers set up 
a screen close to Mogamma, and people come in numbers 
int the evenings to watch the show of themselves, the images 
and sounds of their day of struggle as it has been presented to 
the world. They spend some time being spectators, albeit still 
being in the moment of struggle. This allows them to see their 

actions as a narrative, a story they are telling others but also 
each other, about everything they have already accomplished.

Documenting, publishing, and archiving are acts of resistance, 
and being a spectator to collective actions allows for nar-
ratives and group identites to unfold. Access to information 
and the corresponding spaces are an important element of 
Tahrir’s prefigurative organization: the daily newspapers are 
displayed on a wall for people 
to read. The wall is a conve-
nient surface for this use; 
many people can stand along-
side and crutch or bow to read 
at different heights. And since walls are free, pages can be 
spread out over a large surface: no need to fold them into 
a small object. Another tent is called the library: texts about 
Democracy are available alongside the Egyptian Constitution. 
It is interesting to note that certain uses have led to specific 
places, contained in this case by a tent, to allow for a cen-
tralization of the activity. Places become specialized and are 
defined by a social purpose: at the scale of this subsidiary city, 
people don’t need to know one another to access a certain 
service. Exchange and transactions are made possible by 
establishing functions. 

Religious practice takes up a peculiar form in the functions of 
the space. No area is reserved solely for prayer. As different 
religious groups perform their rituals, the bodily presence on 
the square is temporarily modified. Muslim people praying, for 
example, gather in lines, respecting the orientation towards 
the qibla. They are in a position of vulnerability, kneeling on 
the ground, where pro-government protesters could easily 
attack. During these moments, non-practising protesters for 
a human security chord to protect people praying. This act 
of protection relies on the body as a modality of power: the 
number and position of them 
signify a common statement, 
the posing of a moral and phy-
sical ‘limit’ to transgression. 
By embodying this limit, protesters emit a desire: freedom of 
religious practice should be protected throughout religions, 
and these do not conflict with one another. They recognize the 
right to a ‘sacred’, to something that should not be infringed 
upon.

Space of appearance: being visible and 
audible requires the physical acts of doc-
umentation and sharing.

Recording, tweeting and posting are 
bodily acts that can threaten physical 
integrity directly

Religious practices and protecting the 
right to a sacred
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map of occupied area p. 54-55Satellite view, Cairo, Egypt
Google Earth, accessed 19.12.2021
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Google Earth, accessed 07.01.2022

1.
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HONG KONG - BE WATER

Hong Kong, HKSAR - June 9th, 2019. 

One million people march peacefully22, out of an estimated 
population of seven million. They flood the city in a  slow flow 
of white teeshirts - the color chosen for the rally - and banners.   
It is the largest mass protest in since Hong Kong returned to 
China’s sovereignty in 1997, and its political leaders state 
surprise by the mobilization. Young and old are standing and 
walking alongside, their faces uncovered, expressing their 
dissent towards a proposed extradition bill in a manner that 
is wished to be ‘orderly’ as organizer Jimmy Sham states23. 
During the day it is, indeed, orderly, yet the severeness of the 
political situation weighs heavy on the atmosphere. Led by 
organizers equipped with microphones, there are chants and 
shouts. Everyone seems to realize that lawful extraditions to 
mainland China can impact any of them, and infringe on the 
judiciary sovereignty of Hong Kong, posing a threat to their 
security. 

The events take an abrupt turn in the evening. Around 10pm, 
the government issues a press statement announcing the pur-
suit of the readings of the bill. Anger grows among the protes-
ters that have already been marching all day long. A feeling of 
voicelessness and powerlessness leads to a collective deci-
sion: they move to the Legislative Council’s building complex 
at Tamar, by Admiralty metro station. ‘Orderly’ is no longer an 
accurate qualification; frustration and even fury are the words 
in people’s mouths. They are met in front of the building by  
ordinary police staff, who seem overwhelmed and react franti-
cally, pepper-spraying protesters with hand-held devices and 
hitting with batons. The scene is a violent one.

On June 12th, the day of the bill’s second reading, protesters 
arrive early. Their faces are now covered with surgical masks, 

protective glasses and most have brought a helmet and an 
umbrella. Stainless stell Mills barriers, common crowd control 
devices, are set up in a chevron formation to prevent pro-es-
tablishment lawmakers to enter the building: if the population 
is voiceless, so shall be the political leaders. Riot police in 
protective gear is present in numbers, mainly observing the 
protesters who refuse to leave unless the bill is withdrawn 
completely. On a nearby construction site, some are digging 
up bricks, and people start pushing against the police cordon 
from behind their umbrellas. As a few bricks are thrown, the 
police changes their strategy - the first tear gas since the 
2014 umbrella protests is fired. It is now clear: the govern-
ment, at its head Chief Executive Carrie Lam, will use their 
only weapon in this issue - police force - to silence Hongkon-
gers. Only by blocking pro-Beijing lawmakers from physically 
entering their building, the protesters avoided the bill to be 
passed on that day.

If extraditions to China were allowed, thousands ofcriminal 
suspects could be sent to trial on the ‘mainland’. As Hong 
Kong’s Security Bureau proposed an extradition bill, the popu-
lation fears that critics of the Chinese regime could face trials 
in Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) controlled courts.The 
Hong Kong Special Adminis-
trative Region (SAR) enjoys its 
own legal system and, according to the Sino-British agree-
ment of 1984, gives its citizen right to freedom of expression 
and peaceful assembly24. After China recovered sovereignty 
on Hong Kong in 1997, the concept of ‘one country, two sys-
tems’ is applied and generally accepted, however since 2002 
Beijing has taken steps infringing on Hong Kong’s autonomy. 

Governance of Hong Kong and ‘one 
country, two systems’ principle
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Largely peaceful demonstrations in 2014 known as the ‘Umb-
rella Movement’ staged weeks of protest in commercial and 
governmental districts. In september of the same year, student 
unions called for the occupation of Civic Square at Tamar, 
demanding direct elections for the chief executive of Hong 
Kong SAR. Around two hundred students   entered the square 
by forcing the gates, confronting the police who made heavy 
use of pepper spray. Images of the confrontation spread and 
the students gain large support, as citizens rallied in protec-
tion from the police25. This moment can be considered pivotal 
in mobilizing the general population for the movement, which 
eventually dissipated.

The umbrella movement’s leaders were progressively arrested 
and sentenced to prison. This served as a significant lesson 
for future organizers. The protests sparked by the extradition 
bill in 2019 are marked by the absence of leading figures, and 
« there is no recognized figurehead to issue instructions, and 
the people wouldn’t follow those anyway »26. The organiza-
tional structure has been described as  leaderful - and not 
leaderless - by observers and activists themselves27 such as 
Chin Ying Johnson Yeung, crediting students for being the 
first to ring the alarm and small community organizations for 
mobilizing their networks. The collective effort from different 

organizations, professional 
groups and communities took 
shape without hierarchy, a flat 
network of logistics and sup-
port. The apparent merging 

and ‘flatness’ of these identities visually translates in the face-
blocking of protestors, who wear all-black gear, facemasks 
and hats: anonymity means security from identification and 
police targeting. The individual has to disappear for the move-
ment to survive. Johnson Yeung mentions that coordination 
between neighbourhood communities revealed to be difficult, 
and that the small geographic size of Hong Kong was critical 
in allowing for activists to meet one another rapidly. 
A decentralized structure comes with its own challenges. 
Without the need for permission from an authority, initiatives 
can build rapidly and organically, favoring the development of 
particular expertises and strengths found in multitudes. But 
the energy level of mobilization is crucial to its continuation; 
numbers are critical to keep the movement alive. The absence 
of a single organization allows for great flexibility both in deci-
sion-making and in ideology. Digital tools such as he mes-
saging app Telegram or the forum LIHKG are used because 
they allow for anonymity and incorporate features that allow 
for rapid consensus building. The poll feature of Telegram is 
used to decide wether to stay or to disperse during an action, 

for example. LIHKG’s algorithm favors most liked posts, which 
leads to consensus28. When too many users make the cell 
services unreliable, peer-to-peer technologies such as apple’s 
airdrop feature are used - telegram chats remind people to 
have the feature switched on before protests29. Those digital 
communication tools can therefore be understood as both a 
symptom and a cause for the horizontal, leader-full, anarchic 
structure of the movement. Its flexibility is expressed in the 
‘do not split’ principle: people should not prevent others from 
taking actions they disagree with. This is mostly practiced in 
relation to offensive actions, as the use of force has usually 
been divisive in Hong Kong’s emancipatory politics. Coming 
from a place of peaceful resistance and disobedience, dis-
proportionate use of force by authorities has led to a broader 
acceptance of offensive actions among protesters30: « most 
of the participants agreed that ‘the maximum impact could 
only be achieved when peaceful assembly and confronta-
tional actions work together’ », concludes a study undertaken 
by several universities. Violence is not used to create chaos, 
but for tactical purposes. The « do not split » strategy and 
use of consensus-building tools indicate a preference for deli-
berative democracy and the belief in consensus. But if oppo-
sing views are in fact recognized and accepted as such, the 
movement incorporates a form of pluralism - strengthened by 
the recognition that no single leader could accuratley repre-
sent the individual beliefs and conceptions. Since the umb-
rella movement, localist discourses have split between left 
and right: they take on different stances regarding Chinese 
immigration, with right-wing groups expressing clearly sino-
phobic views31 whereas left-wing liberals consider Chinese 
immigrants to be a part of Hong Kong’s society. 

It becomes clear that the 2019-2020 protests distinguish 
themselves from other insurgent strategies. They are not 
about long term occupation and inhabitation, in fact, they 
leave only small traces: volunteers clean up after every action. 
A repetition of speed, stop and movement in coordination let 
thousands of appear in a place before the police even know 
where they are.

The protesters make use of the layers of pedestrian area typi-
cal of Hong Kong. Starting in the 1960s, the municipality 
launched the construction of a footbridge network, mainly in 
the districts of Central, Victoria Harbour and Admiralty. The 
bridges are accessed vertically through staircases and esca-
latory, some of them benefitting from air conditioning. The 
plan is named ‘Central Elevated Walkways’ and connects the 
bridges to streets, office buildings, and transport stations - 
with other services such as shops having blossomed at inter-

sections32. This layered topography has added new ecologies 
to the existing city, as the municipality realized it would be an 
efficient way to move pedestrians around without interfering 
with traffic. The network of footpaths is intricate and spans 
over different heights; it requires a certain expertise to be 
navigated reliably, having emerged as the result of incremen-
tal and case-by-case resolution of specific needs. A group of 
architects have undertaken the the mapping of these urban 
conditions and state in their book that the network can be 
understood as «result of a combination of top-down planning 
and bottom-up solutions, a unique collaboration between 
pragmatic thinking and comprehensive masterplanning»33. 
For pedestrians, moving through the city involves a three-di-
mensional understanding of paths and tunnels that are also an 

opportunity for encounter: the 
verticality of skyscrapers, 
huddled between shores and 
steep mountains, has no set 
level for a commonly agreed 

upon « ground ». The urban spaces that emerge from an 
unwelcoming site create the conditions for a highly mobile 
user, unbothered by traffic lights or bad weather. The nature 
of these spaces fluctuates between public and commercial/
private with many variations. The walkways and transit hubs 
do appartain to public space in the conception of people, and 
it is required by law that they do stay open around the clock. 
However, boundaries are expressed in the changing atmos-
phere of the infrastructure. The smell of a shopping mall or of 
a bus station, the noise of a ferry platform or of a corporate 
lobby, the levels of humidity, lighting and temperature are all 
indicators defining sensitive boundaries within public space. 
It is argued that the infrastructure has become a surrogate 
for public and social space in Hong Kong, defying European 
definitions of the square and the park. These unique condi-
tions are indivisible of the protestors strategy: they act as a 
support for action and stipulate the basis of tactics  as they 
move throughout the city. But they also provide for interstitial 
spaces, places of encounter and exchange, where different 
social groups cross paths. These have the potential of crea-
ting moments of agonism and of creative uses: workers gather 
in empty spaces on their day off, bringing blankets and food, 
chatting and snoozing34. One of the characteristics of Honkg 
Kong protests is that they take place almost everywhere.  In 
coordinating actions, mapping has become an essential tool. 
Crowdsourced maps such as HKmap.live35 track the location 
of protestors and police throughout the city, but also where 
water cannons and teargas are deployed, or where armed 
thughs attack civilians. Another interactive map36 extracts data 
from 84 telegram channels and media to indicate the  use of 

teargas over time and place. The act of mapping activity shows 
how the protests are relying on practice and use of spaces 
rather than solely their geographic location. The urban configu-
ration of the city with its complex networks and infrastructure 
acting as public space receives this added layer, constantly 
updated by the protestors - users - of activity, use, practice 
and movement. The different actors are represented visually 
through icons: a dog denotes police, a helmet protesters, a 
camera the press, a house is a police station, and so on. The 
map, which was launched as a web version in august 201937, 
has sparked controversy. While protesters use it to stay safe, 
Apple did not agree: the company rejected the app by sta-
ting it « facilitates, enables, or encourages an activity that is 
not legal » and it « allowed 
users to evade law enforce-
ment »38 before reversing its 
decision on October 4th. On October 8th, public statements 
of the CCP directly accused Apple to be an accomplice of 
criminal activities and called for the app’s removal, which led 
to the app’s removal on the next day, declaring that it « has 
been used to target and ambush police » and was used to 
« threaten public safety »39. A map, something commonly 
thought of as harmless, is a tool for survival in this context. 
The stakes were estimated so high that a country went after 
one of the world’s biggest tech companies, showing how 
information is a key value in security strategies of a sovereign 
power. The disimbalance of power over a matter of information 
is evident, and it has direct consequences on the protesters 
bodily safety. The HKmap.live is available on android as well 
as a web version, which is dormant since the oubreak of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and as this essay is written.

When looking at the aggregated data (from June 12th, 2019 
to March 21st, 2021) high activity and use of crowd control 
tools on the North shore of the island, as well as along Nathan 
Road, the main axis on Kowloon on the mainland. Two axis of 
activity can be identified: Nathan Road on the mainland and 
the subway line along the coast of Hong Kong island. They 
overlap with the Mass Transit Railway (MTR) subway lines, 
mainly the red line (Tsuen Wan line) and the blue line (Island 
line), which connect at both Central and Admiralty stations on 
the island. 

Admiralty is the site where the Government Complex is 
located (Central Government Complex of HKSAR) and has 
played an important role in the umbrella movement: it is where 
the students first occupied Civic Square, informally renaming 
it ‘Umbrella Square’ - which has since been permanently 
closed to public access. The Government Complex, comple-

Learning from previous mobilizations, this 
one has a rhizomatic structure without 
identifiable leading figures

Pedestrian networks and topography: 
bridges, subways, and no common 
ground level. Intersitial public spaces and 
encounter

Collaborative mapping tools 
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ted in 2008 as a postmodern design, has been designed by 
architect Rocco Yim under the concept of a « door always 
open », a symbol of transparent governance. Its fully glazed 
volumes defy gravity in a geometric composition that draws an 
arc de triomphe, and Tamar Parc passes through the complex 
with an aim of dynamic lines, extending all the way to the har-
bour’s waterfront promenade. 

The movement’s rhizomatic and leaderfull organization is 
translated into a bodily strategy that adresses the individual as 
much as the collective: ‘Be water’ is a quote of Bruce Lee and 
has been adopted by protesters as a philosophy. Be formless, 
be shapeless - water can flow, water can crash; be adaptible. 
As mentioned before, gear and faceblocking aid this hydrolo-
gical ‘massification’ of individuals. The body needs to be able 
to keep up with others as the protesters disperse and recon-
vene in a different place: often going into the late hours of the 
night, they walk and run an aggregate of several miles all while 
carrying their gear and in a context of high risk. Being shape-
less and adaptible is, in this case, anything but effortless. Pro-
testing in Hong Kong means occupy, disrupt, disperse, and 
repeat: it is a game of mouse and cat with the heavily armed 
riot police. Throughout the years, collective knowledge on 
how to perform the disruptions while avoiding arrest and phy-
sical harm or death has emerged. People have learnt how to 
use certain objects and technologies to better their chances 
of success: the metro stations, for example, have become 

essential hubs. Not only is the 
transport system used to travel 
from one flashmob to another, 
they are also places where the 
contact between regular civi-
lians and more hardcore pro-

testers is direct. The solidarity and support of the population is 
widespread, although not absolute. A network of safehouses 
has emerged, where critical groups can gather out of sight 
from the police: a reporter follows medical aid in an anony-
mous hotelroom, for example. Inhabitants and shop owners 
open their doors to fleeing protesters, and car drivers take 
them in as they flee. In metro stations, one will find single-
way tickets distributed by civilians: this way, individual pay-
ments for tickets cannot be used to track down insurgents. 
People also leave fresh clothing in the stations; both black and 
colored. The black clothes are taken by protesters who have 
been marked by state forces’ blue paint, and the colored clo-
thes by those who leave their role as protestors to resemble a 
‘normal’ inhabitant again. The train platforms and the ride are 
moments of intense cohabitation. Some users might disagree 
 

with the protesters’ battle and fights can occur, while others 
will express support and encouragement. 

Hong Kong’s protests adress issues tied to crowd movement 
directly. Prominently, hand signals are used to convey a mes-
sage from one end of the march to the other in a matter of 
seconds. Using hand movements requires prior agreement 
and good information of all participants, which is fulfilled 
by digital communication tools. One will note that the hand 
signals focuse on supply of objects. Some of them are related 
to physical health and security (asthma medication, helmets, 
umbrellas, salines, eye protection and wrap paper agains 
tear gas) while others could be described as enabling certain 
actions (markers, pliers, allen key, scissors, and nylon cable). 
The sign expressing ‘enough supply’ is just as critical for the 
proper functioning of this non-verbal communication system. 
Overcoming distance rapidly thanks to imitation, it guarantees 
that the crowd can split if an ambulance needs to bring assis-
tance to someone in the middle of it, in an astonishing display 
of care and coordination. 

The vitality of sharing and passing on such objects can be 
understood as an informal economy of exchange; most of the 
gear is purchased abroad on 
the internet to avoid raising 
suspicion. A student leader 
has been arrested while he 
was purchasing laser poin-
ters40, which protesters use to 
scramble facial recognition cameras and confuse police offi-
cers. The object has been deemed as an ‘offensive weapon’ 
by police. We will not note the irony of such a label posed by 
heavily armed officers having repeatedly made excessive use 
of force.

On the other hand, the formal economy has been entered by 
protesters as well. Restaurants called their food and bever-
ages after rallying chants of protesters, creating an excuse for 
people to say and hear it mutliple times a day. They are part 
of the Yellow Economy: a network of shops and businesses 
that openly support the democracy movement and believe 
that consumption is politicized. Supporting consumers and 
supporting businesses are linked up, and apps were cre-
ated to facilitate online orders from Yellow restaurants. One 
app’s founder, Matt Lau, states that the majority of his clients 
are surprisingly between forty and fifty years old: it is not the 
youngsters from the frontlines. This indicates that people who 
do not risk their lives on the streets are taking action to sup-

port the movement in other ways. Yellow, the colour of the 
security helmets, has become the identificator for people and 
businesses that show support whereas blue signifies sup-
port for the police and a pro-Chinese stance. Hong Kong is 
highly vulnerable to food scarcity: almost all of its supply is 
imported from the mainland. Expressing the political nature of 
food supply and consumption comes with exposure and risk; 
businesses that take position will lose customers who do not 
align, but the strength of the network allows them to subsist 
anyways.

Staying alive for as long as possible while displaying unity in 
demands for democracy is the priority, however having grown 
acustomed to violent clashes the protesters have also grown 
acustomed to the everpresent possibility of losing their life in 
the battles. Resistance is achieved through the weaponization 
of life and death: frontliners show up every weekend knowing 
that they might not return. The weaponization is expressed 
by one observer as follows: « The protesters’ most powerful 
weapon is the police’s own violence. Or to put the point more 
bleakly: If the police hadn’t been violent on June 12, would 
the bill have been suspended? »42. Some write ‘last letters’ 
(not suicide notes) of goodbye to their loved ones in case 
they get caught in a fatal confrontation. They physically and 
discursively face death to achieve resistance. Some of them 
have read their ‘last letters’ facing cameras43, most of them 
breaking into tears and entering an emotional narrative of 
their protests. It is difficult to listen to, and reveals a human 
contradiction that is hard to fathom: the pursuit of an act while 
knowing one can die from it. This only makes sense if consi-

dered within a context where 
the police exerces sovereign 
force on the protesters’ bodies 
and lives. Through intimidation, 
censorship, excessive use of 
force or violence and arrest, 
they assert control over a governed population’s life. 

If the war-like scenes of protests are a litteral example of 
biopolitical confrontation to death, it can be argued that the 
insurgents’ efforts are met by affirmative and supporting 
actions to protect life by bystanders and background parta-
kers44. I argue that the supporting actions can not be entirely 
distinct from confrontational acts, as they can be performed 
by the same individuals. Frontliners themselves, although 
weaponizing their life by exposing themselves to police vio-
lence, do not desire death and take a large number of pro-
tective actions themselves. The changing nature of protesting 
groups do not create stagnant roles, but a flexible structure 
of cooperation. The act of joining a large crowd can in itself 
represent a physical risk, 
since stampedes can happen 
if sudden changes in group 
behaviour occur. But collec-
tive intelligence has already 
bridged that gap. As told by @
antd on july 28th, 2019 2:07 PM « Under fire from police tear 
gas, the crowd retreats down a narrow side street. To avoid 
a lethal stampede, they all chant in unison “1, 2, 1, 2...!” and 
march in time to the chant. »45. 

Conclusion

In Hong Kong, insurgents perform their subjectivity through 
exerting repeated disruptions of urban space (roads, police 
stations, government buildings). They rely on Hong Kong’s 
specific urban conditions and topography, and their expertise 
of it, to do so effectively. They make use of digital tools to per-
form a rhizomatic organizational structure, which is reflected in 
appearance and behaviour (‘be water’ philosophy). The mate-
rial environment plays a role in protesters strategy as an exten-
sion of their bodily abilities, through protective or enabling 
objects circulating through an informal economy, or through 
the use of infrastructure such as the MTR to exert speed varia-
tions and movement: the places of protest are directly linked to 
accessibility by the subway lines. A collective intelligence has 

developed over time on tactics and objects to use in defense: 
protesters share their techniques to extinguish taergas gra-
nades on social networks, for example, and those tactics are 
then found in protests on the other sitde of the globe.  The 
insurgency has become a biopolitical one through the weapo-
nization of frontliners’ death and life-protecting actions in face 
of sovereign assertion of power by police forces. Teenagers 
have referred to the protests as a real-life video game with 
high emotions and rushes of adrenaline mixed with the grati-
tude of being together, but they are also viscerally conscious 
of the dangers they face. It is a real-life video game with real-
life consequences and only one life to lose. 

The battle for democracy in Hong 
Kong is highly biopolitical41: frontliners 
weaponize their life as a network of 
suppporting actions allows them to 
do so

The rythm is chanted and bodies move 
together, in an effort to avoid precipitation 
and chaotic movement that would cause 
panic

The protester’s strategy is ‘be water’: 
be shapeless, adaptive, and formless to 
evade arrest. It requires great coordina-
tion and camouflage to make individuals 
undistinguishable

Certain object have become crucial and 
an informal economy of those items has 
emerged in places of encounter such as 
MTR stations
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GILETS JAUNES - PERI-URBAN ROUNDABOUTS

Over 2000 locations, France - November 17th, 2018.

During the previous weeks, hundred events have been 
announced to take place on this day accross the country. How 
many will show up is hard to estimate; up until now, discus-
sions were taking place on facebook groups formed regionally 
over the discontent towards new speed limitations. Some of 
them were created specifically for this nation-wide protest, 
announcing a « blocage » and sharing interactive maps of the 
country, and calling for regional groups to relay the informa-
tion. In fact, the maps do not show how the actions will take 
place or the routes that will be taken, but merely the meeting 
points - mainly parking lots in peripheral areas. The yellow vest 
has already been chosen as a symbol for the discontent of car 
users: an announced rise of fuel prices triggered the mobili-
zation within groups already formed around an opposition to 
speed limitations on national roads. A lot of the actions have 
not been announced to authorities: the movement already 
shows its rejection of formal political structures and institu-
tions. « Ce qui est difficile, c’est qu’on n’a pas une organisa-
tion syndicale qui a l’habitude de faire une manifestation qui 
l’organise. Par exemple, une manifestation ça se déclare en 
préfecture. Là, très peu l’ont déclarée. J’appelle ceux qui nous 
écoutent à déclarer le lieu de la manifestation » Interior Minis-
ter Christophe Castaner told reporters46

 
Some rally points form in urban centers, while others plan 
to perform blockades of peripheral transit axes or shopping 
malls. Mobilized individuals spent time in the previous days 
analyzing the places they will occupy and thinking of the most 
secure ways of achieving their aims: maybe it is better to fill 
the roundabout with cars, and to place people only in certain 
places. They want the events to develop safely, and to show a 
peaceful image of their movement: the blockades will by indi-

cated at least one kilometer before they occur, and police or 
ambulances will be able to circulate. Some large companies 
have even been included in discussions and their employees 
benefit from a give way to get to work47. However, the day 
unfolds unaccordingly to their expectations: a woman is killed 
by a panicked driver in Savoy, and several « débordements » 
lead to over two hundred hurt48 and events of looting in the 
city protests. But people are decided to stay, some until the 
day after.

The key elements of a movement that is still ongoing today - 
albeit diminished by time and sanitary restrictions - are set on 
this day. The duality of actions (undeclared protest marches in 
city centers and traffic blockades of peripheral arteries), the 
heterogenous background of participants, the repressive atti-
tude of the state, and the dispersion of actions all over the 
national territory are elements that are carried on throughout 
time. The movement also already chose its emblems. The 
yellow vest, found in every car’s emergency pack since 2008, 
and the peripheral roundabout make them visible throughout 
the country. 

Understanding who the Gilets Jaunes are has proven to be a 
difficult exercise for french analysts. The mobilization exceeds 
worker unions’ or youth protests that France has known, and 
does not inscribe itself in a 
continuity of social claims, 
making direct historic refe-
rences not applicable49. A 
majority of its constituents do 
not have an affiliation to political parties or typical frameworks, 
and have no previous experience in social contestation. This 

Exceeding traditions with new strategies 
for protest and difficulty of established 
insitutions to understand the movement
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does not apply to all individuals, but the personalities that 
have emerged and been chosen as spokespeople reflect this 
majority: Priscilla Ludosky, Eric Drouet and Maxime Nicolle are 
some well-known figures that have started out as facebook 
group administrators. Their main mutual interest, drawing from 
the triggers of mobilization, lies in the reliance on the auto-
mobile as a means of travel and to carrying a financial burden 
tied to it50. Restrictive laws such as the speed limitation are 
perceived as a dimishment of their freedom, an idea the car is 
strongly identified with, although this myth is crumbling from 
ecologist discourse and traffic congestion51. The property over 
a car remains, however, a status symbol in certain groups.

A socio-geographic approach has been often referred to 
when trying to outline commonalities in protesters, notably 
Christophe Guilly’s controversial essay « La France périphé-
rique » (2014). He elaborates a dichotomy between progres-
sive and economically productive metropolitan showplaces 
opposed to rural areas and small towns, « la France des 
oubliés ». According to his view, popular classes have been 

sacrificed for the enrichment 
and well-being of model cities, 
creating a social and territo-
rial « fracture » - of which the 

Gilets Jaunes’ frustration is the incarnation. This spatial rea-
ding has been widely criticized, as poverty is very present 
in large cities, which have witnessed growing inequalities52, 
and that some smaller cities have dynamic economies. In fact, 
the Gilets Jaunes do not constitute France’s poorest popula-
tion: multiple sources note that they are not from precarious 
urban neighbourhoods, unemployed, or immigrants. They 
are mostly employees of small companies, or self-employed 
crafts(wo)men and merchants53. They usually live in suburban 
villas, however, the executive and public branches also living 
in those areas are noteably absent from the movement. A 
purely spatial qualification of the mobilization therefore is not 
satisfying either. If they can be considered as appartaining to 
dominated social groups, they claim their position in a middle 
class and fight against decreases in their perceived standard 
of living, of which the ‘freedoms’ of car ownership are an ele-
ment. They fear that less accessibility to car mobility would 
assign them at residence, a condition of captivity seen preci-
sely in the mass housing estates and « cités » they fled from 
by acquiring housing in peri-urban areas. It does resonate as a 
movement of the working class, one of the irruption of usually 
« invisible » people in public spaces that have been progres-
sively « pacified »54 under state control to guarantee certain 
uses and functions.
After president Emmanuel Macron’s announcement on 

December 10th, 2018 of the suspension of the law on fuel 
prices, the mobilization does not diminish: their claims are 
varied yet strong. The main recurring discontent is oriented 
towards representative democracy and its institutions, among 
which the government. The demand for tools and legal means 
of participatory, or direct, democracy becomes central: ban-
ners and placards call for the création of a « référendum 
d’initiative citoyenne »55. The general dissent towards repu-
blican institutions and executive forces grows, emanating in 
regular physical altercations between small radical groups 
and repressive police forces making use of technologies such 
as flashballs, tear gas and sting-balls, but also small acts of 
« common » violence56. Without traditional mediating struc-
tures, such as unions or parties, the Gilets Jaunes are acting 
outside of the state’s comfort zone. Traditional media easily 
jumps on the wagon of « massification » of the protests: they 
are described as uncivilized, irrational, infuriated, passionated, 
dangerous…57 A direct transposition of Gustave LeBon’s 
angry crowd theories, as le Monde Diplomatique recalls fearful 
and contemptuous exclamations coming from the bourgeoisie 
and its representatives throughout broadcasting platforms. 
quick researches on audiovisual sharing platforms also show-
case the disproportionate mediatisation of violent acts: You-
tube videos for every Acte in the cities are avaialble in dozens, 
showing people performing «cassages» - mainly crushing 
vitrines with stones and other objects - whereas recordings 
from single rounabouts over time are difficult to come around. 

Refusing formal representation that could be integrated into 
institutions and processes of representative democracy, being 
audible and mostly visible has been, for the Gilets Jaunes, a 
constant objective that has translated in an original spatial 
practice. The rise in fuel prices was a first reason for the calls 
to demonstrate within already formed interest groups, and 
quickly moved to focus on broader questions of purchasing 
power and, in a second phase, social reconnection. Tradi-
tional frameworks of understanding and categorizing social 
movements are obsolete in this case58 which caused defen-
sive and fearful reactions from the press, unable to use their 
usual referential frame. The novelty of this social movement 
in different aspects also posed a challenge to national autho-
rities, which acted in continuity 
with a criminalization of strug-
gles and repressive efforts that 
is well documented59, but also 
through specific strategies of delegitimation and « efface-
ment »60 (erasure) of the many ways the Gilets Jaunes inscribe 
themselves in public space. This is felt directly in the actions 

organized in city centers, on saturday afternoons: as the 
routes mostly remain undefined before the start of marches, 
they take shape as they go along. The leading banners are 
often confiscated, as if it would take away the protest’s poli-
tical attributes, leaving behind just a claimless group of 
people. Another physical aspect of erasure target the protes-
ters inscriptions on buildings and facades. Graffiti has been 
a regular practice, mostly when gathering before the march: 
equipped with aerosol sprays, people leave behind messages 
and write their demands on the vitrines of commercial and 
financial companies, sitting comfortably in historic city cen-
ters, that progressively cover their devantures with wooden 
panels in anticipation. Cleaning up after the demonstrations 
has become a priority in certain cities, which deploy dozens 
of people on sunday mornings to cover the inscriptions with 
paint. In fact, it is not an act of « cleaning up », but of covering 
up, erasing, and censoring, once again attempting to depoli-
tize the Gilets Jaunes’ movement by invisibilizing their claims. 
The commercial streets shall remain untouched by the pro-
tests, their activity and lucrativeness shall be protected and 
the public space « pacified » in order to protect the status 
quo of hegemonic practices. There can be a crowd, but there 
cannot be demands or dissenting political discourse. 

In this regard, the protests signify a temporal breach in social 
reproduction. First by exceeding the salaried hours in the 
week: protesters take on their personal, unpaid time, whe-
reas strikes and protests have usually been organized during 
working hours. This free time is dedicated to fulfilling basic 
needs and chores, but also to social reproduction and specifi-
cally consumption: saturday afternoons are the busiest hours 
in any commercial district. The protesters, by gathering on 
those days regularly, create their own social rythm and refuse 
the hegemonic time division. They instaure a time for social 
encounter and exchange, during which the collective identity 
is construed and developed: « Le côté positif, c’est l’espèce 
de masse que les gens font dans la rue et quand on est nom-
breux et qu’on est là pour une même idée... Je me dis : ah 
y’a pas que moi qui pense comme moi, on est nombreux à 
penser comme ça. Cette masse-là, elle te porte. Y a plein de 
gens autour de toi... y a des handicapés... ça, c’est vachement 
beau... ça me fait du bien... J’attends les samedis pour aller 
manifester. Je ne programme plus rien le week-end pour aller 
manifester »61.

The repeated moments of togetherness, of bodies  convening 
in a space to create new social configurations, are essential to 
the constitution of a group identity. The heterogenous back-
grounds and social environments of participants find a sense 

of community precisely during these gatherings, making them 
both the expression of social claims and of their very produc-
tion. The Gilets Jaune do not preexist to this practice as a 
group, they are constituted through and by it62.

Along punctual actions of irruption in the commercial dis-
tricts of urban center, permanent occupations in peripheral 
nodes of transit are operated. While appartaining to the same 
movement, these are not necessarily performed by the same 
people: some protesters have expressed their preference for 
the presence on roundabouts over the sometimes confronta-
tional and less peaceful actions 
in cities. The choice of places 
of trafic, anthropolical non-lieux 
as geographer Samuel Depraz 
calls them63, are an unusual 
choice of occupation. They are distant from places of politi-
cal and financial power and evade the traditional conception 
of ‘public space’ as a conventional ground for meeting and 
expression. Encouraged by anti-urbanist policies and the ideal 
of suburban villa ownership during the 70s, urban sprawl has 
grown and raised new issues on the good governance of such 
territories. It creates living conditions that are distinct of those 
within direct proximity of urban centers but also more finan-
cially constraining because of the high costs of transport to 
conveniences and working places. Families often rely on two 
cars for daily activities and chores, which represents an impor-
tant financial burden, and contributes to a sense of enclosure 
and restricted freedom. With great intuition, the Gilets Jaunes 
managed to take these marginal territories into public sight 
and this innately spatial strategy led to a new conception of 
places for protest.

The roundabout, but also the toll and the mall are essential 
part of the spatial ecosystem of urban sprawl. They are asso-
ciated with fluidity of traffic and guarantee certain services 
and consumable experiences or goods. They regulate and 
filter circulation in otherwise « void » terrain, a territory marked 
entirely by its function within a network of destinations. Eyal 
Weizman, in « The Roundabout Revolutions » (2015), des-
cribes how they are « not only the physical space of a circle, 
but also a set of rules for its use »66 which creates a foucaldian 
frame of interaction where the driver as a modern subject of 
government can self regulate. The policeman becomes merely 
an overseer for drivers managing their own movement, making 
a parallel with the liberal ideal of a self-regulating market. In 
choosing the usually non-inhabited roundabout, the blocage 
seems counterproductive at first: the Gilets Jaunes are limiting 
and slowing down their own mobility and access to conve-

Urban sprawl and its spatial products: 
the Gilets Jaunes in their own territorial 
agency, the roundabouts as ‘anthropolog-
ical non-lieux’

Erasure of traces left behind by protest-
ers is a strategy of delegitimation and of 
de-politization of their claims

Attempts of a socio-geographic definition 
of the protesters, a very heterogenous 
group
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niences, and they remain out of sight from political leaders 
in the city. In reality, the strategic positioning of blockades 
significantly impact economic flow since stuck delivery trucks 
impair exchange between metropolitan areas. The occupa-
tions and blockades are spread around the entry points of 
those areas, as shown on the example of action points from 
November 17th, 2018 around the city of Tours. The protesters 
deepen their lived relationship to this marginal areas, caught 
between the urban and the rural. The roads and traffic lights, 
the roundabouts they drive by on a daily basis are not anymore 
places they passively incur as a consequence of suburban 
living conditions, but places they claim as their own. They are 
areas and trajectories of lived memories that they have exper-
tise in navigating, probably moreso than public authorities. 

According to geographer Bernard Debarbieux, the occupied 
roundabouts act as social condensators: they allow for the 
self-identification of a social group that ignored its own power. 
However little importance is given to mediatic representation 
and communication with a public from the Gilets Jaunes, the 
roundabouts do constitute a geographic network of resistance 
nodes where new forms of co-existence are experienced and 
give visibility to ignored voices and spaces. An analogy is 
sometimes drawn between social networks and its materia-
lization as occupied roundabouts spread out throughout the 
country, connecting individuals previously isolated. Individuals 
develop interpersonal connections and frequently refer to the 
value of solidarity within their group. Ahmed, a 50-year-old 
protester in Auxerre, declares that he stopped working four 
months previously and has since subsisted thanks to the soli-
darity of his companions from the roundabout. Interestingly, he 
doesn’t use the word « manifest » or « protest » or « occupy », 
but he says that he is « representing ». This is an interesting 
semantic use of the word as representative democracy is criti-
cized for being dysfunctional: if the political institutions cannot 
represent the people, they take it to the roundabouts  to repre-
sent themselves. The occupied roundabout is the vitrine, the 
scene that the protesters present to others and the media. But 
it is also a place of exchange, debate, and socialisation.

As mentioned previously, most protestors state no previous 
experience in assembly or struggle. The organizational res-
sources, usually considered a key component in social move-
ments, are therefore missing. Spontaneity is a permanent 
marker of the Gilets Jaunes’ events. Their experience in raising 
social claims, the politisation of individiuals happens through 
collective action: within the newly created social space, sha-
ring stories allows their collective reframing as political issues. 
The logistics themselves of organizing an event require to 

take responsibility, privately and publicly, for the actions of the 
group one has associated oneself with. Learning how to nego-
tiate with local authorities and civil servants, albeit minimal, is 
a learning experience for people 
who have usually not been 
exposed to those institutions 
and excluded from deliberative 
processes. Therefore, the shape and dynamics of each local 
group are highly diverse: some elements are recurring, but no 
two roundabout occupations are the same64. Protesters are 
free to negotiate the meaning and symbols they believe in this 
space formerly void of political discourse. As they exchange 
and constitute a new political subjectivity through collective 
action, so does the space they are in take on a new political 
value and appearance. 

The type of actions found on roundabouts varies from inha-
bitation and the emerging of a protest camp to spectacles 
of Gilets Jaunes on loud motorbikes driving endless circles 
while hundreds of others are watching, the cars immobile. A 
certain unease is felt when watching footage of early blocka-
des: waiting and being immobile for hours looks demanding. 
They seem hesitant to block cars as if doubting their own legi-
timacy. It is clear that charismatic authority has a lot of place 
to develop with no formal speaking order or hierarchy to struc-
ture interactions and decision-making. Some figures can be 
recognized as having more authority than others just from 
uncommented videos: people turn to one broad man speaking 
loudly for approval and await for his consent to block the cars. 
Sometimes, they hold hands to form a cordon: this seems to 
give them more confidence, holding each other gives a sense 
of closeness, even if the next person is a stranger. The absur-
dity of blocking their own com-
munity members, people who 
have cars, while themselves 
having a strongly heroic images of the automobile, requires a 
differentiation to be made: who is really the target, and if we 
are ‘us’, what distinguishes us from ‘them’, in their cars? My 
hypothesis is that the Gilet acts on the protesters as a uni-
form, and gives them a unity in action that doesn’t align with 
their sociopolitical heterogeneity. The security vest is tied to 
traffic, but also to a sense of urgency that requires humans 
to be seen in darkness or bad weather. It highlights the pre-
sence of a human exposed to some form of immediate or indi-
rect danger, therefore a human with a purpose that justifies 
the exposition to said danger. At the same time, the vest is 
politically void of signification. It is not attached to a party or a 
social group, which makes it a good everyday object to repre-
sent the movement also movung outside of traditional political 

affiliations. It is cheap and easy 
to come around, as everyone 
owning a car is required by law 

to carry a security vest for emergencies. It is highly efficient in 
achieving visibility, and can be personalized through inscrip-
tions and slogans. 

Among expressions of anger and frustration, many recor-
dings show displays of collective joy and festive behaviour. 
Hundreds of videos are available on the internet showing the 
«bêtisier», the bloopers, of actual protests. These are publi-
shed by people from the movement themselves, taking a cer-
tain pride in self-depreciating humour. A video that went viral 
was made by a woman, who went to buy fabric on a saturday 
in an industrial area, and whose husband decided to protest 
on the roundabout all by himself. Her voice is an important part 
of how the video is received; she is laughing to tears about 

her husband who went on to repeatedly cross the street at a 
light because blockades are illegal. Other images show Gilets 
Jaunes setting up a chair in the middle of traffic and mindlessly 
drinking coffee, or performing line danses in front stopped 
cars. The absurd is openly admitted and celebrated by the 
Gilets Jaunes. It could be a way of handling the strange feeling 
of a standing body refraining heavy vehicle from moving, or it 
could also simply stem from the amount of time spent together 
in waiting and protesting. Such self-depreciating humour is 
difficult to imagine coming from institutionalized organizations 
and not usual in social actors who try to establish legitimacy. 
The absurd of the Gilets Jaunes is almost a mockery towards 
established actors: they do not even try to fit into their stan-
dards and value system, they have the freedom to create their 
own. Since the majority of protesters have no prior experience 
in contestation, they did not learn these codes of conduct, 
and do not try to fit into it. 

Conclusion

The Gilets Jaunes have surprised french authorities by excee-
ding traditional expressions of protests. Carrying the vest 
suffices as a transposable identificator and ties the action 
of blocking cars to social claims. It acts as a uniform giving 
legitimacy, unity and authority to those who carry it, and is 
transposable to the many different locations throughout the 
country. In fact, it has so much potential to be transposed that 
the egyptian government went as far as to prohibit yello vest 
sales in December 2018, fearing that similar protests could 
spark on the other side of the mediterranean65. At the same 
time, the protesters who wear it perform absurdity as a refusal 
to conform to institutional values that exceed their mastery.

The use of force by state executive branches and their docu-
mented abuse of non-lethal weapons and strategies of « effa-
cement » have become ritual encounters the protesters face 

to establish presence, and have become vectors of the consti-
tution of  group identity that was not pre-existent.

Bodies distanced and separated through urban sprawl poli-
cies and social ideals of pavillionar suburbs make an irruption 
in public discourse by questioning hegemonic time division 
and representative democracy as a system by requalifying the 
distance to power. The roundabout creates a centrality in this 
indistinct texture of traffic and consumption, and protesters 
fight police attempts of breaking up the collective with the use 
of dispersion strategies. Taking up peripheral nodes to create 
a network of anti-public spaces creates a discussion on ter-
ritorial relationships and their in-between. The security vest 
acts as a uniform that legitimizes and unifies the protestors 
movements and is easily transposable throughout the territory, 
signaling that the human wearing it is dissenting. 

Universal, transposable uniforms and 
absurdity as a strategy

Multiplicity of forms of occupation and 
socialization, local agency of sub-groups

Festivity, joy and breaching the code of 
conduct of an established elite
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Satellite views (Google Earth, 10/2020) of round-
abouts that still recorded some form of protest 
activity in 2021.

a. Rond-point des Vaches, Rouens
b. Rond-point Gérondeau, Saran
c. Rond-point du Leclerc, Wasselonne

Satellite view, France
Google Earth 12/2019, accessed 10.01.2021
100km

N 

N 

100m

d. Rond-point Grossereix, Limoges
e. Rond-point Pierre et Marie Curie, Grenoble
f. Rond-point du péage, Gerzat

g. Rond-point Mr. Bricolage, Voivres-lès-le-Mans
h. Rond-point du Leclerc, Marmandes
i. Rond-point des Anglais, Valence

j. Rond-point de la Libération, Mougins
k. Rond-point de la Feuilleraie, Trélissac
l. Rond-point de Saint-Isidore, Nice
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Mapping bodily performance has revealed to be a challenge. 
Movement and events are generally difficult to express within 
traditional modes of architetural representation, and the fixed 
nature of drawings make them a capture of actions unsepara-
ble from a longer process. Every drawing creates new mean-
ing, and I did not feel legitimate in giving my meaning to events 
I was not part of. 

I attempted to use mapping as a tool for research, visualisation 
and representation. One one hand, the direct translation from 
text to a written map helps me in situating the actions I write 
about, albeit in two dimensions, and gives the reader direct 
reference points to the actions mentioned in the text. On the 
other hand, the graphic maps act as diagrams: by defining 
areas rather than lines, I want to express the textures of stra-
tegic space and distances. The surfaces do have defined 
borders: a sidewalk, a patch of grass or a change in function 
do rely on physical occurences that are conventionnally repre-
sented with lines. But practising space in movement requires 
a different expression of those lines, as the situationists’ theo-
rized with the idea of « dérive ». The textures therefore reflect 
no precise moment in time, but merely the strategic areas of 
action: where do police forces usually position themselves, 
where do protesters arrive from, behind which blocks do they 
hide and what borders do they defend. These maps, as men-
tioned, do not have the pretention to represent positions of 
a given moment. They merely result from many observations 
- from photographies published in media and blogs - and from 
watching countless videos uploaded on platforms such as 
youtube.

The three events required a different scale: Tahrir’s occupa-
tion  took place over a relatively large area, defined by the 
surrounding buildings. Its borders were very clearly defined 
because of opposing forces such as the army and pro-gov-
ernment groups, whereas the gilets jaunes’ presence on the 
roundabouts was less bounded buy buildings and more by the 
spaces of traffic itself. The activity was concentric and police 
forces would position themselves on the sidelines of every 
access road, circling the circle without further hindering cars.

Mong Kok’s plan shows the proactive and mobile nature of 
protests: the police forces systematically block the lateral 
crossroads while protesters arrive from many different sides. 
The proximity between MTR stations and the police stations 
makes this place suitable to the ‘be water’ strategy: people 
can arrive and disperse quickly. The fixed barriers drawn on 
the map have been built during the 2019 protests, further 
attempting to channel protester’s movements. The street 
being relativelly narrow, no blue dye cannons are used in this 
area. The built environments provides for hiding spots: pro-
testers find shelter behind the bridge’s wide bearing columns 
as they throw molotov cocktails towards the line of riot police 
standing in front of the station. 
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CONCLUSION

The cases of Tahrir Square, Hong Kong and Gilets Jaunes 
presented different ways in which contest is inscribed in a 
spatio-political context. Dissenting movements participate 
in the production of social space when performing protests. 
They do so by disrupting hegemonic practices to signify that 
their presence has a claim: by using spaces differently than 
the function they are designed and labelled for, they express 
dissent. Occupation, essentially an appropriation of a place 
defined by certain borders, is a negation: it prohibits other 
uses while generating visibility. Long-term occupation can 
lead to forms of inhabitation and physical rearticulation of 
the occupied location, as Tahrir’s ‘city within the city’ shows. 
Bodily needs are then a focus of logistics and organization, 
both a demand towards a hegemonic power that is challen-
ged, and the ground for a prefigurative social organization. But 
occupation can also by temporary, geared towards a precise 
event: Hong Kong protesters physically blocked the passing 
of a law by restraining lawmakers from entering the Council. In 
this case, occupation is strategically as important as disper-
sion: it is a litteral evasion from sovereign forms of intimidation 
and repression that requires the bodies to move out of sight 
and out of reach. Communication and rapid decision making, 
as well as evacuation strategies, are key: the crowd chants 
in rythm, 1-2-1-2-1-2, avoiding stampedes to get home safe 
and come back tomorrow.

It is impossible to predict what will be the preferred place for 
a protest. They can materialize in proximity of an architectural 
incarnation of economic or institutional power, say Zuccotti 
Parc in Occupy Wall Street or the removal of monuments 
during the George Floyd protests. Yet hegemony is not only 
present and visible in the monuments it erects, but also in the 
networks it establishes, the geographies it generates and the 
resources it administers. When the Gilets Jaunes gathered in 
empty parking lots in the periphery of small towns, they poli-

ticized circulation arteries that were (falsely, as they demons-
trated) seen as apolitical, meaningless, or generic junkspace 
at best. The belief still exists, but those places change when 
the protesters enact absurd behaviours, breaching the natura-
lized conception of highways and peripheral roundabouts as 
necessary and purely functional infrastructure. 

Material environments and social struggle have a reciprocal 
influence. Some configurations are a support for action; Hong 
Kong’s Mass Transit Line is a direct example. Some configura-
tions allow for the inscription of new narratives and demands 
by reappropriation, as cairene anti-government protesters 
converted a fast-food restaurant into a clinic, or as canvas for 
discursive applications such as theatrical banners on Hong 
Kong’s iconic Lion Rock. Objects can also be repurposed 
to serve dissident purposes: umbrellas, signalization cones, 
yellow vests, plastic sheets, filter masks, black clothing... All of 
them have gained new meaning and importance in the context 
of struggle.  Collective intelligence is developed through trial 
and error, and finally the most successful tactics are shared 
online. 

Protests are bodily expressions of dissent, performed by a 
large number of individuals coming together in their claims. 
They interact with material and social spaces, which provide 
support for action and allow prefigurative practices stem-
ming in disruption. Agonistic public space is the result of a 
process, of a collective action - it is not a given. The bodies 
protesting are the ones making space for dissent and expres-
sing it. This space is not permanent and has to be defended 
against erasure and biopolitical containment. It is, in fact, both 
created and maintained by social practices. The space that 
is created has numerable alternative configurations and shifts 
constantly: people demonstrate great creativity and power in 
making the perfectly imperfect space for their claims in a given 
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context. Social movements find the areas and infrastructure 
that make their claims heard and shape a collective memory 
of these prefigurative experiments. They manage to modify 
perceived and lived space by disrupting hegemonic prac-
tices. This requires to make a connection between the social 
claims and the place of their expression: topographies, places 
of encounter, or symbols of power can generate practices 
favorable to mobilization. They can highlight contradictions or 
social injustice, or they can give interstitial spaces - outside 
of conventional categories of use - that allow confrontation 

and exchange.  As everyday objects are turned into emblems 
and tools of survival, everyday places are rearticulated in the 
context of struggle. This requires a deep knowledge of context 
and social norms. No protest is directly transposable and 
its expression is influenced by a number of factors, among 
which the organizational structure and leadership of a move-
ment.  Their commonality lies in the simultaneous disruption 
of accepted spatial practices as collective bodies to express 
dissent. 

What if architecture offered the material support for disruptive spatial practices?

TAHRIR HONG KONG GILETS JAUNES

Duration of physical 
demonstrations

25.01.2011 - 11.02.2011 followed by other 
protests

16.06.2019 - 2020 (ongoing) 17.11.2018 - 2020 (ongoing)

Repetition and rythm One occupation
On days of legislative decision making and 
weekly

Weekly actions on saturdays in city centers 
and longer roundabout occupations

Epicenter and 
dispersion of places of 
protest

Public square in the capital's center that has 
played a role in previous revolutions. The 
occupation affects the city as a whole, smaller 
occupations take place in other cities.

Mainly in districts of political and commercial 
power along mass transport lines. Groups 
move along different places within a single day 
of protest.

Peripheral transit roads and roundabouts, 
punctual mass protests in metropolitan 
commercial city centers. The groups are 
anchored locally and take place over the 
territory. Actions in central locations such as 
paris earn disproportionate attention. 

Protest strategy
Occupation of a public square until Hosni 
Mubarak resigns.

Be water: occupy, disrupt, disperse, repeat.

Gather, be visible/heard and block traffic 
between urban agglomerations. Duality: 
occupied roundabouts (non-lieux) and more 
classical city protests. 

Counter-insurgence 
strategies

Military deployment that was supposed to 
remain 'impartial'.

Intimidation, surveilance, securitization, force
Marking and identifying protesters

Invisibilisation, delegitimation, force, 
extraordinary mobilization of police forces.
Erasing slogans and demolishing cabanes.

Acts and form of direct 
defense

Defending a border from intruders, security 
checks upon entry of the square, detainment in 
metro station.

Umbrellas and devices/objects against 
teargas, dispersion as defense strategy, face 
blocking and lasers to avoid facial recognition.

Reconstruction of occupation devices after 
destruction by police.

Reason of objection
Dictatorial and corrupt regime led by Hosni 
Mubarak, police violence, poor living 
conditions, lack of political freedom.

Laws threatening Hong Kong SAR's 
autonomy from Beijing and therefore the 
citizen's rights and security, police violence, 
democratic claims.

Sparked by rise in fuel prices but moved on 
to representative democracy, demands for 
President Macron's destitution, centralisation, 
elites, gas prices, taxes, ecology.

Communication 
methods

Difficult due to restricted internet access. 
Radio remains available, people watch their 
own revolution at cinema tahrir, bloggers 
create content published online by digital 
mules. 

Consensus-oriented tools and apps like 
Telegram, forum LIHKG and airdrop for rapid 
decision-making. Hand signs to communicate 
needs during a mass protest.

Strong importance of regional Facebook 
groups, used as form of 'auto-media'.

Organizational 
structure

Mainly leaderless, with sub-leaders from pre-
existing groups. Was politically recuperated 
by the Muslim Brotherhood.

Leaderfull, rhizomatic, consensus-oriented. 
Learnt from previous experiences where 
recognizable leader figures were arrested.

Leading figures from within the movement 
and its facebook groups, strong autonomy 
of local groups of protesters, general rejection 
of political parties.

Media representation
Strong transposition to other countries as 
part of a series of upheavals during the Arab 
Spring.

Positive and dramatic, heroic representation 
mostly in western media.

Traditional media has difficulty categorizing the 
movement and expresses a bourgeois 
fear of the "angry mob", overrepresentation 
of violent city protests over roundabout 
occupations.

Emblems The square itself.
The colour yellow, filter masks, umbrellas, 
face-blocking, laser pointers.

Yellow vests and roundabouts.

Biopolitical framing
Performing precarious life in organizing bodily 
needs and domesticity in a public, mediatised 
space.

Weaponizing life and death and forming a 
network of life-protecting systems and places 
(safehouses, informal economy of objects, 
elderlies).

Adressing the dividing territorial organization 
of access to infrastructure and services, use 
of uniforms to enable collective identities, 
reclaiming space not made for humans 
(areas of traffic).

Overview: a comparative table of selected 
aspects from the three study cases
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DICTIONARY

Following definitions are extracted from the Merriam-Webster Dictionary and provided purely to clarify 
meanings between words and semantics frequently used throughout the essay. The definitions are not 
philosophical, situated or differenciated, but help to understand general conceptions.

Activism
a doctrine or practice that emphasizes direct vigorous action especially in support of or opposition to 
one side of a controversial issue

Belligerent
1: inclined to or exhibiting assertiveness, hostility, or combativeness
2: waging war. specifically : belonging to or recognized as a state at war and protected by and subject 
to the laws of war.

Contestation
Controversy; debate.

Discourse
1: verbal interchange of ideas, especially : see ‘conversation’
2 a: formal and orderly and usually extended expression of thought on a subject
b: connected speech or writing
c: a linguistic unit (such as a conversation or a story) larger than a sentence
3: a mode of organizing knowledge, ideas, or experience that is rooted in language and its concrete 
contexts (such as history or institutions)

Dissent
1: to withhold assent or approval
2: to differ in opinion

Dissident
disagreeing especially with an established religious or political system, organization, or belief

Disruption
the act or process of disrupting something : a break or interruption in the normal course or continua-
tion of some activity, process, etc.

Insurgent
1: a person who revolts against civil authority or an established government
especially : a rebel not recognized as a belligerent
2: one who acts contrary to the policies and decisions of one’s own political party

Rebel
1 a: opposing or taking arms against a government or ruler
b: of or relating to rebels (the rebel camp)

Resistance
1: a: an act or instance of resisting : see ‘opposition’
b: a means of resisting
2: the power or capacity to resist: such as
a: the inherent ability of an organism to resist harmful influences (such as disease, toxic agents, or 
infection)
b: the capacity of a species or strain of microorganism to survive exposure to a toxic agent (such as a 
drug) formerly effective against it
3: an opposing or retarding force
4 a: the opposition offered by a body or substance to the passage through it of a steady electric cur-
rent
b: a source of resistance
5: a psychological defense mechanism wherein a patient rejects, denies, or otherwise opposes the 
therapeutic efforts of a psychotherapist
6: often capitalized : an underground organization of a conquered or nearly conquered country engag-
ing in sabotage and secret operations against occupation forces and collaborators

Revolution
1 a (1): the action by a celestial body of going round in an orbit or elliptical course
also : apparent movement of such a body round the earth
(2): the time taken by a celestial body to make a complete round in its orbit
(3): the rotation of a celestial body on its axis
b: completion of a course (as of years)
also : the period made by the regular succession of a measure of time or by a succession of similar 
events
c (1): a progressive motion of a body around an axis so that any line of the body parallel to the axis 
returns to its initial position while remaining parallel to the axis in transit and usually at a constant dis-
tance from it
(2): motion of any figure about a center or axis
revolution of a right triangle about one of its legs generates a cone
(3): rotation sense 1b
2 a: a sudden, radical, or complete change
b: a fundamental change in political organization
especially : the overthrow or renunciation of one government or ruler and the substitution of another 
by the governed
c: activity or movement designed to effect fundamental changes in the socioeconomic situation
d: a fundamental change in the way of thinking about or visualizing something : a change of paradigm. 
the Copernican revolution
e: a changeover in use or preference especially in technology. the computer revolution, the foreign car 
revolution

Strategy
1 a (1): the science and art of employing the political, economic, psychological, and military forces of a 
nation or group of nations to afford the maximum support to adopted policies in peace or war
(2): the science and art of military command exercised to meet the enemy in combat under advanta-
geous conditions
b: a variety of or instance of the use of strategy
2 a: a careful plan or method : a clever stratagem
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b: the art of devising or employing plans or stratagems toward a goal
3: an adaptation or complex of adaptations (as of behavior, metabolism, or structure) that serves or 
appears to serve an important function in achieving evolutionary success

Tactics
1 a: the science and art of disposing and maneuvering forces in combat
b: the art or skill of employing available means to accomplish an end
2: a system or mode of procedure
3: the study of the grammatical relations within a language including morphology and syntax

Transgression
an act, process, or instance of transgressing: such as
a: infringement or violation of a law, command, or duty
b: the spread of the sea over land areas and the consequent unconformable deposit of sediments on 
older rocks

All definitions from Merriam-Webster online Dictionary, accessed 19.12.2021, <https://www.merri-
am-webster.com>
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