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Preface

On October 5, 2000, heavy equipment operator Ljubisav Đokić fired up his wheel loader and charged at the Radio Television of Serbia (RTS) building in Belgrade, Serbia. RTS was widely seen as the mouthpiece of Slobodan Milošević’s rule. Đokić’s actions were part of widespread protests in Belgrade and around the country in response to the falsification of the September 2000 election results and Milošević’s refusal to concede power. Later that day, Serbian civilians overran the parliament building and, upon their discovery of several thousand ballots pre-marked for Milošević, partially burned it down. Serbian security forces refused to crack down on the protesters, and on October 7, 2000, Milošević resigned.1

This day-long series of events is sometimes called the “Bulldozer Protests” or the “Bulldozer Revolution” after Đokić’s memorable actions. Touted as a victory for democracy by several Western media outlets, the Bulldozer Protests/Revolution invite us to consider how we should think about protest, violence, and revolution. Was burning the parliament an act of protest? What about charging a building with a bulldozer? Or are these properly understood as instances of riotous violence? Should they perhaps be considered insurrectionary or revolutionary acts?

Certainly, the inclination has been to refer to these incidents as protests, and to the change of power as a whole (from Milošević to Vojislav Koštunica), as either a successful protest or a nonviolent revolution. Although sixty-five people were injured, and two died during the October 5 events—one from a heart attack and one from an accidental, yet fatal, fall in front of a moving front loader—the general consensus is that the Serbian Bulldozer Protests/Revolution was one of the most successful nonviolent political actions in recent history. It is often celebrated as a paradigm case of the power of nonviolent protest and is pointed to as an exemplar that other pro-democracy groups around the world should emulate.2

Contrast this with a more recent case, which occurred on January 6, 2021, in Washington, D.C. There, thousands of people, who believed that the 2020 U.S. Presidential election had been stolen, overran the U.S. Capitol building in an attempt to stop the Congressional certification of the electoral votes. In the process, about 140 people were injured and 5 people died—1 police officer was killed by rioters, 1 rioter was shot by Capitol police, 1 rioter was crushed to death by other rioters, and 2 rioters died from a heart attack and stroke, respectively.3 While the groups did not use fire in this case, there was property damage similar to what occurred in Serbia throughout the U.S. Capitol and surrounding federal buildings.4

Although these Americans, much like the Serbian protesters, believed they were acting to protect and further democracy, the public response was markedly different. Mainstream media widely condemned the attacks. Outside of far-right circles, they were not trumpeted as an attempted defense of democracy, or even as a kind of well-meaning, although misguided, protest or revolution. As newly certified U.S. President Joe Biden said, in response to the attacks, “Don’t dare call them protesters. They were a riotous mob. Insurrectionists. Domestic terrorists. It’s that basic. It’s that simple.”5

There are differences between the two cases. Most importantly, the Serbians’ belief that the democratic process in their country was being undermined was true, and the Americans’ similar belief in 2021 was false. The cases do share key structural similarities though, that raise important questions about the nature of protest, violence, and revolution. Intuitively, we want to praise and laud the 2000 Bulldozer Protests/Revolution, and draw attention to it as an instance of protest. At the same time, we want to criticize and condemn the 2021 Capitol Riot/Insurrection, and draw attention to it as an instance of rioting and (perhaps) insurrection. However, if we take up the common contemporary liberal understanding of protest, it is difficult to see how we can support these intuitions by drawing a principled distinction between the two cases.

Liberal societies are supposed to, among other things, respect reasonable disagreement between their members.6 In line with that commitment, we might think we should be neutral here, and so say that however we end up categorizing these two cases, their categorizations must go together. Either both are cases of protest, or both are cases of violent insurrection, or both are cases of riotous mobs engaging in domestic terrorism, or both are cases of attempted/actual revolution. As Kimberley Brownlee argues, for something to count as civil disobedience or lawbreaking protest, it must be a public, “conscientious communicative breach of law motivated by steadfast, sincere, and serious, though possibly mistaken, moral commitment.”7 Crucially, for some political action to count as protest, on the liberal conception, it need not be right; that is, it need not be in the service of justice.8 It must only meet the three process constraints of being public, conscientious, and communicative. If both the Serbian Bulldozer Protests/Revolution and the U.S. Capitol Riot/Insurrection meet those criteria, then they both count as protest (justified or not).

We might think this is all beside the point, however—the first question to ask is whether they were violent. In contemporary liberal societies, this is the issue on which all else seems to turn. It is widely believed, almost as an article of faith, that political actions must be nonviolent to count as protest. If complete nonviolence is a necessary constraint, then both cases fail to be instances of protest. What they are is still open to question; however, we could say, and many people do in fact say, that we know what they are not. The Serbians and Americans were violent—therefore, whatever they were, and whatever the justice or injustice of their causes, they were not protesters.

We reject this conclusion. In contemporary liberal societies marked by severe and ongoing oppression, it is not true that all protest—to count as protest—must be wholly nonviolent. We argue that sometimes, nonlethal violence is a legitimate and effective way to politically communicate about
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