
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			A Random House Trade Paperback Original

			Copyright © 2015 by Matthew Miller and Srdja Popovic

			All rights reserved.

			Published in the United States by Random House, an imprint and division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.

			RANDOM HOUSE and the HOUSE colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Popovic, Srdja
Blueprint for revolution : how to use rice pudding, Lego men, and other nonviolent techniques to galvanize communities, overthrow dictators, or simply change the world / Srdja Popovic; with Matthew Miller.
pages cm
ISBN 978-0-8129-9530-5 (paperback)
ISBN 978-0-8129-9531-2 (eBook)
1. Nonviolence. 2. Civil disobedience. 3. Revolutions— Philosophy. 4. Protest movements—Philosophy. 5. Pacifism—Political aspects. I. Miller, Matthew. II. Title.
HM1281.P67 2014
303.6′1—dc 23     2014005583

			www.randomhousebooks.com

			Cover design: Thomas Ng
Cover photograph/art: © pixelbully/Alamy

			rh_3.1_c0_r1

		

	
		Preface

		This is a book about revolutions.

		Not the violent kind: those usually end up soaked in the blood of innocent people. And not the type carried forth by a small group of zealots: if you wonder how those work out, curl up with a good biography of Lenin. Instead, this is a book about the kind of movements that are now sweeping through so much of the world, from Cairo’s Tahrir Square to Occupy Wall Street. It’s a book about the revolutions launched by ordinary people who believe that if they get together and think creatively, they can topple dictators and correct injustices.

		I had the good fortune of being one of those ordinary revolutionaries, and I traveled on a strange personal journey from a too-cool-to-care Belgrade bass guitarist to one of the leaders of Otpor!, the nonviolent movement that toppled the Serbian dictator Slobodan Milošević. After a brief stint as a member of the Serbian parliament, I now work as a friend and consultant to any movement, large or small, anywhere in the world, that wishes to apply the principles of nonviolent action to oppose oppression and bring about liberty, democracy, and joy. But don’t worry: this book isn’t about me. Instead, it’s about all the things I’ve learned while working with activists from Syria to Kiev, about the big ideas and the small tactics that make what I like to call “people power” such a mighty force. Because I’m no great intellectual, I’ve chosen to convey most of this information not with dry facts or dense theories but by simply telling stories of remarkable individuals and movements, the challenges they faced, and the lessons they learned.

		The book can be thought of as having two parts, and in the first section you’ll find plenty of examples that demonstrate what nonviolent activism looks like in the world today as well as the key features that define successful movements for social change. In the second part, I go over some practical tips on how one can actually put these nonviolent techniques to good use. I hope that you’ll be able to relate to these stories and examples and that they will inspire you to make a difference of your own. Because of the nature of these stories—in some cases, the anecdotes I share pertain to people who still have much to lose should their exact role in their respective movements be known—I took the necessary precautions and changed some names and other personally identifying pieces of information. I also took the occasional liberty of simplifying complex stories by paring them down to their essentials, with apologies to scholars and pedants.

		The ideas and the stories in this book are meant to be not only understood but also felt. Like a great rock album, they’re meant to get you on your feet and moving. And they’re meant to convince you that even though the suits, the bullies, and the brutes—the whole cadre of grim men who usually run things—may look invincible, often all it takes to topple them is a bit of good fun.
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		CHAPTER I

		It Can Never Happen Here

		My beautiful city of Belgrade probably isn’t on your list of the top ten places to visit before you die. Some neighborhoods can be rough, and we Serbs have a reputation for being troublemakers, which is why we named a major street after Gavrilo Princip, the man accused of setting World War I in motion, and another after his band of revolutionaries. And then there’s the memory of our former dictator Slobodan Milošević, the maniac who introduced “ethnic cleansing” to the world, started four disastrous wars with his neighbors in the 1990s, and brought on a slew of NATO bombings that ravaged the city. But none of that mattered to a group of fifteen Egyptians who visited Belgrade in June 2009. That’s because they weren’t looking for a relaxing summer getaway. They were coming to plan a revolution.

		Given their particular agenda, the first place I wanted to show them is the last place I would have recommended to any other visitor: Republic Square. To get an idea of what this dirty and misshapen part of town looks like, imagine that someone took Times Square, made it much smaller, sucked out all the energy, removed the neon, and left only the traffic and the grime. The Egyptians, however, didn’t mind it at all—they were hoping to bring down their own dictator, Hosni Mubarak, and for them Republic Square wasn’t just a tourist trap but ground zero for a nonviolent movement that was started by a bunch of ordinary youngsters and grew into a massive political force that did the unthinkable and toppled Milošević. I was part of that movement’s leadership, and my Egyptian friends came to visit hoping that there was something they could learn from us Serbs.

		I led the group to a quiet corner, far away from the bustling cafés with their overworked waiters, and began my short talk. Once upon a time, I told them, pointing at the clusters of luxury shops—Armani, Burberry, Max Mara—that dotted Republic Square, Serbia’s inflation was so bad that the price for two pounds of potatoes skyrocketed from four thousand dinars to seventeen billion in just one year. If that wasn’t enough, we were also at war with neighboring Croatia. And if you tried to speak out against the disastrous policies that led our economy to collapse and our security to wither away, you were arrested and beaten or worse. In 1992, I was a freshman biology student, and the future for us young Serbs looked very, very bleak.

		“Yeah,” one of the Egyptians responded with a laugh, “we know how that feels!”

		The Egyptians continued to nod in understanding as I went on with my story. Faced with Milošević’s terrors, I told them, the natural response, at least at first, was apathy. After all, my friends and I were not the type of people who could even imagine one day starting a movement. We weren’t aspiring politicians. We were college kids, and we shared the same passions as college kids all over the world: staying up late, drinking a lot, and trying to get a date. If you’d asked me back in those days what could get me out of the house and out to Republic Square, I wouldn’t have said a protest—I would have said a rock concert.

		From my spot on the square’s sidelines, I tried to explain to my Egyptian friends why I loved Rimtutituki, a band whose musical-sounding name, freely translated, means “I put a dick in you,” hoping that the three or four women in the group who were wearing the hijab, the traditional headdress of observant Muslim women, wouldn’t be too mortified. In 1992, the band was the coolest thing in town, a bunch of rowdy guys who played fast guitars and were known for their rowdy lyrics. When they announced a rare free concert, my friends and I all promptly skipped class and filed into Republic Square to see our idols in action.

		What happened next shocked us. Rather than give another of their fun-filled performances, the members of Rimtutituki rode into the square on the top of a flatbed truck, looking more like conquering generals than punk musicians. Then, with their truck driving around in circles, they sang a selection of their best-known songs, the words making such declarations as “If I shoot, then I won’t have time to fuck” and “There is no brain under the helmet.” You didn’t have to be a genius to understand what was going on: with the war still raging, Belgrade was filled with soldiers and tanks en route to the front, and here were the boys in the punk band mocking all this militarism, speaking out against the war, advocating a normal and happy life. And this in a dictatorship, where spitting out such slogans in public could get you in a lot of trouble.

		As I ran after the truck, cheering on my favorite musicians, I had a series of epiphanies. I understood that activism didn’t have to be boring; in fact, it was probably more effective in the form of a cool punk show than as a stodgy demonstration. I understood that it was possible, even under the most seemingly dire conditions, to get people to care. And I understood that when enough people cared, and enough of them got together to do something about it, change was imminent. Of course, I didn’t really understand any of these things, at least not yet. It would take me years to think through the feelings I had that afternoon in Republic Square, to make sense of my insights and convert them to actions. But once I’d witnessed the possibility of successful and attractive nonviolent action, it was impossible to go back to my previous state of apathy. My friends and I now felt we had to do something to bring down Milošević.

		And Milošević, to his credit, worked very hard to give us plenty of reasons to be furious. In 1996, he refused to accept the results of the parliamentary elections that would have unseated many of his goons and replaced them with members of the opposition, and when activists took to the streets to demonstrate, they were crushed by Milošević’s police. In 1998, Milošević moved closer to total dictatorship, announcing that his government would now have complete control over all the affairs, academic and administrative alike, of Serbia’s six universities. It was more than my friends and I were willing to put up with. Getting together in our small, smoky Belgrade apartments, we decided to start a movement.

		We called it Otpor!, which means “resistance,” and we gave it a logo, a cool-looking black fist that was a riff on a potent symbol of social change that has served everyone from the partisans who fought against the Nazis in occupied Yugoslavia during World War II to the Black Panthers in the 1960s. For Otpor!’s fist, we used a design that my best friend, Duda Petrovic, had scribbled on a scrap of paper in the hopes of impressing one of the girls from the movement. It was edgy, and it was perfect.

		All this talk of logos may sound shallow, I told my Egyptian friends, but branding was important to us. Just as people all over the world see the red-and-white swoosh and instantly recognize Coca-Cola, we wanted Serbs to have a visual image they could associate with our movement. Besides, at that time we realized only too well that even if we begged all of our friends and family members to come out and support our movement, we probably couldn’t get more than thirty people to show up at a march. We could, however, spray-paint three hundred clenched fists in one evening, and one morning early in November the citizens of Belgrade woke up to discover that Republic Square had been covered by graffiti fists. At the time, when everyone was terrified of Milošević, this gave people the sense that something large and well-organized was lurking just beneath the surface.

		And, soon enough, it was.

		Seeing the fist and the word “resistance” plastered everywhere, young people naturally wanted to know more about this new, hip thing. They wanted to join it. To weed out the poseurs, the flakes, and, worst of all, the potential police informants, we gave them a sort of test: to prove they were serious, they themselves had to go out and spray-paint the fist in selected locations. Before too long, we had not only covered the city with our symbol but also recruited a small group of committed people who were ready to believe regime change was possible.

		Once we had recruited this core group, it was time to make some crucial decisions about what kind of a movement we wanted to be. The first thing that was obvious to us was that we were going to be a strictly nonviolent movement, not only because we believed—strongly—in peaceful resolutions, but because trying to use force against a guy who had tens of thousands of policemen, hundreds of thousands of soldiers, and God knows how many thugs at his disposal seemed to us like a very bad idea. We could never outpunch Milošević; but we could try to build a movement so strong and so popular that he’d have no choice but to succumb to it, accept an open and free election, and be promptly defeated.

		The other crucial decision we made was that Otpor! wouldn’t be a movement centered on charismatic leaders. This, in part, was a practical consideration: as soon as we got big, we realized, the police would tear into us with all their might, and a movement without easily identifiable people in charge would be harder for the authorities to take down in one swoop. Arrest any one of us, went the logic, and fifteen others would take his or her place. But in order to hide in plain sight, we had to be sneaky. We needed to spark a series of small and creative confrontations with the regime. We wanted to capture that Rimtutituki moment, that special and hopeful feeling that resistance was not futile and that victory was within reach.

		Pointing across to the far corner of the plaza, I asked the Egyptians to look at the squat and deserted shopping complex from the 1980s just beyond the taxi stand that was completely sheathed in black glass. That spot was where Milošević’s security services had arrested me on December 15, 1998. It was a freezing cold morning. Otpor! had been in existence for three months, and we’d gathered enough supporters and enough clout to stage a small protest down the road from Republic Square. I never got there. As I made my way to the meeting point, a few police officers jumped me and dragged me off to a piss-soaked jail cell just a few minutes’ walk away, where they had their fun beating me to a pulp for what seemed like an eternity. Luckily, the thick layers of sweaters I was wearing cushioned some of the blows from their heavy boots. Eventually, the police let me go, but only after one of the cops shoved his gun into my mouth and told me he wished we were in Iraq so that he could just kill me right there.

		The Egyptians perked up. This talk of beatings and guns reminded them of home, of Mubarak’s notoriously thuggish security forces. At least we Serbs had lived through similar stuff. One of the Egyptians was an intellectual, with a slim build and wire-framed glasses. Mubarak’s secret police had a special animosity toward students, and you could tell by the man’s response that he must have had similar interactions with the cops. Looking directly at him, then, I continued telling the story of Otpor!’s rise, and of how something unexpected started happening the more popular we became: the harder the police tried to scare us away from Republic Square, the more we kept coming back.

		With Otpor!’s brand stronger than ever, our little demonstrations became the hottest parties in town; if you weren’t there, you might as well have kissed your social life goodbye. And none were cooler, naturally, than those who managed to get themselves arrested—being hauled off to jail meant you were daring and fearless, which, of course, meant you were sexy. Within weeks, even the nerdiest kids in town, the sort who wore pocket protectors and prided themselves on bringing their own graphing calculators to school, were being shoved into police cars one evening and scoring dates with the most attractive women in their class the next.

		At this point in the story, I could sense my Egyptian friends’ silent skepticism, and so I stopped and asked the bespectacled intellectual if the same dynamic was true back home. Without hesitating, he said it wasn’t. In Cairo, he told me, speaking with authority, nobody would ever want to be on the wrong side of Mubarak’s secret police. He had a point: even Milošević’s most brutal enforcer behaved like the tooth fairy compared to the guards in Mubarak’s jails. But there was a universal principle at work in Republic Square that I wanted to share, and it really didn’t have too much to do with whose secret police were nastier. What I wanted my Egyptian friends to understand was far more simple, and much more radical: I wanted them to understand comedy.

		It’s common for people launching nonviolent movements to cite Gandhi, say, or Martin Luther King, Jr., as their inspiration, but those guys, for all their many, many virtues, simply weren’t that hilarious. If you’re hoping to get a mass movement going within a very short span of time in the age of the Internet and other distractions, humor is a key strategy. And so, walking slowly through Republic Square, I told the Egyptians about how Otpor! used a lot of street theater. We didn’t do anything too political, because politics is boring, and we wanted everything to be fun and, more important, funny. In the early days of Otpor!, I said, laughter was our greatest weapon against the regime. Milošević’s dictatorship, after all, was fueled by fear: fear of our neighbors, fear of surveillance, fear of the police, fear of everything. But during our time of fear, we Serbs learned that fear is best fought with laughter, and if you don’t believe me, then try to think of the best way to reassure a friend who is about to be wheeled into an operating room for major surgery. If you act serious and concerned, his anxiety will spike. But if you crack a joke, suddenly he will relax, and maybe even smile. The same principle is true when it comes to movements.

		How, then, to make something as harrowing as life under a despot funny? That’s the best part of starting a movement. Like our heroes, Monty Python, my friends and I put our heads together and struggled to come up with good, catchy bits of activism that would have the desired effect. In one protest against Milošević, for example, Otpor! activists in the Serbian town of Kragujevac took white flowers—which represented the dictator’s despised wife, who had worn a plastic one in her hair every day—and stuck them onto the heads of turkeys, a bird whose Serbian name is one of the worst things you can call a woman. The freshly accessorized turkeys were then let loose in the streets of Kragujevac, and the public was treated to a comical display of Milošević’s ferocious policemen running around and foolishly tripping over themselves as the birds scattered and squawked all over the place. The best part about it all was that the cops didn’t really have a choice, as to let the turkeys run free was to signal to Otpor! that their insubordination would be tolerated. But once you’ve seen a burly cop chasing a turkey, like a character from an old-fashioned cartoon, can you ever be afraid of him again? It was an example of creative thinking that turned the security forces into a punch line in front of all the morning commuters and plenty of smirking journalists who arrived on the scene to take photos, and all it took was a trip to the poultry farm and a bit of imagination.

		As the day went on, however, and as I shared more of Otpor!’s experiences with the Egyptians, it was clear that they were having doubts. The more religious activists were keeping a tally of everything they saw in Belgrade that wouldn’t fly in Cairo. In Cairo, for instance, a café is a place for fat men to sip tea and smoke hookahs, not for girls in halter tops and short shorts to drink beers with their boyfriends in public. To these religious Egyptians, Republic Square seemed very foreign; to them, all my talk of punk rock bands and turkeys running around and people having fun standing up to the police sounded like an impossible dream.

		Walking down the main shopping street adjacent to the square, we passed through beautiful rows of old nineteenth-century buildings, dating back to the days when the Austro-Hungarian Empire ruled Belgrade. Every cupola, column, and ornamental iron balcony that the Egyptians spotted seemed to reinforce a single message in their minds: this was Europe, and nothing that happened here would ever work back home on the Nile. I wasn’t at all surprised to see these doubts percolate. I’d experienced the same scenario with other activists who came to Serbia looking for advice, traveling a great distance to meet with us Otpor! veterans only to hear spirited lectures about practical jokes. And the Egyptians, I felt, were beginning to wonder if the joke was on them.

		Still, they must have been inspired by at least some of the stories they had heard about the protests that used to take place in Republic Square. Maybe it was out of sheer desperation, but without any prompting, one of the Egyptians began to yell political slogans amid the jam-packed crowds of café patrons and tourists.

		“Free Egypt,” he suddenly shouted. “Free Egypt! Down with Mubarak!”

		He was red in the face, screaming with all his heart, and within seconds the entire Egyptian group burst into a chorus of chants. At least now they were energized, I thought; they were enjoying the liberty, still unattainable in Cairo, of expressing themselves at an impromptu rally. Our loud party raised a few eyebrows, and several cops stopped by to ask politely if everything was all right; they were just as baffled by my friends as the Egyptians had been baffled by us.

		But this was only the first day of their visit, and so I tried not to let the group’s frustration faze me. They needed time to acclimate, I told myself, and besides, Otpor!’s brand of rabblerousing was as far from the popular image of revolutionaries as you can get. We didn’t scowl like Lenin or Marx, and we certainly were opposed to all that bloody stuff that Mao and Arafat preached. This was new territory for the Egyptians, and maybe they just needed to get used to it. For the rest of the week’s training, we’d reserved a block of hotel rooms at Palić Lake; we would spend the next few weeks in Serbia’s version of Switzerland, a scenic landscape dotted with painted gingerbread houses in pastel hues.

		The next day, we started our workshop with the Egyptians in the conference room of a small hotel on the lakeshore. The place we’d booked was nothing special, but it didn’t matter. We weren’t here for the amenities. Before we began, we shared a hearty Serbian breakfast of cheese pastries and yogurt, and then the fifteen Egyptians stepped outside and smoked a few packs of cigarettes in record time. I smiled: during the days of Otpor!, I too was a heavy smoker, putting away fifty cigarettes or more a day as a way to cope with the pressure of standing up to the regime. When they were done lighting up and came back inside, we closed the heavy curtains over the windows and got to work. Outside, people were splashing around in the pool, chatting on the hotel’s terrace, and ordering ice-cream cones. But inside, we talked about revolution.

		I stood in front of the Egyptians, who were now sitting in a semicircle around me. I opened by asking them if they had any thoughts about their recent visit to Republic Square and the stories they’d heard about the Serbian Revolution. I wanted to see what they honestly thought about the type of nonviolent resistance we had used against Milošević and were now suggesting they employ in Egypt.

		A hand went up almost instantly. It was Mohammed Adel, a gentle-eyed teddy bear of a man and a leader of the April 6 movement, Cairo’s best-organized nonviolent group. Although we had a translator to help us out with Arabic—a language none of us spoke—we hardly needed assistance figuring out what Mohammed was going to say. In fact, as soon as Mohammed had opened his mouth, I saw my colleague Sandra smile knowingly a few seats away. She’d spent the day in Belgrade with the Egyptians and had been doing this work long enough to know what was coming next.

		“Srdja,” Mohammed said bluntly, “we are all impressed with what happened in Serbia. But Egypt is very different. It can never happen there.”

		We weren’t fazed by Mohammed’s pessimism. “It can never happen here” is everybody’s first reaction, and I told Mohammed that I understood his doubts. The nonviolent activists in Georgia, I told him, had said the same thing when a bunch of young Serbs met them in Tbilisi just before they brought down their own dictatorship in 2003’s Rose Revolution, using Otpor!’s methods. And I had heard the same concerns raised in the Ukraine before Leonid Kuchma was toppled in the Orange Revolution in 2004, a year later in Lebanon on the eve of the Cedar Revolution, and three years after that in the Maldives, where pro-democracy activists ultimately deposed the country’s strongman. All of these revolutions were wildly successful, and all of them started with their organizers arguing that whatever happened in Serbia could never happen in their home countries.

		“But with all due respect,” interrupted a young Egyptian woman whose posture indicated that she wasn’t buying any of it, “you spoke about concerts and demonstrations. If we do any of that, Mubarak will just make us disappear. We can’t form groups larger than three. That’s why your methods won’t work in Egypt. It’s totally different.”

		Yes, I told her, Mubarak’s secret police—the Mukhabarat—were among the worst in the world. But people who lived in Pinochet’s Chile during the 1970s were plucked off the street and thrown into secret jails just like in Egypt. And instead of trying to swarm the streets, they started encouraging taxis to drive at half speed. Just imagine, I told the young woman, that you wake up in Santiago and go to the store to buy some empanadas, and suddenly you see that all the taxis are moving in slow motion. Then imagine that spreading—imagine every car, bus, and truck driving at ten miles an hour as well, clearly stating their drivers’ displeasure with the regime. Within a matter of days, people are walking at half their normal pace down the sidewalks. The city barely moves. Before all this happened, I told the Egyptian woman, people were afraid to talk openly about despising Pinochet, so if you hated the dictator, you might have imagined that you were the only one. Watching the slow drivers and walkers, however, and understanding their actions to be a subtle protest against the regime, you could be certain that everyone hated the tyrant. Tactics like these, Chileans used to say, made people realize that “we are the many and they are the few.” And the beauty was that there was no risk involved: not even in North Korea was it illegal for cars to drive slowly.

		The woman laughed and informed me that a half-speed protest wouldn’t exactly work in Cairo, where traffic never moves to begin with. But she admitted that something similar could be done in Egypt.

		People, I said, will always be ready with a list of reasons to explain why their case is unique and why their movement is destined to fail. It’s human nature. In Serbia, for example, everyone told me that it was impossible to stand up to Milošević because he had the army, the police, and the state-controlled media. In Burma, they told me that their culture of obedience guaranteed that people would never challenge the junta. And when I visit the United States, people constantly complain that all that Americans care about is filling their Walmart shopping carts and mowing the lawn in front of their McMansions. But guess what? Martin Luther King Jr., was from America, monks are leading the demonstrations in the streets of Rangoon, and today Serbia is a democracy.

		The first step to building a successful movement, I told the Egyptians, was to get rid of the idea that whatever had happened somewhere else could never be replicated at home. This notion, I said, rested on two assumptions, one right and the other wrong. The first assumption—which is correct—is that every place is different, and that country A’s nonviolent movement can’t be copied and pasted onto country B. Even on my best days, I admitted to the Egyptians, I would never be able to motivate even a hundred Serbs to march with Mohammed and his April 6 movement for democracy in Cairo. Likewise, I would never be able to get a Saudi woman to mimic the winning techniques of the FEMEN protestors in Ukraine and flash her breasts at a rally for gender equality in Riyadh.

		The religious Egyptians smirked at that one.

		While the first assumption implicit in “it can never happen here” is valid, I continued, the second—which is the notion that there is categorically no way for a nonviolent movement to succeed in your country—is absolutely wrong. The principles that have been used in nonviolent campaigns from Gandhi’s time to the Serbian Revolution and beyond are universal. They can work in anyone’s country, town, community, or even college.

		The key, I told the Egyptians, was to start with something small, relevant, but achievable, something that won’t get you killed or roughed up too badly. I reminded them that the first thing that we did in Otpor! was to adopt the clenched fist as our symbol. When the members of Otpor! would visit friends, we would slap stickers with the fist inside the elevators of their buildings. This, I explained, was a tactic the Egyptians could easily replicate.

		A burly Egyptian guy interrupted me. “I don’t understand how stickers will bring down Mubarak,” he said.

		I could see from the way the Egyptians were looking at me that most of them were wondering the same thing. But I also saw a few half-empty packs of Marlboros scattered in front of them, the leftovers from their after-breakfast smoke. I asked them why they had chosen those particular cigarettes. At first, nobody knew where I was going with this.

		“I don’t know,” said one of the intellectuals. “Maybe the packaging looks nice?”

		“They’re the best cigarettes,” the burly Egyptian added. “And they’re American.”

		Well, I told him, he was smoking Marlboros because that brand represented something to him. Maybe it was the Marlboro Man, or the red packaging, or the quality control, or whatever. But when he went to the store for cigarettes, he made a choice between brands. And in the end he trusted Marlboro. It’s the same with a dictator. Every dictator, I explained, is a brand. Usually that brand is wrapped in a national flag, and it very often relies on some narrative about stability—Pinochet’s famous quote was “Me or chaos.” Often, a dictator’s brand represents defiance of the United States, of Israel, of whomever. And like all brands, dictators are desperate for market share and exposure. That’s why Venezuela’s Hugo Chávez hosted his own TV show, called Aló Presidente. Broadcast for hours at a time, it featured Chávez making speeches and acting out skits. In one episode he dressed up as a baseball umpire and declared that his political opponents were “out.” Dictators such as the colorful Chávez are like any other brand, addicted to airtime and always seeking to increase their slice of the market. But if you look past the advertising and the propaganda posters, all dictatorships are baked from the same basic ingredients: corruption, nepotism, mismanagement, social injustice, violence, and fear. So why do people choose to go along with them?

		
			[image: ]
		

		(illustration credit 1.2)

		Nobody had an answer.

		It’s because in a dictatorship, I said, there aren’t any other brands. If Mubarak represented some crappy domestic cigarette, I told the Egyptians, then they would need to become a carton of Marlboros. They needed a brand that was better than his. And brands require advertising, which relies on symbols. That’s why the clenched fist was so important in Serbia’s revolution, and why roses and the color orange were used by activists in Georgia and Ukraine during their successful struggles against their countries’ post-Soviet stooges. Without some way of branding, all the anger to be found in little pockets of discontent in Egypt—whether it was the textile workers who went on strike in Mahalla in 2008, the journalists who were clamoring for uncensored Internet access in Cairo, or the unemployed kids who were being beaten in the streets all across the country—would never be focused on the real problem, which was Hosni Mubarak’s dictatorship. Having a strong logo would help people make the connection that all this unrest was related to something much larger than themselves. And this much larger something, I told the Egyptians, should be the vision they create.

		At that, a particularly shy Egyptian raised her hand.

		“All of this is amazing,” she conceded, “and God willing we will succeed. But there are only fifteen of us here, and we are up against Mubarak, his police, his army, his party, everything. You know, sometimes it seems,” she said, hesitating, “that we’re just … nobodies.”

		Now, I’m not a religious person by any means. But if I had to choose one book to call my scripture, without a doubt it would be The Lord of the Rings. I’ve always kept a small shrine to Tolkien in my bedroom, and even in the darkest moments of the Serbian campaign, when Milošević and the madness of ethnic cleansing controlled everything around us, I would
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