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PREFACE TO THE TENTH ANNIVERSARY EDITION

This Is an Uprising was born from the belief that the dynamism of explosive mass protests could be fused with the strategic discipline of long-term organizing—and that the result could be a wave of revitalized social movements equal to the grave challenges we face in our country and our world

In the ten years since the book was first published, we have been overwhelmed with the response it has received and by the number of people who have been moved to participate in the pursuit of this vision. Even in dark times, this project gives hope that a better future can be won, not through the intervention of elites but through the dedicated and collective efforts of a mobilized citizenry insistent on social and economic justice.

The main body of this work remains unchanged, and we hope you will dive in. As an opening to this new edition, we wanted to take the opportunity to comment on the personal and historical origins of this book, as well as on how it speaks to the challenges of the present day. At a moment when free speech, democratic governance, and the social safety net in the United States have all come under fearsome assault by the second Trump administration, we believe the book is more relevant than ever—and that the organizing strategies it describes are urgently needed in the fight against growing authoritarianism.

Brothers born in Iowa, we were raised in a family connected to the peace and justice traditions of the Catholic Church. We grew up meeting followers of Dorothy Day in the Catholic Worker Movement. In their houses of hospitality, we sometimes helped make soup for community meals for the homeless, and we heard about the Catholic Workers’ attempts to almost literally reenact the Biblical injunction to “beat swords into plowshares” with direct actions at Offutt Air Force Base, near Omaha. We have memories of watching the movie Romero as young people, learning about US support for death-squad governments in El Salvador and tagging along to protests by the Central American solidarity movement to oppose that support.

When we grew to become activists in our own right, we sought out drives that could go beyond small, dedicated communities of hardcore believers and build powerful organizations. Both of us were involved in student, environmental, and antisweatshop campaigns in the 1990s. But it was when we encountered the dynamic immigrant-led labor movement of Southern California that we found a model that set a new standard for us. In the early 2000s, while Mark worked as a journalist, Paul joined our older brother in Los Angeles, where they both worked as organizers at UNITE HERE, the union of hotel and food service workers. There, Paul contributed to fights for union recognition, contract campaigns, housing struggles, and immigrant rights work that not only improved conditions for workers in the low-wage service sector but helped drive wider political change in the city—notably securing a landmark living wage ordinance that raised the minimum wage for tens of thousands of residents from $9 per hour to $15. Paul’s mentors in these efforts embodied the principles that we came to recognize as the foundations of effective and durable organizing, grounded in the structure-based traditions practiced by labor and community groups.

At the same time, we were each having formative experiences that pointed us toward other possibilities. Mark was present at the 1999 protests of the World Trade Organization in the Pacific Northwest—when tear gas clouded the streets of Seattle and a now-famous “Teamsters and Turtles” alliance upended global trade talks. Both of us were active in the subsequent mobilizations of the global justice movement. It was a time when a remarkable coalition of union members, environmentalists, family farmers, and solidarity activists managed to change the public debate about globalization, international exchange, and economic justice. Later, we participated in historic marches against the Iraq War in 2003, and we joined in the expansive protests that arose in defense of immigrant communities in 2006.

Each time, we saw that the mobilizations possessed a kind of power that structure-based organizing, as we had known it, could not easily explain. They broke the rules we had been taught about how movement building was supposed to work, and they produced surprising results as a consequence. In each case, the surges of protest seeped into the national consciousness, altering politics seemingly overnight, in a manner we had not known was possible. It felt like magic. Instead of slow, incremental growth, we saw enormous leaps. And yet, the upstart movements also had major weaknesses and limitations. For all their propulsive energy, they often fell apart within a year or so. They lacked staying power.

For years, we wrestled with these contradictions. We argued at family reunions and Christmas Eve dinners about whether better-prepared mass protest movements could be created—ones that would retain the intensity and scale of the uprisings we had witnessed but would leave behind more durable legacies. We considered how we might write about these issues, but for a long time the project remained on the back burner. Then, a rush of revolts in 2011 convinced us we could no longer delay making it our top priority.

That year, the protests that the media labeled the “Arab Spring” swept across North Africa and the Middle East, creating upheavals in Tunisia, Egypt, and beyond. Anti-austerity protestors—including the indignados in Spain—filled public squares and rallied large assemblies with calls of “We are not commodities!,” “Send the bankers to prison!,” and “Real democracy now!” Then, the Occupy movement spread from a demonstration on the doorstep of Wall Street to thousands of cities worldwide, producing encampments from Portland to Los Angeles to Miami domestically, as well as in international centers from London to Berlin to Sydney to Tokyo.

We knew that we were witnessing something extraordinary when, within weeks, the reach of the encampments extended beyond such large metropolises to include both our hometown of Des Moines, Iowa, and #OccupyViroqua in Wisconsin, near where our mom grew up on a dairy farm and where much of our extended family was still based.

Using the slogan “We Are the 99%,” tens of thousands of people began sharing personal stories on platforms such as Tumblr, Twitter, and Facebook, writing accounts of their struggles with student loans or medical debt, the rising cost of living, job loss, and foreclosure. Social media users posted pictures of themselves holding handwritten signs in front of their faces telling their stories: “I am a nurse without health insurance,” “I have never made more than $9.50/hour,” “I am 25 years old and have $34,000 in debt for my education at a public university, even though my parents sold their home to help pay.”

All of these mobilizations focused public attention on the phenomenon of seemingly spontaneous mass protest, and they increased interest in political circles in understanding these whirlwinds of public outcry and disobedience. What most commentators had to offer was sparse. Not only were mainstream pundits bewildered, but even many longtime organizers were not sure what to make of movement outbreaks that followed unusual rhythms foreign to their traditions. We felt that there was a clear need to delve deeper into the dynamics of mass protest—not merely to describe waves of unrest that had already swelled and receded but also to maximize the effectiveness of future ones.

For all its newness, Occupy showed many of the same vulnerabilities we had seen before: it struggled to turn surges of energy into lasting political power. We believed there could be another way—an approach that would marry the electrifying force of mass protest with the steady commitment of structure-based organizing traditions. This Is an Uprising was the product of that conviction.

In writing the book, we wanted to explain how activist lineages that are often in tension with one another could instead be combined in powerful ways. Furthermore, we wanted to popularize lessons from the emerging field of civil resistance. We believed that this tradition had much to say about the application of nonviolent direct action that was not widely known. For the general public, these lessons could provide a much better understanding of uprisings that were often presented in the media as being wholly mystifying and unpredictable. For activists, the insights could encourage a more dedicated study of mass protest as a craft—the mastery of which could lead to major breakthroughs.

At our most ambitious, we hoped that our work could contribute to creating a new mass protest tradition in the United States and beyond, one that tapped the power of spirited, widespread mobilization but was also attentive to the challenges of institutionalizing gains and absorbing the energy of movement outbreaks into more durable structures.

This would not be a merely intellectual exercise. Even as we worked to systematize our ideas and started writing, Paul was already working with Carlos Saavedra and a small group of organizers to launch an experimental training institute called Momentum, which was designed to put many of the same concepts that we elaborate on in This Is an Uprising into practice.i

In the first years of the training, something exceptional happened. Leaders from the immigrant rights movement, veterans of Occupy, activists from fossil fuel divestment campaigns, racial justice organizers from the early days of Black Lives Matter, and trade unionists hungry for new tactics all came together under one roof. They brought with them different theories of change and organizational traditions, different wounds and hopes. But they shared a hunger to build movements that could both surge and sustain.

In those early sessions, dialogue opened up across divides that normally split the activist world into opposing camps. The experiences of the recent past fostered a distinct level of openness on each side of the divide. Seasoned organizers saw that mass protest was not just a confused muddle but could be a powerful tool. As one veteran movement leader put it with regard to public discussion of wealth and inequality in America, “Occupy moved the ball on inequality farther in ten weeks than we moved it in the past ten years.” At the same time, mass protest leaders saw that without infrastructure—and without leaders trained not just to spark outrage but to channel it—movements could burn bright but quickly burn out.

Momentum facilitated a network of people working through these issues together. It promoted an emphasis on craft, the idea that there is real method behind different social change approaches that can be studied and learned, refined and innovated. We were privileged to watch this dialogue develop, and proud that This Is an Uprising could be a text important in guiding many conversations happening among those who encountered this community.

The training soon expanded its reach, and it was involved in incubating and supporting a host of new social movement groups: these included IfNotNow, a Jewish-led movement opposing the occupation of Palestine; Movimiento Cosecha, fighting for permanent protections for immigrant communities; and the Sunrise Movement, sounding the alarm on climate collapse and elevating the vision of a Green New Deal. Each of these groups took the frameworks of momentum-driven organizing and adapted them to its own context. They gave us an exciting chance to see many of the ideas in This Is an Uprising sync with real-world practice and experimentation.

We felt surprised—and privileged—to receive a rush of other requests from community organizations, unions, and student groups for discussions of the book. And we were humbled when movements abroad contacted us with a desire to disseminate the lessons they drew from it. These included European and Australian climate activists, among them leaders from Extinction Rebellion in the United Kingdom, who named principles from momentum-driven organizing in their founding documents. Others sought to make the book accessible in additional languages. Beyond an early Korean edition, activists in Catalonia, Hong Kong, and Germany all worked to create translations and put them to use to support local movements.

This Is an Uprising was first published in early 2016, at the end of the Obama era. By its first anniversary, the ground had shifted radically. The election of Donald Trump to the presidency—a development that stunned nearly every established political pundit in the nation—triggered a surge in demonstrations across the country. In the years that followed, we saw the massive Women’s March and emergence of the subsequent #MeToo movement, important labor actions, and vocal protests against “Muslim bans” and the separation of immigrant families. After the police murder of George Floyd, a resurgence of the Movement for Black Lives shook the country.

This was a period defined by participation in social movements on a scale rarely seen in US history. As we will discuss in the Afterword to this edition, these protests had profound impacts. They also created fresh interest in sharpening the practices of mass protest and studying how strategies of momentum-driven organizing could best be applied in changing political circumstances.

There has long been a debate about whether tactics of civil resistance are more relevant in democratic contexts or authoritarian ones, and critics have cast doubt in both directions. When the study of strategic nonviolent action was still in its infancy, it was commonly believed that campaigns of disruptive protest could only prevail under governments that at least nominally tolerated freedom of expression and assembly—be it the British in Gandhi’s India or the Kennedy and Johnson administrations for the US civil rights movement. Without such basic guarantees, many feared, demonstrations could simply be crushed. But in subsequent decades, the assumption was reversed. As campaigns of unarmed uprising showed often-surprising success under autocracies, cynics expressed new doubts: the strategies used to unseat dictators, they argued, had little salience in democracies, where people could already express their will at the polls.

We have always rejected this false binary. Our contention remains that civil resistance can be vital in both contexts—though strategies and tactics must adapt to local conditions. In a country like the United States, even under administrations that call themselves progressive, as Obama’s did, movement pressure plays a critical role. When leaders elected on platforms of hope fail to deliver, whether because of political cowardice or because entrenched corporate power blocks change, popular mobilization is often the only force capable of compelling action, extracting responses that no amount of insider lobbying can secure.

Under a regime like Trump’s—particularly now, in his second term—the need for organized popular defiance is even more profound. As we write these words, it appears as if the very foundations of American democracy are fracturing. Trump has launched a startling attack on public services, on the very concept of the social safety net, on free speech and the rule of law, on workers’ rights, on immigrants, and on other vulnerable communities. If this is to be stopped—and if the wider system of oligarchic rule that is destroying our planet is to be replaced with true democracy—people must rediscover their own power.

Mainstream political thinking in the United States sees power as “monolithic,” resting in the hands of senators, generals, billionaires, presidents, and CEOs. From that vantage point, the options for opposing a rogue administration seem desperately thin: wait for elections, file a lawsuit, hope for some unforeseen maneuver by elites. This worldview breeds despair. One prominent Democratic Party consultant even advised that the best course for progressives is simply to “roll over and play dead.”

The lack of imagination is staggering—and pervasive. It serves to strengthen the forces bent on thwarting social progress and destroying our democratic institutions.

In a March 7, 2025, op-ed for the New York Times, Erwin Chemerinsky, dean of the University of California’s Berkeley School of Law, argued that if Trump chooses to wantonly defy court orders, there will be little further recourse to stop him from continuing to break laws, as the Constitution does not give judges adequate enforcement power. His conclusion? “Perhaps public opinion will turn against the president” and convince him to retreat. “Or perhaps,” Chemerinsky bleakly suggested, “after 238 years, we will see the end of government under the rule of law.”

On social media, political theorist Corey Robin rightly blasted this defeatism, labeling it a stunning mix of “irresponsibility and learned helplessness.” He also observed that, across the globe, people with far fewer rights and far fewer resources have found more forceful ways to confront authoritarianism. These people have deployed mass strikes, boycotts, occupations, bureaucratic intransigence, artistic resistance, and myriad other forms of social solidarity and collective noncompliance. Robin pointed to a long line of democratic theorists who have upheld the justification for these actions, including mainstream figures such as John Locke. Yet among establishment elites today, he wrote, “no one dares even to talk about picking up the customary political tools that democrats across the centuries and continents have traditionally wielded against runaway rulers.”

The tools of civil resistance are at the very heart of This Is an Uprising. Providing an antidote to the fatal shortage of vision that pervades our political class, this field details a vast repertoire of steps that can be taken outside the traditional avenues of electoral politics and litigation. This book aims to provide a clear account of the theory behind why such actions can have powerful effects, as well as to walk through some of the practical considerations involved in their implementation.

Public sentiment rarely moves on its own; it responds to collective articulation and organized action. Democracies under assault cannot rely on existing checks and balances alone; they must be fortified by activated citizens. To simply declare a constitutional crisis and plead powerlessness is to accept preemptive ruin. The real question is how to respond when the safeguards we were told would protect us fail.

Fortunately, history is rich with examples of people-power movements that have faced such grave crises in the past and—through persistent protest, courageous organizing, and skillful responses to political conditions—have prevailed even in circumstances in which “expert” observers saw little hope. Those immersed in social movements look at the process of change in a different way than political insiders do, and they therefore possess a different vision of how to best exercise the muscles of democracy. Instead of subscribing to the monolithic view of power, they hold a social view of power, which understands that those in positions of authority are dependent upon the cooperation and support of the governed. They recognize that the foremost egalitarian changes of the past century have come about through popular mobilization—through organized people confronting the power of organized money.

Frances Fox Piven, the great scholar of disruptive power, whom we profile in these pages, reminds us that the capacity of people to withdraw their cooperation from the system remains an essential mechanism for defending democracy and securing progress against the entrenched interests of the wealthy and powerful. In a 2022 interview with Democracy Now, Piven put it simply: “I think that movements, protest movements, defiant movements, movements that break the rules, are the main lever, the main weapon, that ordinary people have in realizing their aspirations and protecting their democratic rights.” The great movements of the past, Piven argued, from abolitionism to labor to civil rights, “defied the usual norms” and impeded business as usual. “And because they shut things down, [their vision of a better society] had to be attended to.”

In a separate interview we conducted with Piven a year before, she identified the root of our present crisis in a lack of agitation from outside established political structures: “I think that a lot of the tragedy of American democracy is the result of quiescence,” she told us. “Agitation and rising up from people at the bottom are good for democracy. They nourish democracy.”

Winning egalitarian social change is not easy. Fighting against the prerogatives of privilege, authority, and wealth is hard. When these forces prevail, the reasons why are clear. The wins of the ruling class are overdetermined, because the whole point of wealth and privilege is to allow their holders to bend society to their will. Our faith in social movements as a vital counter to these powers is not based on a starry-eyed belief that these movements necessarily win each battle. Rather, it is based on the lived experience that, even in the face of daunting obstacles, movements have the capacity to surprise us. When they do succeed—and when, as a society, we have made the most profound strides toward securing the rights and liberties we currently possess—it is because people have invested their faith and taken their chances on the possibilities of collective action.

We believe that this must happen again today. We need democratic uprisings that are bold enough to confront the scale of the crisis we now face and strategic enough to outmaneuver the systems that created it. To promote this, we need resources that can guide those building outside of mainstream channels dominated by lawyers, lobbyists, and electoral consultants. We are honored to offer the tenth anniversary edition of This Is an Uprising as one such resource. If its readers are moved to act, rooting their hope in the craft and artistry of movement building, we will have achieved an important goal.

Mark and Paul Engler, April 2025



Footnote

iNote that the Momentum training in the United States was distinct from a project called Momentum in the United Kingdom, an electoral drive centered around Labour politician Jeremy Corbyn.







FOREWORD

by Bill McKibben

Mark and Paul Engler, it seems to me, have written what will be for the foreseeable future the standard and definitive manual on how to conceive and organize nonviolent social movements. For those of us living amid the aftershocks of the Trump earthquake, this is perhaps the single most useful book we could have—it’s like rummaging through the wreckage after your plane crashes on an Andean mountain top and finding a guide to wilderness survival.

We’ve lacked such a book until now. I know, because when I was helping figure out the early stages of the fight against the Keystone pipeline, I looked in vain for something helpful. The best I could do was Taylor Branch’s history of the civil rights movement, so granular in its detail that organizers could learn a great deal by careful reading. But that was the story of one event; what we have in this volume is the condensation of nearly a century’s worth of data and experience. Nonviolent direct action was the greatest technology invented in the twentieth century—Gandhi, King, and the like were Einsteins of political science, uncovering deep, new forces hitherto barely guessed at. But the synthesis of that work has been slow in coming. The noble work of Gene Sharp in compiling the history of these techniques has been invaluable, of course, but now the Englers have put it all into a well-written and superbly readable volume.

The great insight of their work is summed up in the word momentum, in the idea that the world can be transformed—and sometimes transformed quickly, not incrementally. This is a crucial idea because many of the challenges we face—climate change being perhaps the ultimate example—simply won’t allow for piecemeal solutions delivered over great time: when your ice caps are melting fast, winning very slowly is another word for losing. But the speed with which change can come in so many areas is heartening: their account of the rise of the marriage equality movement should be a reminder not to despair.

And a reminder, too, that much of what we think of as “politics” is at least as deeply connected to culture. It’s culture that responds to disruption; it’s human hearts that are captured by the drama of disruption. The jiu-jitsu of unearned suffering lies at the heart of the potential of nonviolence—this is the counterintuitive atomic charge that Gandhi happened upon, though it must be said that Jesus, in his Sermon on the Mount, seemed to have a prescient understanding of the technique. Turning the other cheek turns out not to be a weak stance, nor does it need to come from a moral commitment to pacifism; the data and experience catalogued in these pages make it clear that it is instead the tactically sound choice. Far tactically sounder, as it turns out, than violence—because, of course, the minute activists become violent, they enter onto the preferred terrain of the status quo, which is adept at outgunning its adversaries. Bringing that status quo onto the terrain where we can win is the secret, and from the Salt March to Selma to Serbia to Standing Rock, the lessons hold.

Successful uprisings demand a dozen other features surrounding that alchemical core, of course: enough structure to allow protest to continue and grow, enough messaging ability to avoid crippling backlash, enough discipline to prevent adventurers and agents provocateurs from taking over. The Englers cover them all and in enough depth to help activists make the choices they’ll need to make as campaigns develop. The historical examples are consistently useful—Americans in the time of Trump may have a great deal to learn from campaigns by Otpor and others, who showed us how to deal with a personalized and autocratic state. And of course the book comes with cautionary lessons: it’s important to look at, say, the Arab Spring and understand how what seem to be sweeping victories can soon come to be, at best, small beginnings.

As society evolves, so will some of the techniques for changing it. Still, I expect that This Is an Uprising will be the well-thumbed companion of organizers across the planet for many years to come. It tells us what we need to know in order to stand up for a working future. You can read it for insight and understanding, but at heart it’s a cookbook: until you try out the recipes, you won’t really grasp just how powerful it is.

Bill McKibben, March 2017







INTRODUCTION

When Martin Luther King Jr. and a dozen of his top advisors arrived at the Dorchester retreat center near Savannah, Georgia, in early January 1963, the mood of the group was somber. The organizers had just suffered one of their greatest defeats, and they could not afford to fail again. They were about to risk their lives by launching a major series of protests against segregation in one of the most foreboding cities in the American South: Birmingham, Alabama. They resolved that this time they would have a plan to win.1

Over the previous year, King’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) had been involved in a civil rights campaign in Albany, Georgia—a small city in the southwestern part of the state. There, months of demonstrations resulted in the arrest of more than two thousand participants. Yet, in the end, the national press focused on the reserve and good judgment shown by segregationist city officials. The New York Times noted “the deft handling by the police of racial protests” in Albany, while another publication remarked that “not a single racial barrier fell.”2

At Dorchester, King gathered his inner circle to regroup, reflect, and strategize. Among those in attendance were Ralph Abernathy, King’s best friend and spiritual counsel, and Wyatt Tee Walker, the SCLC’s thirty-three-year-old executive director. Dorothy Cotton and Andrew Young were also present. Although they were still considered junior staffers in the organization, their influence was rising. Cotton, already a powerful force in the organization’s training programs, was one of few women to break into the organization’s male-dominated command. For his part, Young served for King as a moderate voice—a counterweight to the leader’s more radical advisors. These radicals included James Bevel, a veteran of the militant Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), who had gained a reputation as an expert in mobilizing students for sit-ins and other high-stakes acts of resistance.3

Together, the group reviewed their failure in Albany and mapped their next move. To this end, they began laying the foundation for an audacious scheme that would be implemented over the following months. Today, their strategy is sometimes referred to as the “Birmingham model.” But early on, when preparations were known to only a few, the plan was referred to as “Project X,” and later “Project C.”

The C in Project C stood for confrontation.
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In 1963, Birmingham possessed a well-earned reputation as a bastion of reactionary racism. The homes and offices of local civil rights leaders were so regularly bombed that one prominent black neighborhood was known as “Dynamite Hill.” Just a few years before, African American singer Nat King Cole had been attacked during a public performance at the city’s Municipal Auditorium, with several members of the white-supremacist North Alabama Citizens’ Council rushing the stage and knocking him from his piano bench before security could pull Cole from the melee. The musician pledged that he would never perform in the South again. More recently, after a court order decreed that, as of January 15, 1962, the city’s sixty-seven parks and eight public swimming pools would have to be open to persons of all races, public safety commissioner Eugene “Bull” Connor announced that he would simply close the facilities rather than allow black residents to use them.4

Aware of the hazardous terrain they were about to enter, King addressed his advisors during one solemn moment of their retreat: “I think everybody here should consider very carefully and decide if he wants to be with this campaign,” he said. “I have to tell you that in my judgment, some of the people sitting here today will not come back alive from this campaign. And I want you to think about it.”5

Despite the dangers, the organizers believed their campaign could produce a major media event that would tap the conscience of the country. Their intent, as King would later write from the confines of Birmingham’s city jail, was to “create a situation so crisis-packed” that the too-often-ignored boil of segregation would be opened and all of its “pus-flowing ugliness” exposed “to the light of human conscience and the air of national opinion.”6

The idea of creating a public crisis was not merely a rhetorical goal for those in the retreat. Nor was the pursuit of nonviolent conflict simply a matter of having the proper moral conviction or spiritual resolve. Project C, as it was conceived at Dorchester and then developed through subsequent months of nuts-and-bolts planning, included detailed calculations. In order to force store owners and city officials to desegregate Birmingham’s downtown business district, the campaign would create an ambitious combination of several tactics that had been employed before: the economic pressure leveled against merchants during the Montgomery Bus Boycott, the dramatic lunch-counter sit-ins that had exploded in cities such as Nashville in 1960, the pack-the-jails arrest strategy of Albany. This time, organizers would bring together these tactics to form a multistaged assault that sociologist and civil rights historian Aldon Morris would later dub “a carefully planned exercise in mass disruption.”7

King assigned Wyatt Walker, a cunning strategist and demanding administrator, to lead the preparations. Mapping the battlefield, Walker timed precisely how long it would take participants to walk from the movement’s 16th Street Baptist Church headquarters to the various stores and public facilities selected as the campaign’s primary, secondary, and tertiary targets. Likewise, SCLC organizers anticipated the probable legal moves of their opponents, weighing the costs of violating any court injunctions that might be handed down. They calculated the costs of city bail fees and made plans for how long arrested activists should stay in custody before being bailed out—their stay and release timed to best keep the jail cells filled. Walker and others projected the value of the business that would be lost to Birmingham store owners at different levels of boycott effectiveness, and they debated what losses would be convincing enough to make the business leaders remove the “Whites Only” signs from the fitting rooms and drinking fountains in their stores.8

The civil rights activists imagined that, with mass protest in Birmingham, they could crack the segregationists’ stoutest fortress—and thus open the floodgates for change nationally. If successful, King argued, the campaign “might well set the forces in motion to change the entire course of the drive for freedom and justice.”9

Before the fact, most people would have considered SCLC’s blueprint for confrontation in Birmingham to be outlandish. In January 1963, Martin Luther King Jr. had just turned thirty-four. It had been seven years since the success of the 1956 Montgomery Bus Boycott thrust him onto the national stage. In the time since, both conservative opponents and competing civil rights organizations had raised questions about the efficacy of his leadership. Some foundations that had funded the SCLC were dissatisfied, and the public did not have a clear sense of the organization’s direction.

Among those close to King, an awareness of their leader’s precarious standing was pervasive. Some undertook measures to compensate. Whereas SCLC staff members typically interacted with one another on a first-name basis, Walker insisted that they call their president “Dr. King” at all times. “This was important because he was so young—and looked younger,” writes Andrew Young. “If we didn’t show him an exaggerated respect, the concern was that others would not show it to him either.”10

Beyond the questions about King’s leadership, the very idea that a mass public “crisis” could be engineered—that a major uprising could emerge not as an unstructured product of an era’s zeitgeist but as a planned effort—was a suspect notion. Social movements in general were not held in high regard, and scholars of the time doubted nonviolent resistance in particular. They considered Gandhi’s example in India to have little application in a country like the United States, and they did not expect the success of the Montgomery Bus Boycott to be replicated. In May 1963, Wyatt Walker explained in a speech in San Francisco:


It was interesting to note that sociologists and some prophets of doom said of Montgomery, “Well, this is just one of those sociological freaks, a phenomenon that will never happen again. Nonviolence can’t have its effect in America because we’re too Westernized. Our chromium-plated push button society won’t take it.” Or, “This discipline comes out of an Eastern culture where people are meditative and reflective and we’re too busy ripping and running, trying to make a living.”11



In the wake of the Albany debacle, members of the national media were “pronouncing that the direct-action phase of the civil rights movement was over,” Andrew Young notes.12

And yet, when the Birmingham campaign was finally launched on April 3, 1963, the careful calculations of Project C were proven sound. Within just six weeks, the tensions simmering in Birmingham had exploded into an event that made headlines across the country. As historian Michael Kazin argues, the scenes of police dogs snapping at unarmed demonstrators and water cannons being opened on student marchers “convinced a plurality of whites, for the first time, to support the cause of black freedom.”13

Popular versions of the Birmingham story, which tend to focus only on the campaign’s climax, often skip over the preparations that began at Dorchester. But the implications of such planning are very important. The landmark civil rights uprising that took so much of the country by surprise was no sociological freak. Nor was it happenstance that a clash with segregationists put the normally hidden injustices of racism on stark public display, prompting a stunned Northern media to spread outrage nationally. To the contrary, these were the consequence of a premeditated strategy of conflict.

And it was not the last time that a strategy of this kind would be put to use.
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“Spontaneous.” “Unplanned.” “Uncontrolled.” “Emotional.”

Whether it is a rush of resistance to dictatorship throughout the Middle East, the explosion of protests against corporate power in cities such as Seattle, a province-wide student revolt in Quebec, a million people spilling into the streets of Los Angeles to demand immigrant rights, a call for new elections in a former Soviet republic, an encampment on Wall Street that gives rise to hundreds of tent cities across the United States and beyond, or an insistent cry that #BlackLivesMatter, the perception is the same: when mass movements burst onto our television screens, the media portrays them as being as sudden and unmanageable as a viral epidemic or a prairie thunderstorm.

In 2011—a year that featured the Arab Spring, mass antiausterity demonstrations throughout Europe, and the emergence of the Occupy movement—Time magazine described those uprisings as “leaderless, amorphous, and spontaneous.” The Washington Post wrote of the wave of Middle Eastern protest as something that “spread like a virus” and “hits each country in a different and uncontrollable way.” And, according to the New York Times, the surge of citizen resistance was “beyond the scope of any intelligence services to predict.”14

Such characterizations, as it turns out, are not unusual. In 1999, when students and labor unions in Serbia challenged the regime of Slobodan Milosevic, the press commented on work stoppages “accompanied by spontaneous acts of civil disobedience across the country.” The Moscow Times wrote that the 2004 Orange Revolution in the Ukraine, a reaction to corruption and electoral fraud, “was, at its core, a spontaneous, emotional outburst by the Ukrainian people.” In 2006, when immigrant-led marches brought hundreds of thousands of people onto the streets of American cities, the Washington Post described it as “a spontaneous groundswell of activism.”15

Regarding the civil rights movement, Aldon Morris has pointed to the commonly held view that protesters were “reacting blindly to uncontrollable forces” and that the lunch-counter sit-ins “were a spontaneous collegiate phenomenon.” Indeed, the historical record is full of such depictions.16

But what if periods of mass, spontaneous uprising are neither as spontaneous nor as unbridled as they might at first appear? What if the fits of social change that burst into our headlines like flash storms can actually be forecast? What if one can read the clouds and understand their signs?

Or what if, in fact, it is possible to influence the weather?
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For Martin Luther King Jr. and the SCLC organizers, the confrontation in Birmingham proved to be a tremendous boon—a validation of their belief that widespread, purposeful, nonviolent disruption could change the course of national politics. Victory in that city sent ripples throughout the country: in the two and a half months after they announced a settlement with Birmingham storeowners to begin desegregation, more than 750 civil rights protests took place in 186 American cities, leading to almost fifteen thousand arrests.17 And less than a year and a half after the SCLC’s campaign had commenced, President Lyndon Johnson signed into law the landmark Civil Rights Act of 1964.

But this reversal of fortune leaves unanswered a crucial question: Why did Birmingham succeed while the attempted effort to end Jim Crow discrimination in Albany had so badly, so tragically, and so recently failed?

The problem in the thwarted Albany drive was not a lack of creative tactics. Like the Birmingham campaign, the movement took an innovative approach to combining sit-ins, boycotts, marches, mass arrests, and legal action. Albany was, in fact, notable for being the first time the civil rights movement deployed the full range of weapons in its arsenal of civil resistance. King would dub Albany “the most creative utilization” of nonviolent protest to date.18

And yet, despite this level of tactical sophistication, few could deny that the effort fell short. Even King—who publicly tried to put a positive spin on the Albany movement—acknowledged that, after more than a year of protest, “the people were left very depressed and in despair.” A regional director for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) was more blunt: “Albany was successful,” the staffer quipped, “only if the objective was to go to jail.”19

Many factors played a part in the failure. In Albany, the SCLC had been drawn into a conflict it did not create. Local activists had already begun a diffuse, broad-based attack on the segregationist power structure without adequately analyzing their opponents’ weaknesses. As the NAACP’s backbiting comments suggest, there was rampant rivalry among civil rights organizations, with groups, including SNCC, allowing their disagreements with King and his staff to go public. Savvy city authorities, led by the personable and restrained police chief Laurie Pritchett, were able to make just enough arrests to quell dissent without overflowing their jails or overwhelming their police forces.

All of these factors contributed to a catastrophe. But together they pointed to a more fundamental problem: in Albany there was no clear plan for how to use the steady escalation of nonviolent conflict to make the pressure on racist structures unbearable. Missing was an overarching framework through which acts of personal sacrifice could be channeled into a concerted effort to increase tension and break the back of segregation at its weakest point. With Birmingham, that had changed.
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“There is no tactical theory so neat that a revolutionary struggle for a share of power can be won merely by pressing a row of buttons,” King wrote in a perceptive reflection after Albany. “Human beings with all their faults and strengths constitute the mechanism of a social movement. They must make mistakes and learn from them, make more mistakes and learn anew.”20

No magic formula exists for ousting Jim Crow or overthrowing a dictator. The dynamics of nonviolent conflict are subtle and complex. And, certainly, there is an element of unpredictability in any given mass mobilization. Yet Project C is part of a tradition that has sought to study, map, and apply the principles of an underappreciated art that is becoming one of the most influential forces in the world today—the art of unarmed uprising.

This book is the story of that art. It is about the type of strategizing that went into creating Project C and about why the architects of nonviolent upheaval in Birmingham thought their plan for escalation could work. It is about the decades-long tradition of experimentation that led up to Project C and about how the lessons from that tradition have continued to be refined in the years since, contributing to landmark social justice victories. Finally, it is about why the tradition of nonviolent action may yet reshape political life in the coming century.

This book is concerned with a specific phenomenon: momentum-driven mass mobilization. It contends that those who have most carefully studied these mobilizations—examining how to construct and sustain scenarios of widespread protest—come out of a tradition of strategic nonviolence. It argues that political observers watching the democratic upheavals of the twenty-first century should incorporate this tradition’s insights into their understanding of how social transformation happens. Those wishing to bring such upheavals into existence, meanwhile, do well to marry these insights with their existing approaches to leveraging change.

Nonviolence is often written off as obsolete, an idea that has been mostly forgotten and is largely irrelevant in global affairs. Yet, every time it is cast aside, strategic nonviolent action seems to reassert itself as a historic force. Without taking up weapons, and with little money and few traditional resources, people forming nonviolent movements succeed in upending the terms of public debate and shifting the direction of their countries’ politics. Nonviolence in this form is not passive. It is a strategy for confrontation.

Decade after decade, unarmed mobilizations have created defining moments. In the United States, these include the sit-down strikes in Michigan auto plants in the 1930s, the antiwar and campus free-speech movements of the 1960s, the welfare and women’s rights protests of the 1970s, the nuclear freeze campaigns and AIDS activism of the 1980s, direct action to protect old-growth forests and oppose corporate globalization in the 1990s, and demonstrations against the Iraq War in the early years of the new century. Internationally, strategic nonviolent conflict has been critical in helping to overthrow undemocratic rulers in a litany of countries, from Chile and Poland, to the Philippines and Serbia, to Benin and Tunisia.

When such outbreaks occur, they sometimes feel like whirlwinds of activity—rare and exceptional intrusions upon the norms of daily politics. They seem to be once-in-a-lifetime events. But, curiously, once you start looking for them, these once-in-a-lifetime uprisings start to appear constantly, in diverse forms and unexpected places. The year 2011, which saw the Arab Spring and the rise of the Occupy movement, was a time of peak activity. But the pace has only somewhat relented. Since then, eruptions of mass resistance have burst forth in Mexico, Turkey, Brazil, and Hong Kong, to cite just a few of the most prominent international cases. Within the United States, major demonstrations around climate change have taken place, and bold protests against racism and police brutality coalesced under the banner of #BlackLivesMatter.

The principles of momentum-based organizing sometimes seep into electoral politics. This was the case with the drive that coalesced in 2008 around a young senator, Barack Obama—an effort that borrowed grassroots mobilizing techniques from social movements and ended up astonishing those familiar with the typical practices of presidential races. On a smaller scale, momentum-driven campaigns have been used to make living wages for service workers a defining issue on college campuses and to fill state capitols with demonstrators demanding resignations from disgraced public officials. In instances where countless reports, exposés, and congressional speeches have failed, nonviolent conflict has succeeded in taking disregarded injustices and bringing them to the fore of popular consciousness.
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That most pundits have little to say about social movement eruptions, no matter how often they seize the spotlight, reflects a bias in their thinking about how social change happens. The same analysts who invariably describe waves of unarmed revolt as spontaneous and uncontrolled spend endless hours speculating on which candidates might enter into elections that are still years away. They closely track developments in Congress, in the courts, and in the White House. They carefully study the arts of electioneering, lobbying, and legislative deal making—processes that dominate public understanding of US politics and that are shaped by elite values and practices. In doing so, they appeal to realism. This is how the system works, they tell us. This is how the sausage gets made.

But is this really how change happens? Many of the critical advances of the last century and a half—the end of slavery, women’s suffrage, the restriction of child labor and implementation of workplace safety standards, and the outlawing of many forms of discrimination—owe less to the legislative endgame that formalized acceptance of these causes and much more to the social movements that put them on the map. Likewise, on the international scene, an increasing number of unelected leaders have ceded power not as a result of traditional diplomacy or military maneuvering. Instead, they were ousted through the demands of unarmed mass mobilizations.

As important as it has proven itself, the strategic application of nonviolent force is poorly understood. Nonviolence is usually regarded as a philosophy or moral code. Much less frequently is it studied as a method of political conflict, disruption, and escalation. This is a missed opportunity. If we are perpetually surprised by unarmed uprising, if we decline to incorporate it into our view of how societies progress, then we pass up the chance to understand a critical phenomenon—and to harness its power.
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For King, Birmingham was a revelation. Although the Montgomery Bus Boycott had been his baptism into mass action, he would write that it was only in watching marchers defy Bull Connor’s menacing troops that he felt, “for the first time, the pride and power of nonviolence.” Project C provided him with an epiphany about doing politics differently—for acting outside the bounds of traditional elections and lobbying and also outside the methodologies of conventional community or church-based organizing. It altered King’s life as a public figure, and it changed the way he saw the possibilities for social transformation within his lifetime.21

Over the past century, many others have had similar revelations. Experiencing the disruptive power of a major mobilization, they have decided to stop being surprised by waves of mass protest—to stop regarding these uprisings as uncontrollable sociological curiosities—and to start paying closer attention to their dynamics. These activists and scholars have become interested in examining how nonviolence works, and not simply as a moral philosophy. Some of them have sought to use strategies of nonviolent confrontation to provoke and guide moments of widespread citizen action.

As King cautioned, there is no neat row of buttons that can be pushed to oust Jim Crow or overthrow a dictator; the dynamics of nonviolent conflict are subtle and complex. Yet it is possible, as organizers in Birmingham insisted, to create situations so crisis-packed that long-ignored injustices are forced into the public spotlight. It is possible, as Aldon Morris asserted, to create planned exercises in mass disruption.

The course of strategic nonviolence’s development runs through many biographies. In part, it is a story of personal epiphanies. It concerns how a young Mohandas Gandhi, inspired by Tolstoy, put aside the training he had received as a lawyer to embrace a different type of action, a form of collective resistance that he saw as more powerful than the filing of petitions. It involves a scholar, Gene Sharp, initially immersed in the pacifist tradition, who discovered that nonviolence need not merely be a personal credo followed by a small community of people who reject all war but rather is something that can be adopted much more widely as a pragmatic weapon of struggle. And it is about Judi Bari, a feminist and union veteran, who reshaped the struggle to save California’s redwoods—bringing a new set of tactics to a radical environmental movement whose culture had been defined by an ethic of cowboy machismo.

Whether mass mobilizations are spearheaded by high-profile leaders or are propelled by people who go unheralded and unnamed in the history books, they can have a transformative impact on those who experience them. When people discover momentum-driven organizing as a new mode of action, it can fundamentally change how they approach some of the most basic questions of politics: How do you start a campaign, and how do you frame a demand for change? How do you respond to repression by the state, and how do you interact with the media? How can groups exploit the energy of an event that unexpectedly triggers a wave of interest in their cause, and when must they buckle down and institutionalize past gains? When is the right time for movements to declare victory, and what are the lasting changes that can result from their efforts?

The body of knowledge about strategic nonviolence that exists today has been passed between generations and honed over decades of trial and error. At times, this process has been disjointed and unruly. Activists on different continents and in different decades have independently reinvented key principles for guiding mass action, drawing on diverse political traditions and sources of inspiration. Many have acted with limited planning, and too rarely have they documented their learning. The creation of Project C was one occasion when those experimenting in nonviolence took time to map out key aspects of their strategy. Other instances of codification and reflection have occurred independently in movements throughout the world. Although haphazard, each represents a step forward in the collective accumulation of knowledge about the art of unarmed uprising.

Yet even as this slow accretion of knowledge has progressed informally for more than a century, it has recently been supplemented by a much more deliberate type of training and study. In an intriguing turn, a group of scholars and activists has decided that the development of strategic nonviolent conflict is vital enough that it should not be left to circumstance. And they have mobilized to do something about it.

Their story starts with a figure known as the Machiavelli of nonviolence.
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