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Foreword

powerful autocratic wave is sweeping the
globe. Over the last 17 years, no country
remains untouched. Moving slowly in its first
decade, and now with brazen haste, auto-
crats clamp down on their civil societies, coordinate
strategies with each other, propagate authoritarian gov-
ernance abroad, and engage in increasingly sharp attacks
against democracies.

This represents an urgent national and international secu-
rity threat. Any viable strategy to respond will require action
on multiple fronts, including strengthening democratic resil-
ience, exerting top-down and bottom-up pressure on auto-
cratic regimes, and fostering coordination by a range of
actors.

Within such a strategy, certain options hold great poten-
tial, and this Playbook expands on one of them. It focuses
on how democracies can better support and enable non-
violent civil resistance movements fighting for rights, free-

Derek Mitchell
President,
National Democratic Institute (NDI)

Lisbeth Pilegaard

Member of the Board and Chair of the Executive Committee,

European Endowment for Democracy (EED);

Executive Director,
Danish Institute for Parties and Democracy (DIPD)
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dom, and justice—as well as impose costs on their autocratic
adversaries. In doing so, it builds on an established body of
research about the power of these movements, their vital
role in advancing democracy and reversing authoritarianism,
and best practices in working with them.

The authors concurrently recognize that engaging with
movements can be complex. Civil resistance movements
emerge and are driven by indigenous energy, and efforts to
support them are not without risks. However, the Playbook
offers guidance that can mitigate concerns, laying out a wide
range of options for consideration, alongside principles and
a framework to inform their use.

While we may not subscribe to every recommendation or
conclusion contained herein, we believe this Playbook
advances a critical line of inquiry. Policymakers in democ-
racies should seriously reckon with its implications for how
we meet the authoritarian threat and catalyze democratic
resurgence.

Daniel Twining
President,
International Republican Institute (IRI)

Damon Wilson
President and CEO,
National Endowment for Democracy (NED)
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Introduction

“In retrospect, all revolutions seem inevitable.
Beforehand, all revolutions seem impossible.”

—Ambassador Michael McFaul

he security of the United States, democratic
allies, and humanity’s future depends signifi-
cantly on the state of democracy worldwide.

Yet over the past seventeen years, authoritari-
anism has risen globally, while democracy shows alarm-
ing decline. Dictatorial regimes in China, Russia, Iran,
Venezuela and many other countries have become more
repressive. Meanwhile, democracies in all parts of the
world have backslid, with some regressing completely
into authoritarianism.

This playbook focuses on a key factor that can help
reverse both of these trends. Popular civil resistance
movements—using tactics such as strikes, boycotts, pro-
tests, and many other tactics of noncooperation—are his-
torically one of the most powerful drivers of democracy
worldwide.! They can play a central role in transforming
authoritarian regimes and countering democratic back-
sliding. We offer recommendations for how the United
States and democratic allies can adeptly support and
enable these movements.

The stakes in this contest over global governance could
not be higher. A more authoritarian world is a world dan-
gerous for democracies. As autocrats support each other,
abuse their own populations, and undermine democratic
states, they also perpetrate and create conditions for vio-
lent conflict, atrocities, humanitarian crises, the growth of
violent nonstate actors, subversion of multilateral institu-
tions, and transnational corruption. These produce mas-
sive human suffering, and further exacerbate internal
weaknesses of democratic governments, thereby creat-
ing a positive feedback loop that contributes greatly to
the present-day autocratic wave.

Yet this threat can be countered. Three previous global
democratic waves have emerged from democratic

troughs. Developing a strategy to catalyze a fourth wave
begins with a clear-eyed look at the challenges we cur-
rently face. Externally, democracies confront an increas-
ingly existential conflict waged against them, with authori-
tarian governments using democratic openness to enable
them to spread corruption, undermine government insti-
tutions, influence economic decision-making, and manip-
ulate the information environment. Simultaneously, many
democracies are experiencing legitimacy crises due to
long-standing failure to deliver adequately for their con-
stituents. This core weakness has made them more vul-
nerable to populism, polarization, disruptive information
technologies, external authoritarian attacks, and internal
demagogues who now use a well-trod path to weaken
democratic governance from the inside out. Past denial
about the potency of these threats enabled them to grow.
Turning the tide now requires urgency, clear vision, strat-
egy, collective action, discipline, and innovative tactics.
Democracies must unify, strengthen their alliances, and
go on offense because the future depends on it.

Any strategy to counter authoritarianism will entail action
on multiple fronts. By articulating in this playbook how
to better support and create an enabling environment
for pro-democracy civil resistance movements, we focus
on one of the greatest foreign policy opportunities avail-
able today—engaging the power potential of populations
worldwide who want to protect and advance human rights
and democratic rule. Our allies are found not only in fel-
low governments and registered civil society organiza-
tions, but also among billions of people who live daily
under either weakening democracies or the abuse of
dictatorship.

How This Playbook Is Organized

Bottom-up pressure by movements, complemented by
sustained and coordinated action among democracies




to support these movements and constrain autocratic
regimes, can lead to democratic resurgence. To help
make a fourth democratic wave a reality, this playbook
outlines three pillars of an actionable, evidence-based
plan, as well as policy recommendations for each. It pro-
ceeds as follows:

PART I: FOUNDATIONS

1. Civil Resistance Movements and Democratization

The dynamics of civil resistance movements are a
basis for our approach. A groundbreaking body of
research finds the powerful role that these movements
play in driving democratic transitions against authori-
tarian rulers. An emerging body of research also finds
their importance in strengthening democratic resil-
ience against backsliding.

2. Democratic Waves and Analysis of Contemporary
Trends

Democracy historically advances and retreats in
waves that can span the globe. Following a vast expan-
sion of freedom during the third democratic wave
(1974-2006), the world has now entered a prolonged
period of autocratization.? We highlight lessons from
past waves, apply them to current global trends, and
address implications for strategy moving forward.

PART II: A THREE-PILLAR STRATEGY TO FOSTER
A FOURTH DEMOCRATIC WAVE

3. Pillar I: Broadening Options to Enable and Support
Civil Resistance Movements

Strengthening support for movements holds great
promise, but also requires willingness to make needed
changes and new investments.

First, democracy support must be recognized as a key
national interest, weighted accordingly in policy deci-
sions, and influence a wide range of government activ-
ities. Concurrent with this, the definition of democracy
itself must be more tightly bound to the presence of
human rights. Such a shift in US foreign policy, backed
up with action, will strengthen an enabling environ-
ment for movements.

Second, investment in new options, capacities, and
modalities must be made to support pro-democracy
civil resistance movements. To this end, we identify

a wide range of specific ways to engage with these
movements, in different stages of movement growth,
in different contexts, and by different actors (both
governmental and nongovernmental).

. Pillar ll: Developing a New Normative Framework—

the Right of Assistance

Collective actions by democratic governments, willing
multilateral institutions, and international nongovern-
mental organizations (including advocacy and philan-
thropy) are key to reversing the authoritarian tide.
Developing a shared framework—which we call the
“right to assistance” (R2A)—can enable greater inter-
national participation and collaboration in such efforts.

Populations and civil society organizations in all
countries have the right to request and receive certain
forms of assistance, and external actors have the right
to respond accordingly. Grounded in this recognition,
R2A would (re)legitimize a range of forms of external
support to nonviolent pro-democracy movements,
foster expedient coordination among governments, and
provide guidance to evaluate which movements may
receive support, what forms of support are permissible,
and related questions.

. Pillar lll: Strengthening Democratic Solidarity to

Pressure and Constrain Repressive Regimes

A third pillar of strategy involves building solidarity and
capacity among democracies to leverage behavior
change in authoritarian regimes, increase the costs of
their repression, and foment divisions among those
regimes’ supporters. To this end, we identify actions for
coordinated pressure by leading democracies, provide
a movement-centered context for their consideration
and use, and advance additional options for implemen-
tation through existing entities such as the Group of
Seven (G7), or possible new democratic coalitions.

PART lll: WEIGHING RISKS AND OPPORTUNITIES

6. Addressing Questions About Implementation

The arguments and some of the recommendations
in this playbook advocate for a reconsideration—or
scaling up—of certain policies and activities related to
supporting pro-democracy movements. We conclude
by addressing several concerns that may be raised in
discussions about this course of action.
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Executive Summary
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A slogan is written on a street as a protest after the coup in Yangon, Myanmar February 21, 2021. Picture taken with iPhone panoramic
mode. REUTERS/Stringer

This playbook is based on the e Civil resistance movements are driven by thousands
following premises: or millions of people choosing to exercise their human
rights and demand political change. They have the most
at stake in the fight for human rights and democracy in
their countries, and when they choose to rise up, dem-
ocratic external actors must be prepared to draw on
greater capacities and coordination to support them.

® The global rise of authoritarianism is a national and
international security threat. As autocrats support each
other, abuse their own populations, and undermine
democratic states, they are creating a world fundamen-
tally hostile to democracy. Therefore, countering author-
itarianism and supporting democracy are key national
interests, and demand powerful strategies, innovative
tactics, and long-term resolve.

e Authoritarian regimes deeply fear civil resistance move-
ments, and have, over the past two decades, put sus-
tained effort into countering them, by harnessing new
technologies and coordinating among themselves.
Accordingly, movement success rates have declined

® Established research finds that civil resistance move- L .
significantly since 2010.

ments are one of the most powerful drivers of dem-
ocratic change over the last century. This means
that bottom-up pressure is fundamental to counter-
ing authoritarianism and supporting democracy, and
top-down efforts to advance these goals should seek
greater alignment with movements.

External support for movements, if appropriately tai-
lored, can improve their success rates. Movement sup-
port can be complex, but research and experience offer
insights and best practices for assistance that can apply
at different stages of movement growth.

6 ATLANTIC COUNCIL



e Common concerns about movement support include
the risk of inadvertently harming movements, or con-
tributing to political instability. These risks are naviga-
ble, and at times, inaction can contribute significantly to
them. Averting potential harm to movements involves
adoption of principles that ground support in listening
and responding to the expressed needs of grassroots
actors. Mitigating risks of instability involve incentiviz-
ing and supporting the use of nonviolent strategies, so
that when populations choose to rise up, their move-
ments are more likely to produce stable and democratic
outcomes.

® External support can be enhanced and will be seen as
more legitimate if it is grounded in a broadly accepted
norm of a “right to assistance”—that is, people have a
right to request and receive assistance when they are
engaged in efforts to foster democracy and protect
human rights. Democracies should take steps to articu-
late and advance such a norm.

e Complementing bottom-up pressure of movements,
democracies have a range of coercive pressures that
they can exercise on autocratic regimes to signifi-
cantly deter their repression and enhance the political
space for these movements to succeed. Such demo-
cratic efforts will be stronger if they are taken multilat-
erally. In addition, a more systematic, tiered approach—
in which external responses to autocratic regimes are
linked directly to their level of repressive activity against
movements—is likely to have a stronger deterrent effect
on these regimes.

Building from these premises, we outline three pillars of
an actionable, evidence-based plan:

I. Broadening options to enable and support civil resis-
tance movements.

Il. Developing a new normative framework: the right to
assistance (R2A).

lll. Strengthening democratic solidarity to pressure and
constrain repressive regimes.

Pillar I: Broadening Options
to Enable and Support Civil
Resistance Movements

The backbone of movement support is a democracy-cen-
tered foreign policy. Well-organized civil resistance move-
ments use every bit of political space available to them.
International support for freedoms of expression, assem-
bly, association, press, and other human rights—as well as
substantial pressure on regimes that violate these free-
doms—creates an enabling environment for movements.
In turn, on their own initiative, these movements can then
more effectively push for changes that enable a democ-
racy-centered foreign policy to succeed.

To achieve this, countering authoritarianism and protect-
ing and supporting democracy must become recognized
as key national interests—fully weighed in policy deci-
sions—and influence a wide range of government activi-
ties. The definition of democracy itself must also become
more tightly bound to the presence of human rights.

A second aspect of government support relates to spe-
cific forms of engagement with movements. The very
qualities that make movements resilient and powerful can
also make them challenging to assist. Movements tend to
be somewhat fluid, depend on widespread voluntary par-
ticipation, can operate in highly repressive environments,
and have varying degrees of structure or organization.
There is no simple formula for movement assistance, but
past experience and research establish several baselines
for how to approach this task.

The first baseline is that external support should be
seen as an extension of—rather than a substitute for—a
movement developing the necessary domestic partici-
pation, organization, attributes, and strategy to win on
the ground.

Second, external actors should actively solicit move-
ment requests for assistance, support local ownership
and empowerment, and be flexible as local partners
determine how best to apply the support received.

Third, the impact of movement support can be strength-
ened when external actors coordinate.




Within these parameters, external support strategies can
be developed based on understanding the challenges,
opportunities, and needs that movements experience
over five phases of development that we outline below:

1. Early organizing.
2. Peak mobilization.
3. Protracted struggle.
4. Transition.

5. Post-transition.

In particular, the “early organizing” and “peak mobiliza-
tion” phases are fundamental to shaping a movement’s
trajectory and subsequent prospects for success.

Phase 1: Early Organizing

During this beginning but critical phase, activists aim to
form a movement, and appropriate external assistance
can make a major impact with relatively small investment.
Yet most external actors fail to recognize early organizing
as an opportunity for support, and instead tend to pay
attention to movements only at later phases (i.e., once the
movement encounters public repression).

Challenges and opportunities faced by movements in
the early organizing phase include convening and train-
ing to develop a core group of leaders; strategic assess-
ment and planning for all remaining phases of the move-
ment (through even the post-transition phase); increasing
public awareness about the prospect of civil resistance;
building unity among supporters for shared goals and a
positive vision for the movement; and relationship and
trust building with representatives of key groups that will
enable the movement to increase mobilization when it
is ready.

Key support activities for external actors during this phase
include:

® Investing in educational infrastructure related to civil
resistance.

® Supporting strategic planning.
® Facilitating convenings and dialogue to foster unity and

lay the groundwork for subsequent widespread move-
ment participation.

® Helping activists to navigate choices around technol-
ogy use.

® Providing modest funding, under certain conditions, to
support these and related activities.

Phase 2: Peak Mobilization

In this phase, movements trigger public confrontation with
their opponents, and seek to make their actual mobiliza-
tion match the mobilization potential that they developed
in the early organizing phase. As the movement’s visibility
rises, it starts to face targeted repression.

Challenges and opportunities faced by movements in the
peak mobilization phase involve making repression back-
fire, maintaining nonviolent discipline in the face of regime
provocations, and inducing defections from a regime’s pil-
lars of support.

Key support activities for external actors during this phase
include:

® Taking actions to deter regime repression, raise its cost,
and mitigate its impacts.

e Offering ongoing strategy development support.
® Helping movements to maintain nonviolent discipline.
® Building international coalitions to pressure the regime.

e Offering critical information to movements about ongo-
ing developments.

® Fostering communications with potential regime
defectors.

Phase 3: Protracted Struggle

Protracted struggle occurs when peak mobilization has
passed (as a result of repression or a movement’s tempo-
rary exhaustion), but both the regime and the movement
persist and continue to contend. While not all movements
go through this phase (sometimes a single peak mobi-
lization can achieve a movement’s goals), many move-
ments experience protracted struggle, which can last for
years and may be punctuated by additional periods of
peak mobilization.

During this time, disappointment can set in. Mobilizing
involves elevating hopes, and long pent-up emotions
can suddenly manifest with urgency. However, the aver-




age civil resistance movement seeking maximalist goals
(either a political transition, self-determination, or ending
a foreign occupation) lasts for three years, and it is import-
ant for movements to identify metrics to help them track
their progress and focus their efforts during this time.3

Challenges and opportunities in the protracted strug-
gle phase involve sustaining movement engagement
over longer periods of time, continuing to build move-
ment strength (i.e., ongoing training efforts and coalition
building) and offensive capacities against the regime, con-
tinuing to refine strategic and future transition planning,
and building structures within movements that can help
it endure.

Key support activities for external actors in this phase
include:

® Drawing from repertoires used in both the early orga-
nizing phase (i.e., strategic planning support to help
a movement regroup) as well as the peak mobiliza-
tion phase (i.e., building international pressure on the
regime, raising the cost of repression, mitigating repres-
sion’s impact, and fostering defections).

® Using a period of protracted struggle to increase coor-
dination with other external actors.

® Agreeing to offer help, if activists request it, to mediate
directly between the movement and the regime.

Phase 4: Transition

The transition phase occurs when there is a formalized
process to accommodate movement demands. In some
cases, this takes place during a short period of negoti-
ation, lasting days or weeks. In others, such as an elec-
tion, there are aspects of negotiation (i.e., throughout a
political campaign, assembling a winning coalition, and
making personnel appointments upon victory), and there
may also be an interregnum between the election and
a candidate assuming office. However, not all move-
ments experience a transition phase, since some tran-
sition mechanisms—i.e., a resignation of a leader or a
coup d’état—happen suddenly with little formal process
or warning.

Challenges and opportunities in the transition phase
include maintaining movement mobilization, leverage and
unity, and negotiating durable agreements that can form
the foundation of a future democratic status quo.

Key support activities for external actors can involve:

® Encouraging movements to seek negotiated or elec-
toral transitions, when possible.

® Supporting negotiations by setting up a brain trust,
sometimes with help from diaspora populations, to pro-
vide ideas and contextual and specialized knowledge
relevant to democratic political transitions (i.e., legal
matters and transitional justice processes).

® Pledging future economic support and security, which
can assure fence-sitters that any transition will be
orderly, with prospects of economic growth and stability.

® Discouraging coups and warning of their consequences.

Phase 5: Post-transition

The post-transition phase occurs when the movement has
achieved its primary goal, and now must consolidate and
protect its gains. During this phase, a movement’s unity
risks fragmenting, demobilization becomes more likely,
and a movement’s opponents often start quietly to plot
a comeback.

Challenges and opportunities involve holding a new gov-
ernment to its commitments, maintaining popular pres-
sure on institutions to uphold the rule of law, advocating
for accountability for past perpetrators of abuse, remain-
ing vigilant about attempts at an authoritarian comeback,
and ensuring that any future civil resistance serves to
strengthen democracy and not undermine it.

Key support activities for external actors in this phase
include:

® Engaging in traditional forms of democracy assistance
and institution building.

® Supporting economic growth and state security, as
needed.

® Advocating the adoption of laws and practices that pro-
tect human rights and civic space.

® Being ready to play a watchdog role when a new gov-
ernment is confronted by its own mobilized nonviolent
citizenry.




Pillar Il: Developing a New
Normative Framework—the Right
to Assistance (R2A)

Collective actions by democratic governments, willing
multilateral institutions, and international nongovern-
mental organizations are all important in movement sup-
port efforts. Developing a shared normative framework—a
broadly recognized right to assistance (R2A)—could go a
long way toward legitimizing support for nonviolent civil
resistance movements and enabling greater international
participation and collaboration in such efforts.

The concept behind R2A is straightforward: regardless of
where they live, people have the right to request and
receive assistance in order to protect and advance fun-
damental human rights.

Advancing this normative framework would directly chal-
lenge autocratic governments that have asserted, with
increasing success over the past two decades, their own
de facto norm of “hyper-sovereignty.” Based on this norm,
they grant themselves carte blanche to engage in domes-
tic repression, curtail international efforts to support
democracy, and brazenly block accountability for them-
selves and their allies in the United Nations and other
fora. Meanwhile, they also betray their own arguments
by aggressively attacking and undermining democratic
states.

The right to assistance would be grounded in interna-
tional law, but would not depend on the UN for formal
invocation. Rather, it would be developed and embraced
by a coalition of democracies (such as the Group of Seven
[G7], a group of democracies similar to the Democracies
10 [D-10], or a broader democratic alliance), and its initial
formulation would be based on three premises.

The right to assistance is an extension
of existing, internationally recognized
human rights.

Numerous relevant international and regional treaties, UN
General Assembly resolutions, and statements and prac-
tices of other international institutions (such as the Human
Rights Committee and other treaty-established entities)
provide support for a right to assistance. In particular, the
right to freedom of association enables both formal and
informal groups to request, receive, and use a wide vari-
ety of resources.

Therefore, to advance R2A, a group of democracies first
needs to come to agreement about, and potentially cod-
ify, clear minimum standards about how they respect their
populations’ right to assistance, and then call on other
states, many of whom are signatories to international
human rights treaties, to equally respect their population’s
human rights by meeting these standards.

Acts of civil resistance are protected under
international human rights law.

The introduction of a right to assistance will be met by
regimes claiming that their civil society restrictions are
based on “sound” national security grounds. Authoritarians
label civil resistance as foreign-backed regime change
in an attempt to justify their crackdowns and marginalize
human rights concerns. They characterize popular nonvi-
olent movements demanding democracy as a foreign act
of war, a criminal conspiracy, or a terrorist threat.

Unsurprisingly, these conspiratorial claims are not
grounded in fact. Civil resistance movements are driven
by widespread, voluntary mobilization by people in a soci-
ety seeking to redress their grievances and/or achieve
their aspirations. Moreover, many acts of civil resis-
tance involve the exercise of legally protected human
rights. Mass demonstrations, boycotts, labor strikes, and
numerous other nonviolent actions enact human rights
enshrined in numerous treaties.

A government’s sovereignty and the norm
of nonintervention are not absolute.

A government’s sovereignty ultimately derives from the
population it governs. Thus a head of state can only legit-
imately claim sovereignty when the country’s popula-
tion has regular opportunities to exercise their rights of
self-determination to vest their sovereignty (temporarily,
until the next election or other democratic process) in that
head of state.

Furthermore, claims of government sovereignty also
come with responsibility. Sovereignty does not give a gov-
ernment free reign to suspend human rights—rather, it
entails a responsibility to uphold and protect them.

Therefore, when an autocrat denies their population’s
right to self-determination, and further violates the popula-
tion’s human rights when they rise up to demand redress,
the autocrat’s claim to sovereignty becomes porous. This
opens the possibility of escalating forms of intervention to
protect and restore the rights of the population.
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Ultimately, R2A will only be as strong as the unity of those
who stand behind it, and their willingness to take action
accordingly.

Pillar lll. Strengthening
Democratic Solidarity to Pressure
and Constrain Repressive
Regimes

As democratic states develop better methods to enable
and support movements, they must also increase their
solidarity and develop improved strategies to go on
offense. These activities are interrelated because impos-
ing costs on autocrats means autocrats will respond in
kind. Greater unity and strength among democracies
enable greater democratic offense.

Three aspects of this are outlined below.

Building Democratic Solidarity and
Capacities to Constrain Authoritarians

Democracies stand a better chance of pressuring auto-
crats if they can align policies and actions. The G7 pro-
vides an existing platform for influential democracies
to act, and its members constitute over fifty percent of
global gross domestic product. However, the G7 is lim-
ited to major transatlantic democracies plus Japan, and
in the face of common threats, there are opportunities to
form wider coalitions.

One option is the establishment of an informal working
group that consists of leading democracies. Alternatively,
the United States and its allies could establish a new
standing body, such as D-10 or a broader coalition of
democracies, with a mandate to develop strategy and
coordinate execution of joint efforts to support democracy
and counter authoritarian efforts. The informal working
group, or new standing body, would engage perspectives
from every major region to identify threats and develop
solutions to address them.

Whatever its form, an alliance of influential democracies
could impose costs on autocratic regimes, incentivize
their behavior change, and develop mechanisms to pro-
vide assistance to targeted democracies. As a core func-
tion, it could use its economic influence to defend against
external attacks.

The alliance could also help invigorate support for pro-de-
mocracy movements around the world by advancing the
norm of a right to assistance, and adopt coordinated
approaches and tools to support civil resistance move-
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ments through all phases of development. More broadly, it
could orchestrate impactful public engagement efforts to
highlight the dangers of authoritarianism, and the instru-
mental value and tangible benefits of democracy, aimed
at influencing audiences around the world.

Raising the Cost of Autocratic Repression
and Subversion

A democratic alliance, or any grouping of democracies,
can take coordinated actions to constrain and impose
costs on authoritarian regimes, including the following
actions.

HEIGHTENING VISIBILITY OF REGIME AND
MOVEMENT ACTIONS

External actors can monitor developments, draw attention
to regime abuses, and condemn them through multiple
channels. They also can elevate voices from a movement
and highlight examples of courageous and strategic civil
resistance. For example, visiting dignitaries can assign
the same priority to meetings with civil society groups as
they do with foreign government officials. Diplomats may
engage in coordinated actions with their counterparts
from other democratic states to show collective presence
and support for human rights and democracy. They can
further attend activist trials and observe public movement
activities, thereby serving as monitors and an indirect pro-
tective presence. Governments also can provide greater
support to independent media.

WITHDRAWING SUPPORT

Research finds that withdrawal of state support from
autocrats can be “pivotal” to the success of civil resis-
tance movements.* This is logical, since it signals an
autocrat’s declining international support, challenges the
legitimacy of the regime’s recent actions, denies it prac-
tical material or other assistance, and can cause peo-
ple within a regime’s domestic pillars of support to ques-
tion the regime’s sustainability. Examples of this include
France’s withdrawal of support for the Ben Ali government
in Tunisia, and the United States’ ultimate withdrawals of
support from the Mubarak regime in Egypt, the Pinochet
regime in Chile, and the Marcos regime in the Philippines.

COORDINATING SANCTIONS

A democratic alliance could coordinate targeted sanc-
tions on individuals and entities that perpetrate human
rights abuse and corruption. These sanctions aim to iso-
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late their targets from resources and deprive them of the
benefits of living in a globalized world, which means that
the more countries that implement them, the more pow-
erful they are.

The most effective sanctions often start with research,
civil society input, and intelligence assessments to iden-
tify the individuals and entities that should be targeted.
In addition, once sanctions are imposed, the target
seeks to evade them and find alternative means of gain-
ing resources, and this also requires regular and ongo-
ing efforts to map evolving illicit relationships and expand
sanctions to the target’s environment.

Coordination on the above efforts is already happening
multilaterally, but its scope and scale should be signifi-
cantly expanded.

This calls for a more systematic approach, built on greater
intelligence and research capacities, as well as clearer
standards and consistency of application. A democratic
alliance could operate as a de facto global sanctions coor-
dinating body. In addition, criteria for sanctions could be
expanded. Already human rights abuse and corruption
are considered justifiable grounds for sanctions—perhaps
undermining democracy may be included as additional
grounds in the future.

JUDICIAL ACCOUNTABILITY

In addition to heightened monitoring and implementation
of sanctions, democracies can also establish formal inves-
tigatory capacities to build dossiers on perpetrators, for
referral to relevant judicial bodies. When regime perpe-
trators know that the cloak of anonymity will be lifted—
that they will likely be named, personally sanctioned, and
referred for criminal prosecution—it could have a deter-
rent effect.

The International Criminal Court, the establishment of ad
hoc international tribunals, and reliance on national courts
(under the theory of universal jurisdiction) are all poten-
tial options.

If a mechanism can be established in a particular case, a
further challenge is for democracies to ensure that those
engaged in violent repression are taken into custody and
brought to justice. Democracies would need to establish
a systematic approach for doing so. Notably, this effort
could also play into an escalatory framework as discussed
subsequently—whereby at certain thresholds of repres-
sion, greater resources would be allocated to automati-
cally triggered investigations.

LEVERAGING CAPACITY FOR DEMOCRATIC
MILITARY PERSUASION

A further way to undermine authoritarianism is through
military influence. Democratic militaries have exten-
sive contacts with other militaries worldwide—through
exchange and educational programs, delegations, joint
exercises, and international conferences. These points
of contact present opportunities, if democracies prepare
their officers and soldiers accordingly.

There are substantial institutional and individual benefits
to military service under a democratic government instead
of an authoritarian one. Understanding these benéefits, as
well as the often-unspoken sources of dissatisfaction of
serving under authoritarian rule, can help democratic ser-
vice members engage more effectively in advancing dem-
ocratic attitudes in their personal and professional inter-
actions with foreign counterparts.

In addition, when authoritarians crack down on move-
ments, military and defense officials in democratic govern-
ments should develop strategies to leverage their exten-
sive points of formal and informal contact to influence the
decisions of their security forces. With preparation, such
efforts by democracies can become proactive, system-
atic, and more coordinated among democracies interna-
tionally, and potentially tip the balance at key moments
for pro-democracy movements.

DISRUPTING MALIGN INFLUENCE OPERATIONS

Democracies should also increase their efforts to inhibit
major propagators of authoritarianism, such as the
Chinese and Russian governments, by disrupting their for-
eign influence operations. A growing body of work iden-
tifies various ways that authoritarians exert influence in
other countries’ politics as well as proven strategies for
preventing and countering this malign influence. Evidence
points to three tools—or areas of support—available for
limiting malign influence or at least mitigating its impact.

First, democracies can provide support to activists to
uncover, understand, and raise public awareness about
the strategies and tactics foreign authoritarians use in
each country to prop up a regime and expand their own
influence inside the country’s borders, and the impact of
these efforts on vulnerable democracies. A second form
of support involves equipping local stakeholders with the
tools and resources to expose foreign malign influence;
hold complicit leaders accountable; as well as devise and
advocate for locally appropriate policy solutions to bolster
democratic resilience and counter authoritarian influence.
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Finally, democracies can provide support to catalyze dia- Constraining Authoritarian Behavior:

logue between stakeholders and policymakers on viable A Tiered Response to Repression

solutions to mitigate malign influence, and then hold offi-

cials accountable for implementing them. To further deter authoritarian repression, democracies
may develop a tiered framework for imposing costs in
response to escalating domestic (and at times interna-
tional) repression of civil resistance movements.

The following table provides a starting point for further discussion.

Framework for Tiered Response

Repression Characteristics
(some or all listed Potential Actions
characteristics may apply)

Repression
Level

® Warning of reevaluation of security
cooperation, trade, and aid
relationships.

Level ® Disruption of movement operations.
o . .
One ® Jailing movement members. Strong ClglemELE statements,.
including threats of personal (i.e.
Magnitsky) sanctions against regime
officials.
® Revaluation of security cooperation
® Sustained disruption of movement and restrictions on technology
operations. exports.
® Broader jailing of movement ® Pressure on other regimes to
Level members. withdraw support, and restrict security
Two ® Credible reports of torture to cooperation.
movement members in jails. ® Economic sanctions on regime

e Deaths of several movement members and enablers.

members. ® Consideration of broader economic
sanctions.

® Broaden and deepen sanctions.

® Secondary pressures against allies of

® Widespread jailing of movement the perpetrating regimes.

Level members. ® Removal from SWIFT network.*
Three e Widespread killing of movement e Cyberattacks to disrupt regime
members. coercive apparatus.

® Derecognition.
® Arrest and jail regime authorities.

*SWIFT STANDS FOR SOCIETY FOR WORLDWIDE INTERBANK FINANCIAL TELECOMMUNICATION.
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Policy Recommendations

Pillar I: Broadening Options
to Enable and Support Civil
Resistance Movements

Recommendation #1: Elevate
democracy as a key national interest.

* The US government should elevate supporting
democracy to be a central factor in foreign policy deci-
sion-making. The president should direct the national
security agencies and the national security advisor to
weigh implications for democracy in all major foreign
policy decisions. In addition, the president should issue
a National Security Strategy or directive for supporting
democracy overseas. Such a directive would send a
strong signal to US allies and authoritarian regimes that
the United States is committed to supporting democ-
racy overseas.

® The European Union and other democratic govern-
ments should implement similar measures to ensure
that supporting democracy and combatting authoritari-
anism are reflected as key national interests.

Recommendation #2: Invest in new
options and coordination to support
and foster the capacities of pro-
democracy civil resistance movements.

® Departments and agencies within the US government
should set up working groups to review options and
establish improved processes for supporting move-
ments, and a US government-wide working group
should be established to help coordinate support.
Establishing this government-wide “home” from which
movement support can be coordinated, as well as work-
ing groups within individual departments and agen-
cies, will facilitate increased collaboration on roles and
responsibilities (i.e., securing visas, offering funding,
developing sanctions), and thus more effective support.

® The US Congress should establish a fund to support
innovative programs aimed at reversing authoritarian-
ism and providing assistance to civil resistance move-
ments. A pillar of this fund should focus on building core

infrastructure to support movements (i.e., educational
and skill-building initiatives, efforts to promote unity
among opposition groups), and resourcing cutting-edge
programs to revitalize stalled—or cement gains of surg-
ing—democratic movements. Congress should man-
date to the executive branch that innovation—and
risk taking—are requirements. To win the conflict with
authoritarians and their enablers, new resources will be
essential.

With the White House leading, executive branch agen-
cies that are the primary funders of democracy assis-
tance—the US Agency for International Development
(USAID) and the Department of State—need to be more
forward leaning in providing support to civil resistance
movements. This will entail USAID and the Department
of State eliciting and welcoming novel programmatic
approaches, many not tried before, for supporting
movements, as well as understanding—and accepting—
that there will be some failure. Funding should provide
flexibility to the implementer to pivot targets and spend-
ing, based on movement needs, and allow multiyear
awards, which will allow partners and movements to
conduct medium- to long-term planning.

Democratic governments should increase the quan-
tity and amount of multiyear funding to increase
movement training and skill building, providing such
funds to nongovernmental organizations. Allies should
prioritize support for rapid small grants for equipment,
transport, convening space, and other short-term move-
ment needs.

Democratic governments should support establish-
ment of international strike funds, i.e., through grants
to international nongovernmental organizations, and
increase resources available for urgent/emergency
assistance to activists under threat, through new or
existing capabilities like the lifeline assistance fund or
other USAID rapid response capacities.

Democratic governments should use their convening
power to bring together international nongovernmental
organizations (advocacy and philanthropy), CSOs, dias-
pora groups, and movement activists (if possible, given
the local context and security situation) during nascent
movement stages to discuss coordination of external
support.
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2019 Hong Kong anti-extradition law protest on June 16, captured by Studio Incendo from Flickr.

® Democratic governments should support activists
gathering and engaging in dialogue, crafting a com-
mon vision for the future of their country, and planning
and developing unity on elements of democratic transi-
tion plans. Brain trusts may also be developed to advise
on transition processes (i.e., legislative or constitutional
changes, transitional justice processes) or other phases
of a movement’s growth.

® Democratic governments should expand the quantity
of multiyear funding available to support the growth
of educational infrastructure for activists internation-
ally through international nongovernmental organiza-
tions. More is needed to resource new research and the
development of new educational resources in civil resis-
tance, which can be made freely available, in English
and other languages. Useful research can be academic
or applied, and focus on topics that activists or exter-
nal actors have predefined as being relevant to their
work. New educational resources would take generic
civil resistance insights and localize them to particu-
lar regions, focusing on particular regional issues (i.e.,
countering corruption), drawing on relevant regional

FOSTERING A FOURTH DEMOCRATIC WAVE

examples, and being available in relevant regional
languages.

Democratic governments should dedicate resources
to support initiatives aimed at advancing an enabling
legal environment for human rights movements. Such
initiatives should include: a) advocacy to reform laws
that are used to chill and punish nonviolent collective
action, and advocacy to promote enabling legislation; b)
tools and activities to help activists and movements nav-
igate restrictive legal environments; and c) emergency
legal and financial assistance and other vital protection
for movement members who are targeted.

Recommendation #3: Augment and
reposition diplomatic services to
enhance movement support.

°* Democratic governments should organize their

embassies to enhance outreach to movements.
Embassies in key countries should dedicate at least
one political officer to proactively broaden their con-
tacts to engage with movement actors as well as reg-
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ularly monitor and analyze movement developments.
This will involve an expansive concept of civil society,
and include reaching out to groups and associations
that may be small, community-based, unregistered, and/
or outside of major cities. This political officer should
work to develop options for movement support and
communicate with allied embassies to coordinate sup-
port. Governments can dedicate additional communi-
cations staff in embassies in key countries when move-
ment activity is anticipated or ongoing.

® Democratic governments should provide increased
diplomatic training on civil resistance movements
and transitions. The US Foreign Service Institute,
USAID University, and similar training institutes in other
democracies, should add modules on civil resistance
and democratic transitions (i.e., how civil resistance
works, principles of external support) and make these
courses a mandatory part of foreign service officer train-
ing. Professional development seminars should also
be proactively held in missions abroad. The US State
Department and other foreign ministries should provide
greater professional incentives (career advancement,
promotions, awards, and public recognition) for foreign
service officers to specialize in human rights work and
directly engage with civil society.

Recommendation #4: Support
independent media internationally
and locally.

* Democratic governments should significantly increase
funding and technical assistance to create infrastruc-
tures of support for independent media. Such support
may aim to increase independent international news
coverage, local news outlets, and movement-based
media outlets. The presence of these forms of media
are associated with positive impacts for civil resistance
movements. Funding and technical assistance could
help with start-up costs, the development of effective
business models, internal governance and accountabil-
ity structures, investigative journalism, journalist training
and education, the establishment of professional asso-
ciations, and efforts to protect journalists and media out-
lets under threat.

* Democratic governments should coordinate to vig-
orously push back against attempts to intimidate,
silence, or restrict free press. Attacks on free press
should be seen as a leading indicator of democratic
backsliding, and trigger swift multilateral responses.

Pillar Il: Developing a New
Normative Framework—the Right
to Assistance (R2A)

Recommendation #5: Establish a
multilateral task force to develop R2A.

® Democratic governments should establish a multi-
lateral task force to assess the feasibility of advanc-
ing an internationally recognized right to assistance,
potentially under the auspices of the G7 or another
entity comprised of leading democracies.

® Democratic governments should launch formal multi-
stakeholder dialogues on the potential design, adop-
tion, and implementation of a right to assistance,
involving and seeking input and comment from gov-
ernments, international nongovernmental organizations
(advocacy and philanthropy), CSOs, diaspora groups,
and activists. The principals administering these dia-
logues should be adequately resourced so as to be able
proactively reach out to groups, substantively interact
with them, and seek their comments; and be able to
allocate research funds when needed to support the
development of international legal, strategic, or other
aspects of designing, adopting, and implementing a
right to assistance.

Recommendation #6: Renew
commitment to key international
human rights laws and norms.

° Democratic governments should renew and expand
their efforts to defend international human rights law
and normes, in particular those relating to the freedoms
of association, assembly, and expression. Moreover,
such governments must actively defend civil resistance,
and support to it, as consistent with internationally rec-
ognized and protected human rights.

® Democratic governments should increase their
engagement with multilateral organizations that cre-
ate and uphold international human rights norms and
provide mechanisms to raise the diplomatic and reputa-
tional costs when those norms are violated by author-
itarian states.
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Pillar llI: Strengthening
Democratic Solidarity to Pressure
and Constrain Repressive
Regimes

Recommendation #7: Establish a new
entity of leading democracies.

®* Democratic governments should establish a new
coordinating entity for advancing democracy. A new
coordinating mechanism, established through the G7
or a new coalition of democracies, could spearhead a
campaign to empower democratic movements around
the world. This should include moral, legal, and finan-
cial assistance to people who are on the ground work-
ing to advance democracy and under the threat of ret-
ribution by authoritarian regimes or their local proxies.
The new entity would also act as an active repository of
research and analysis to identify targets for sanctions,
and to harmonize their implementation.

Recommendation #8: Establish a
mechanism to hold accountable regime
officials involved in the suppression

of democracy.

® Democratic governments should establish an inter-
nal mechanism to investigate and document unlaw-
ful or illegitimate actions taken by officials in author-
itarian regimes that violently repress civil resistance
movements. Such a mechanism can be housed within
the justice ministries or investigative bureaus of these
governments.

® Democracies should join together within a multilateral
framework to hold accountable such officials.

Recommendation #9: Assign defense
agencies to take a more active role in
democracy support.

° Democratic governments should assign their respec-
tive departments or ministries of defense with tak-
ing a more active role in democracy support. Defense
officials and military officers from democracies should
seek to influence their counterparts in autocratic coun-
tries to support democratic change and strengthening
in their own countries. When authoritarians crack down
on movements, military and defense officials in demo-
cratic governments should redouble such efforts.

Recommendation #10: Develop a
systematic framework with escalating
responses to deter violent repression.

®* The United States should establish a govern-
ment-wide working group to develop a tiered frame-
work of escalating responses to violent repression.
The United States should work with leading democra-
cies to build a framework for collective action centered
around enforcement of this tiered approach.

® Other leading democracies should establish a sim-
ilar mechanism, and ensure that these efforts are
coordinated.

Recommendation #11: Scale up funding
to counter foreign malign influence.

® The United States should scale up funding dedicated
to countering foreign malign influence in third coun-
tries. Funding should center on increasing the resil-
ience of governments and civil society against attempts
by authoritarian governments such as the People’s
Republic of China and the Russian government—the
two most powerful actors opposed to democracy world-
wide—to erode democracy and coopt elites.
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FOSTERING A FOURTH DEMOCRATIC WAVE

1. Civil Resistance Movements and

Democratization

ivil resistance is a way that ordinary people

wield power without the threat or use of phys-

ical violence. It has played a leading role in

numerous political transitions against author-
itarian rule—such as the ousters of Ferdinand Marcos
(Philippines, 1986), Augusto Pinochet (Chile, 1988),
Soviet rulers in Eastern and Central Europe (1989-91),
Slobodan Milosevic (Serbia, 2000), Victor Yanukovich
(Ukraine, 2014), Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali (Tunisia, 2011),
Hosni Mubarak (Egypt, 2011), Blaise Compaoré (Burkina
Faso, 2014), Abdelaziz Bouteflika (Algeria, 2019), and
Omar al-Bashir (Sudan, 2019). Notably, autocrats in each
of these (and many other) countries were widely assumed
to be stable and firmly in control prior to their ousters.

Civil resistance also plays a critical role in building dem-
ocratic strength. It has expanded democratic rights and
freedoms in countries like the United States (i.e., the Civil
Rights Movement, the labor movement, and women’s suf-
frage movement), and countered corruption and backslid-
ing in countries like North Macedonia (2014-16), Slovakia
(2017), South Korea (2017), Armenia (2018), Ecuador (2015-
17), and Sri Lanka (2022).

To varying degrees, people in these and other countries
self-organized, fostered unity, strategized, and exerted
powerful pressure through a range of nonviolent actions.
Hundreds of civil resistance tactics exist, and the concept
is defined by three kinds of acts:®

® Acts of commission, in which people deliberately
engage in behaviors that are unexpected or forbid-
den. Examples include mass demonstrations, display-
ing symbols or messages, certain acts of civil disobedi-
ence, occupying buildings, and blockades.

® Acts of omission (sometimes referred to as “noncoop-
eration”), in which people refuse to act in ways that are
expected or government mandated. Examples of such
acts include consumer boycotts, labor strikes, with-
drawal of bank deposits, tax refusal, divestment, social
boycotts, and election boycotts.

® Combinations of acts of commission and omission,
including the establishment of alternative governance
bodies (i.e., governments-in-exile, community dispute
resolution bodies, local community councils), economic
entities (i.e., alternative income-generating structures,
strike funds, labor unions), educational institutions (i.e.,
home schools, underground publishing houses) and
other structures (i.e., alternative media).

Understanding Nonviolent Power

Civil resistance works because rulers are vulnerable to
disobedience. Authoritarians (or demagogues who seek
to erode democracy) rely on large numbers of people
to carry out direct orders, and also depend indirectly on
vast numbers of people in society engaging in predict-
able economic, social, and political behaviors. Therefore,
these rulers’ sources of power can be severed—for exam-
ple, laborers may go on strike and transportation workers
may refuse to ship goods. Consumers can stop buying
from targeted companies, banks can close, and students
can boycott schools. Bureaucrats may quietly grind gov-
ernment to a halt, and security forces can deliberately
work slowly and inefficiently.

Simultaneously, through the process of engaging in
movement activities, people in society can develop new
relationships, rebuild social fabric, develop shared identi-
ties, recast social polarization along new lines, learn new
skills, redirect resources, and establish new formal and
informal organizations. These qualities and effects often
build democratic strength and resilience.

Thus, when movements engage in civil resistance in stra-
tegic and targeted ways, they can shift the balance of
power in society—creating coercive leverage on corrupt
and autocratically inclined rulers—and foster democratic
development. There is a generalized six-stage process by
which this happens.
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The Difference between Protests and
Civil Resistance Movements

Many people conflate the tactic of street protests
with civil resistance. However, a protest demonstra-
tion is simply one of hundreds of tactics of civil resis-
tance, and popular movements that defeat dictator-
ship tend to do so by sequencing diverse tactics—to
generate social, economic, and political pressure—
over time.

Civil resistance is also far more effective when it
is employed by movements. Movements combine
widespread voluntary participation with organiza-
tion, and persist over time.

Movement leaders create structured campaigns to
channel mobilization in accordance with a strategy
to achieve clear goals. In contrast, protest demon-
strations that are disconnected from movements
are an example of mobilization without organization.
As such, they are unlikely to threaten an autocrat’s
power, or produce long-term impacts, although
sometimes movements can later emerge out of ini-
tially disorganized protests.

These distinctions are essential for strategy devel-
opment. Efforts to foster a fourth democratic wave
should center on approaches that enable and sup-
port the development of civil resistance move-
ments and campaigns, rather than simply seeking
to increase protest activity.

How Civil Resistance Movements Drive
Democratic Change: A Six-stage Process

The process below describes a trajectory from initial
mobilization of a civil resistance movement to a full politi-
cal transition (i.e., the incumbent steps down from power).
All six stages—which can happen over a span of weeks or
years, depending on the case—are often required when
a dictator is entrenched and willing to use escalating
repressive means to try to remain in power.

In contrast, in cases of democratic backsliding, all six
stages may not be required. If confidence remains that
an elections system or formal accountability mechanism
remains viable, civil resistance can preferably strengthen
the use of those institutional channels, thereby constrain-
ing an autocratically inclined leader (as seen in stage four
below, for example) until a scheduled election or other

constitutional remedy can create an orderly transfer of
power.®

However, there is no one-size-fits all strategy: each con-
text and circumstance is different. It is not for outsiders
to decide, but rather it is the actions of a ruler, and his/
her willingness to order escalating repression and abuse,
that determines how far a movement must escalate to
counter them.

STAGE 1: CIVIL RESISTANCE IMPOSES COSTS

When people deliberately shift their behavior and obedi-
ence patterns, it raises the cost of maintaining an oppres-
sive system. The greater the number of people that
engage in noncooperation and disobedience (whether
subtle or overt), and the more strategic those people are
in their actions, the more resources and effort a govern-
ment must expend to stabilize the status quo.

STAGE 2: CONCESSIONS AND REPRESSION
FURTHER INCREASE POPULAR MOBILIZATION

In response to civil resistance, those in power may offer
concessions, order repression, or pursue both strategies
simultaneously to try to divide people, and/or make them
passive and obedient.

However, concessions may encourage further resistance,
because they can increase people’s confidence that
systemic change is possible. At the same time, repres-
sion can backfire by increasing outrage and nonviolent
mobilization.

Therefore, both concessions and repression carry risks
for a government. Both also place an additional cost
on those individuals and groups trying to maintain the
oppressive system.

STAGE 3: SPLITS EMERGE, PUBLIC SENTIMENT
SHIFTS

Faced with sustained civil resistance, cracks that were
previously latent begin to appear among a ruler’s pillars
of support.

This happens as some people realize that they will be
expected to take increasing risks (i.e., confronting crowds
of people with repression) and absorb greater costs (i.e.,
damage to reputation, lost profits) by remaining obedi-
ent to the ruler. For example, members of the business
community may realize that ongoing acquiescence to
an oppressive status quo has intolerable implications for
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their bottom line. Consequently, they may start to pres-
sure the ruler to reach a settlement, or begin to support
the opposition movement. At the same time, some street-
level police and soldiers may begin to buckle at having
to enforce orders that ultimately serve to protect their
superiors, who are paid more and incur less day-to-day
risk. Meanwhile, others who had previously supported an
oppressive system (i.e., bureaucrats, members of state
media and the judiciary, and government vendors) are
forced to confront their role in it, perhaps by their own
friends or family members. This cognitive dissonance,
combined with social pressure to shift (including disap-
proval and loss of social status for continued obedience,
but approval and respect for disobedience), can cause
them to start to shift their loyalties and split off.

STAGE 4: DEFECTIONS AMONG FORMER
SUPPORTERS

As previous supporters of an oppressive system shift their
loyalties (which can manifest as becoming passive, neu-
tral, critical of the status quo, or actively supportive of a
civil resistance movement), those who continue to sup-
port the system begin to doubt its sustainability. This is
so even among those who would prefer the repressive
ruler remain in power. Once people start to think the ruler
may lose, their own self-interest calculation changes, and
they begin to wonder what will happen to them if they
end up on “the wrong side of history.” As a consequence,
they consider other options to ensure their own security
in case the ruler loses, and they begin hesitating in their
own actions.

STAGE 5: COERCION AND TRANSITION

As doubts about a system’s sustainability mount, these
doubts become visible and reinforce the loyalty shifts of
others, leading to defections among the system’s criti-
cal supporters. Such defections can cascade quickly,
and coerce power holders to accede to a movement’s
demands.” When a ruler gives repressive orders and they
are no longer obeyed or are inadequate to restore the sta-
tus quo, the ruler has no choice but to step down.

Whenever possible, to maximize democratic prospects
thereafter, such a transfer should happen around an
election (even if civil resistance is required to enforce
the results) or through a structured negotiating process.®
However, sudden and disorderly resignations by auto-
crats, coups, or even regime collapse are sometimes
how such transitions take place, and while these dampen
democratic outcomes, they do not erase the possibility of
democratic gains.

STAGE 6: CONSOLIDATION

After an autocrat’s rule ends, significant challenges
remain. Other elements of the authoritarian system—such
as corruption, inequitable concentration of power, and
impunity—must be addressed. Existing government insti-
tutions, laws, and processes must also be modified, dis-
carded, or wholly redeveloped based on democratic prin-
ciples. Meanwhile, the economy and delivery of goods
and services must continue, and previously suppressed
societal tensions may create security challenges.

Post-transition civil resistance can help address some of
these formidable circumstances. For example, nonvio-
lent mobilization is a powerful way for ordinary citizens to
ensure that any new political or economic bargains con-
sider their needs and demands, especially when transi-
tional decision-making processes offer them no formal
seat at the table. Moreover, the social fabric, networks,
capacities, skills, knowledge, structures, shared identi-
ties, resources, and confidence that were built through
the course of civil resistance against an autocrat can be
the foundation for a new active civil society that helps
navigate societal conflicts and holds the new government
and institutions to account.®

Movement Outcomes and Democratic
Development

This aforementioned six-stage process outlines dynam-
ics propelled by numerous civil resistance movements
throughout history. But how frequently does this process
happen—how often do movements win, and what are the
outcomes?

An established body of research examines this question
with regard to the use of civil resistance against author-
itarian rule, and an emerging body of research offers
insights on this question with regard to reversing demo-
cratic backsliding. We address both sets of findings below.

CIVIL RESISTANCE AGAINST AUTHORITARIAN
RULE

Studies over the last decade identify a consistently strong
relationship between civil resistance, political transitions,
and democratic development. For example, between
1900 and 2019, civil resistance movements with maxi-
malist goals (creating a political transition, expelling a for-
eign occupier, or achieving territorial independence) were
found to achieve their goals 51 percent of the time. This is
approximately twice the 26 percent success rate of vio-
lent insurgencies over this same time frame.'°
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Figure 1: Probability That a Country Will Be a Democracy
Five Years After a Campaign Ends (1900-2006)
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SOURCE: Based on data from Erica Chenoweth and Maria J. Stephan, Why Civil Resistance Works: The Strategic Logic of
Nonviolent Conflict (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011), 213-16.

Once a transition against an autocrat occurs, ensuing
prospects for democracy and other stabilizing factors are
also higher for civil resistance-led transitions. For exam-
ple, between 1900 and 2006, 57 percent of maximalist
civil resistance movements were found to result in dem-
ocratic outcomes five years after achieving a political
transition. In contrast, when a violent insurgency forced
a political transition, it led to a democratic outcome only
6 percent of the time."

Furthermore, even when a civil resistance movement
failed to achieve its stated objectives, five years later there
remained a 35 percent chance of a democratic outcome.
This points to the fact that the process of movement orga-
nizing and engaging in nonviolent mobilization can plant
the seeds for democratic growth, even when a movement
does not immediately achieve its stated goals.”

Civil resistance-driven transitions against autocrats also
significantly outperform elite-driven transitions in produc-
ing durable democratic gains. In one study evaluating six-
ty-seven cases between 1972 and 2004, elite-led transi-
tions that did not involve popular nonviolent movements
achieved a democratic outcome only 14 percent of the
time.® In another study, political transitions from 1945 to
2015 that did not include significant civil resistance (such

as elite-driven transitions, but also violent insurgencies
and coups) were found to lead to democracy only 29 per-
cent of the time, versus 74 percent of the time for transi-
tions that did.* Beyond this, civil resistance-driven tran-
sitions have been found to lead to greater economic
growth than their top-down counterparts.®

Higher democratic stability also is a legacy of many non-
violent movements. The median lifespan of governments
that result from civil resistance-driven transitions has been
found to be forty-seven years, versus a median lifespan
of nine years for transitions with no civil resistance move-
ment (i.e., top-down transitions) and only five years for
transitions driven by violent insurgencies.”® Consistent
with this, civil resistance-driven transitions are signifi-
cantly more likely to lead to two or more successful elec-
toral transfers of power (a sign that democracy has taken
root), compared to transitions that do not involve civil
resistance.”

Democratic quality also has been found to be relatively
higher from civil resistance-driven transitions, particularly
in the areas of freedom of expression and association.®
Thus, as many members of the international democra-
cy-promotion community focus on supporting democratic
institutions and processes (i.e., elections), civil resis-
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tance movements are found to strengthen correspond-
ing human rights that help sustain the democratic sys-
tem. Moreover, the impact of movements extends beyond
advances in rights: civil resistance-driven transitions are
associated with rebounds in a country’s life expectancy
rate, when compared to transitions driven by violent
insurgency.®

Faced with such compelling data and findings, some may
assume that structural factors explain these discrepan-
cies—arguing that civil resistance tends to occurs in “eas-
ier” contexts than violent insurgencies, or that it occurs in
places that are more ripe for democracy. However, struc-
turalist explanations have proven inadequate. As scholars
Erica Chenoweth and Maria Stephan find: “The vast major-
ity of nonviolent campaigns have emerged in authoritar-
ian regimes...where even peaceful opposition against the
government may have fatal consequences.”?° They have
also succeeded against powerful governments, against a
variety of regime types, in the face of violent repression,
and in societies with varying levels of economic develop-
ment and diverse ethnic characteristics.?' Notably, they
also work more quickly than violent insurgencies—with
the average civil resistance movement lasting approxi-
mately three years, and the average violent insurgency
lasting approximately nine years.??

Compared to the use of civil resistance against authori-
tarian rule, civil resistance against democratic backsliding
has received relatively less scholarly attention, and much
of it has been qualitative.

Yet here, existing cases studies from multiple regions of
the world, as well as recent research, also point to a simi-
lar democratizing influence. Broadly speaking, three kinds
of domestic actors—institutions, opposition parties, and a
wide array of civil society—have been identified as criti-
cal checks against backsliding. % Each has their function,
and they can be most powerful when they exert simulta-
neous pressures on aspiring autocrats.?* As backsliding
continues over time, civil society in particular has often
proven to be more durable than institutions, and hence
plays a central role in countering many aspiring autocrats.
Consistent with this, active civil society has been identi-
fied as a critical factor in reestablishing democracy once
after a period of democratic breakdown.?®

Numerous scholars also cite civil society, and particularly
civic mobilization and civil resistance, as a safeguard of
democracy. For example, in their sweeping study of polit-

Civil Resistance Movements and Political Parties

Civil resistance movements and political parties both seek to make political, economic, and social change, but
there are distinctions between them. Movements tend to be more fluid and less structured than party organiza-
tions. They also tend to engage in outside-in strategies (i.e., nonviolent tactics to influence institutions and power
relationships), as opposed to political parties that tend to rely on formal institutional strategies (i.e., elections, the
legal system) of making change. However, much depends on context, and the degree of distinction or overlap
between a movement’s and party’s membership, strategies, tactics, and policy goals will depend on societal con-

ditions, and can also shift over time.

In overcoming encroaching or established authoritarian rule, both of these entities are often needed. For example,
movements can be critical in driving up popular mobilization, voter turnout, raising issue awareness, influencing
party platforms, shifting power relationships, fracturing ruling coalitions, and enforcing election results if there are
attempts at subversion. Political parties, in turn, can be critically important partners for movements by adopting
policy platforms and providing candidates that foster movement unity, negotiating, and helping to convert grass-
roots power into institutional changes. Political parties also play a pivotal role after political transitions in taking
steps to consolidate democratic gains. At that point, some movement leaders may have also joined political par-
ties, while other activists remain among the rest of civil society, continuing to advocate for change and account-
ability of the new government. Depending on the context, these activists may rely increasingly on organizational

and institutional approaches to do so.
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A demonstrator takes part in a protest against Nicaraguan President Daniel Ortega’s government at the Metropolitan Cathedral in
Managua, Nicaragua May 17,2019. REUTERS/Oswaldo Rivas

Consistent with this conclusion, scholars Melis Laebens
and Anna Luihrmann examined how democratic backslid-
ing can be effectively countered and conclude that:

ical transitions to dictatorship and democracy, scholars
Stephan Haggard and Robert F. Kaufman conclude:

On balance...a weak and passive civil society and political

opposition poses a far greater threat to the institutionalization
of democratic politics than the occasional disruption it brings.
Strong civil societies and vigorous political challenges to incum-
bents reduce the likelihood that the rules of the game will be
restricted to “parchment documents.” They raise the cost to
the military of seeking to control the government, and increase

For democratic erosion to be halted, civil society mobilization...
against the government may be needed to trigger or support
other accountability mechanisms. In all our cases [Benin, South
Korea, and Ecuador], multiple accountability mechanisms involv-
ing pressure from the public and from political elites worked
together to avert further democratic decline.”

incentives for them to pursue professional careers outside the
political arena. A well-organized, robust, and dynamic civil soci-
ety is also more likely to hold elected incumbents accountable
to and reduce the chances for elite pacts made at the expense
of the public. Viewed over the long run, the key to more sta-
ble democratic regimes may depend less on institutional design
than on the societal organizations in which they are nested.?

Thus, from examples of popular mobilization countering
corruption and power grabs in countries such as North
Macedonia (2014-16), Slovakia (2017), South Korea (2017),
Armenia (2018), Ecuador (2015-17), and Sri Lanka (2022),
to research on the integral role of mobilized civil society
in democratic development, it is clear that civil resistance
is often a critical component of boosting democratic resil-
ience and curtailing backsliding.
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2. Democratic Waves and Analysis of

Contemporary Trends

cholars note that democratic practices and insti-
tutions have advanced rapidly at various periods
in history, and identified three successive global
waves of democracy over the last two centuries.
They have also identified autocratic waves (sometimes
also referred to as “reverse democratic waves”) during
which rising authoritarianism and democratic backsliding
became prevalent trends. Merging insights on civil resis-
tance with lessons from past waves, and applying these
to current global circumstances, can offer guidance on
how to foster a fourth democratic wave.

The First Waves

Political scientist Samuel Huntington identified the first
democratic wave as occurring from 1828 to 1926, and
it can be seen in the context of advancing support for
democratic governance in lieu of monarchical rule.?®
Culminating in the collapse of European empires following
World War |, emerging nations such as Lithuania, Estonia,
Ukraine, Finland, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia,
Romania, and others sought to legitimize themselves as
sovereign nations and adopt democratic constitutions.?®
Countries like Argentina, Colombia, Uruguay, Japan, and
New Zealand also moved toward democracy during this
time period. By Huntington’s count, the first wave brought
into being about thirty governments that had “established
at least minimal national democratic institutions” world-
wide.®® While many of these would be judged as nonde-
mocracies by today’s standards, they contained relatively
more democratic institutions than other governments at
the time.

However, this democratic wave came to an end by 1926
and began to recede. Commenting on the aftermath
of World War I, Huntington writes: “The war that had
been fought to make the world safe for democracy had
instead unleashed movements of both the Right and the
Left that were intent on destroying it.”*' Over the ensu-
ing autocratic wave, attempts to accommodate extrem-
ists in government enabled them to grow stronger, and
many of the nascent democratic institutions that emerged
in Europe were overtaken by fascism and communism.3?
This authoritarian reversal lasted through World War Il,

and left only twelve relatively democratic governments
standing in its wake.*

The Second Waves

The second democratic wave began after the 1945
allied victory in World War Il. The military defeat of fas-
cist regimes cemented the ascent of democratic institu-
tions and values, and led to campaigns of decolonization
in numerous countries in Asia, Latin America, and Africa.
People across the world rebelled against colonial rulers
and declared independence, in part on the basis of demo-
cratic liberties that the allies had championed elsewhere 3
At the high point of this wave, there were approximately
fifty relatively democratic governments worldwide.>®

This trend turned in 1962 and ushered in a twelve-year
wave of autocratization, during which a number of elec-
toral democracies in newly independent states backslid
towards authoritarianism. Military coups also derailed
dozens of democracies. At the low point of the second
autocratic wave, the number of nominal democracies had
decreased to approximately thirty.%®

The Third Waves

The third democratic wave took place between 1974 and
2006, beginning with the Carnation revolution in Portugal,
and followed by a host of democratic transitions in south-
ern Europe, Latin America, Africa, and the Indo-Pacific
region. With the collapse of communism and the fall of the
Soviet Union in 1991, democratic diffusion across Eastern
Europe and other parts of the world expanded further, par-
ticularly in countries that bordered existing democracies.

However, by the mid-1990s, this wave showed signs of
weakening.*” In the ensuing ten years, some states such
as Serbia (2000), Georgia (2003), Ukraine (2004), and
Nepal (2006) continued to democratize while other states
began to autocratize. On balance, the rising democratic
trend continued to 2006, by which point 58 percent of
countries with populations over one million were classi-
fied as democratic.®
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Defining and Labeling Democratic and
Authoritarian Governments

There are numerous varieties of democratic, author-
itarian, and hybrid regimes, and labeling countries
as “democratic” or “nondemocratic” is not an exact
science. The same government and society can
contain some democratic and some authoritarian
features, with different criteria leading to different
classifications, and resulting in different counts of
“democratic” or “nondemocratic” countries in the
world at any given time.

While no single classification system is best for all
purposes, we refer to two kinds of types of democ-
racies (“electoral” and “liberal”) and two types of
autocracies (“electoral” and “closed”). These are
defined by the V-Dem Institute as follows:"

Electoral democracy “meets sufficiently high lev-
els of free and fair elections as well as universal
suffrage, freedom of expression and association.”

Liberal democracy includes criteria for “electoral
democracy” as well as respect for “executive con-
straint by the legislature and high courts, rule of law
and for individual rights.”

Electoral autocracy contains “institutions emulat-
ing democracy but falling substantially below the
threshold for democracy in terms of authenticity or
quality.”

Closed autocracy involves “an individual or group
of people exercis[ing] power largely unconstrained
by [the population].”

*SOURCE: VANESSA A. BOESE AND STAFFAN I. LINDBERG (EDS.). DEMOC-

RACY REPORT 2022: AUTOCRATIZATION CHANGING NATURE?, V-DEM
INSTITUTE, UNIVERSITY OF GOTHENBURG, 2022, 13.

Thereafter, an autocratic wave prevailed and persists to
this day. The last three decades of democratic advances
have been reversed. As of 2022, liberal democracies
have declined to their lowest levels in nearly thirty years,
and now exist in approximately thirty-two nations, while
electoral democracies exist in approximately fifty-eight.
In contrast, electoral autocracy is now present in approx-
imately fifty-six countries, and closed autocracies exist
in approximately thirty-three countries. Collectively, the
average level of democracy worldwide is estimated to
have dropped to the same level it was in 1986.3°

Insights from Past Waves

Insights from past and ongoing waves—particularly the
third democratic wave and current seventeen-year auto-
cratic wave—can inform future strategy development.
To this end, we share several observations and lessons
below, and discuss implications of each for fostering a
fourth democratic wave.

1. Civil resistance was a major factor in the third
democratic wave.

Conventional wisdom tends to emphasize struc-
tural factors as driving the third democratic wave. For
example, Huntington and others identified conditions
such as global economic growth, the inability of authori-
tarian regimes to perform economically and sometimes
militarily, the role of the Catholic church, and the foreign
policies of the United States and Western Europe.*®

While these variables and top-down efforts had impacts,
so too did bottom-up pressure in the form of civil resis-
tance.* A study issued by Freedom House examined
sixty-seven political transitions from nondemocratic
governments between 1972 and 2004—which includes
much of the third democratic wave—and concluded that
fifty out of these sixty-seven transitions (75 percent)
during this time period were driven in whole or in part
by civil resistance, while only fourteen transitions (21
percent) were driven primarily by top-down, elite-led
processes, and three occurred through foreign inter-
vention. Furthermore, transitions driven by civil resis-
tance were found to have a vastly greater probability
of resulting in democratic outcomes (64 percent) than
exclusively elite-led transitions (14 percent) or transitions
that mixed opposition civil resistance and violence (20
percent).*?

Implications for a fourth democratic wave: Civil resis-
tance will likely play a foundational role in the emer-
gence and growth of a fourth democratic wave, and
merits central consideration in foreign policy deci-
sions on how to counter the authoritarian threat.
Concurrently, top-down strategies to advance political
changes are important but are not a substitute for the
need for bottom-up civic pressure.

2. The third democratic wave was not expected;
and even during the wave, people doubted its
advancement.

The end of Portugal’s dictatorship in 1974 represented
a step forward for democracy, but there was no assur-
ance that this outcome would consolidate in Portugal
itself, let alone begin a period of the largest democratic
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expansion in history. To the contrary, global trend
lines at that time offered seemingly firm grounds for
pessimism.

Labeling 1974 as “a grim time for freedom in the world,”
scholar Larry Diamond notes that in the prior year a coup
had ended the Allende government in Chile.** Six years
earlier, efforts to increase freedom in Czechoslovakia
had been crushed by Soviet military power. The
United States was in the process of disengaging from
its tragic war in Vietnam. Laos and Cambodia would
soon be overtaken by communist rule. Meanwhile, the
US government was plagued by scandal in the Nixon
administration. Diamond concludes: “In the mid-1970s,
you had to be a crank or a romantic to believe that the
bulk of the world’s countries would become democratic
over the next quarter century.”*

Moreover, trends toward autocratization had been
present for over a decade. Huntington notes: “In 1962,
by one count, thirteen governments in the world were
the product of coups d’état; by 1975, thirty-eight were.
By another estimate one-third of thirty-two working
democracies in the world in 1958 had become author-
itarian by the mid-1970s.”% He further observes that
some transitions away from democracy during thattime
period had been particularly troubling, as states like

FOSTERING A FOURTH DEMOCRATIC WAVE

Chile, Uruguay, India, and the Philippines had sustained
democratic governments for at least twenty-five years
but still succumbed to authoritarianism.

Yet, Portugal (1974), and then Greece (1974-75), and
Spain (1976-78) saw authoritarian governments fall and
begin to transition to democracy, after which the wave
began to advance in Latin America.

The wave’s pace picked up after the 1986 “People
Power” revolution in the Philippines ended the rule
of dictator Ferdinand Marcos, followed by the demo-
cratic transition in South Korea, and then the end of the
Pinochet regime in Chile in 1988. Yet the wave’s biggest
expansion was still to come with transitions among
Soviet states between 1989 and 1991. This, too, was
largely unforeseen.

Reflecting this point, scholar Timur Kuran quotes a
1989 Radio Free Europe broadcast stating: “Our jaws
cannot drop any lower,” regarding the fall of commu-
nist regimes in 1989.%¢ In the face of popular uprisings
and political transitions, Kuran observes that: “Wise
statesmen, discerning diplomats, and gifted journal-
ists were also caught off guard....As the Economist
observed even before the East European Revolution
had run its course, 1989 turned out to be a year when

Figure 2: Outcomes of Transitions from Authoritarianism
According to Driver of the Transition (1972-2004)
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‘the most quixotic optimists’ were repeatedly ‘proved
too cautious.’ "¥” Just a year prior, in September 1988,
the CIA had predicted that the Eastern European
regimes would continue.*®

A final expansion of the third wave happened in the
new century, and included popular revolutions in a
number of former communist states. Scholar (and later
Ambassador) Michael McFaul commented: “Another
remarkable thing about these democratic break-
throughs [in Serbia, Georgia, and Ukraine] is how few
analysts predicted them.”*® He referred to how the
toppling of Serbian dictator MiloSevi¢ in 2000 seemed
like a “miracle” to many, and stated that in Ukraine most
observersin 2004 expected Yanukovich to be installed
as the next president. He stated: “Not even opposition
leaders predicted the scale and duration of the street
protests” that would eventually lead to a democratic
transfer of power.%°

Implications for a fourth democratic wave: If a fourth
wave rises, it is likely to occur in the face of democratic
pessimism and doubts about the plausibility of such a
wave. Therefore, working to foster a fourth wave likely
will require a willingness to work in defiance of conven-
tional wisdom and to argue for its prioritization amid
competing policy priorities. To help forecast such a
wave, it will also be necessary to give weight to indica-
tors that are population- and movement-centered, as
we discuss subsequently in this playbook.

The third democratic and autocratic waves both
started slowly.

As it was developing in the 1970s, it was not evident
that a third democratic wave was under way, and it
proceeded slowly through the first decade. During
this period, some states continued to break down into
authoritarianism, even as others pushed toward democ-
racy, and this resulted in only modest initial overall
gains—the percentage of democratic states in the world
increased from 30 percent to 34 percent between 1974
and 1982.5' Pessimism about the prospect for democra-
cy’s spread remained until the mid-1980s.52

However, after a slow buildup over more than a decade,
the wave’s pace quickened significantly, catalyzed by
civil resistance in places like the Philippines (1986),
Chile (1988), Poland and Czechoslovakia (1989), the
Baltic states and East Germany (1991), and South Africa
(1992). Even when hardline elements sought to stop
the democratization process in Russia, civil resistance
prevented consolidation of a coup attempt in 1991.

Similar to the third democratic wave, the third autocratic
wave started slowly, in the face of a false sense of confi-
dence among democracies, and this created conditions
conducive to its growth.® During its first decade after
2006, the wave tended to affect democracies gradu-
ally in ways that did not trigger consensus for vigorous
action.®* Thereafter, its implications became more
apparent. For example, between 2016 and 2022, the
number of people living in countries classified as “free”
by the organization Freedom House declined from
39 percent of the world’s population to 20 percent.
Meanwhile, the number living in countries classified as
“not free” rose from 36 percent to 39 percent.®®

Implications for a fourth democratic wave: Fostering
a fourth democratic wave will likely require sustained
commitment, amid potentially ambiguous or slow initial
results. Vision, persistence, and long-term planning
without the need for constant short-term reinforcing
feedback will likely be necessary.

Quality of democracy matters for democratic
durability.

During past autocratic waves, new and electoral
democracies have proven most susceptible to break-
down. (For a definition of electoral democracies, see the
text box on page 26). Such breakdowns have happened
even during democratic waves: for example, the begin-
ning stages of the third autocratic wave have been iden-
tified as beginning in the mid-1990s, when a number of
new electoral democracies failed to consolidate and
began to backslide.5®

While well-established liberal democracies are not
immune to backsliding, especially during the third
autocratic wave, they nonetheless remain more resil-
ient overall than electoral democracies.®”

Implications for a fourth democratic wave: A chal-
lenge in any democratic wave is to continue to support
the consolidation process after a democratic transition.
Focusing primarily on the presence of free and fair elec-
tions and basic democratic rights is not enough (such a
misplaced focus has been referred to as the fallacy of
“electoralism”), and leaves a country more susceptible
to backsliding.5® As Diamond notes:

It is impossible for democracy to become consolidated when
lawlessness reigns, corruption is rampant, and the state is
weak. As Francis Fukuyama has stressed, good governance—
or at least initially decent, as opposed to predatory, gover-
nance—is key to democracy’s long-term prospects.®® Badly
governed, poorly performing democracies are accidents wait-
ing to happen.®
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Therefore, multiple measures of democracy and asso-
ciated rights should be considered in determining the
standards to which government elites are held, as well
as for conditionality of aid, the forms of democracy
assistance offered, and the length of time for which
they are offered.

Moreover, even when a democratic transition happens
under propitious circumstances, with well-designed
institutions and economic growth occurring thereafter,
democratic consolidation is also a function of time: the
rules of the democratic game get more established
with each iteration, over a number of election cycles.
Accordingly, democracy assistance must be considered
a long-term project, continuing well after democratic
transitions.

Democratic diffusion and momentum matters.

Evidence from past democratic waves shows that
democracy tends to develop and spread in geographic
clusters. For example, based on data from 1816-1998, a
country is more than five times as likely to be a democ-
racy if the majority of its neighbors are democracies,

versus if the majority of its neighbors are nondemocra-
cies.®'Related research also finds that “countries tend to
change their regimes to match the average degree of
democracy or nondemocracy found among their contig-
uous neighbors.”®? Consistent with this, the presence of
neighboring democracies is also found to help states
remain resilient in the face of democratic backsliding.®

This points to a significant impact of regional demo-
cratic diffusion, as well as momentum that can be gener-
ated by recent democratic transitions in one or more
countries within a region. On this point, scholars Kristian
Skrede Gleditsch and Michael Ward find that:

The transition probabilities for a typical autocracy in a given
year remain low, well below .015 [1.5 percent], when a small
proportion of neighboring states are democracies...and there
are no transitions in neighboring states. When the proportion
of neighboring states exceeds one-half, however, the transi-
tion probabilities increase quite dramatically. The likelihood of
a transition to democracy exceeds .10 [10 percent] when more
than 75 percent of the neighboring states are democracies
and is even higher when other countries in the region experi-
ence transitions to democracy.*
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Notably, the above percentages apply per year, so a
10 percent predicted probability of transition in a given
year would repeat annually as long as the relevant
regional conditions hold.

However, regional context and diffusion can be a
two-edged sword. For example, just as a higher number
of democratic neighbors can make democratic tran-
sitions more likely, a higher number of authoritarian
neighbors can make authoritarian regression more
likely. Autocracies are also more likely to persist in
regions with violent conflict than they are in regions of
relative peace, and this creates incentives for them to
foment violent instability.

Implications for a fourth democratic wave: A number
of implications emerge from these lessons.

First, the authoritarian regimes that are most suscep-
tible to democratic transitions tend to exist in relatively
democratic neighborhoods, and a strategy that seeks
to identify the most likely prospects for democratization
may focus there.

Second, countries bordering and between predomi-
nantly democratic and authoritarian regions are likely
to be active areas of contestation, and thus may merit
significant strategic investment.

Third, when a country transitions to democracy in a
relatively authoritarian neighborhood, that country
becomes a potential new node from which further
democratic development in the region can emanate.
By definition then, such a country, regardless of size
or other strategic interests, gains heightened geopo-
litical significance. However, such a country is also
defying political gravity and is likely to regress to the
regional mean for governance unless a foundation is
built underneath it, which may necessitate significant
and sustained support for its democratic transition.

Fourth, authoritarians currently have worldwide
momentum on their side, and it is essential that this
momentum be reversed. Doing so will require time,
democratic solidarity, assertive strategy, and disciplined
execution, but when these efforts swing momentum
in the democratic direction, it is likely to form a posi-
tive feedback loop and generate ongoing collateral
benefits.

Civil resistance diffusion and momentum matters, if
a movement is prepared to take advantage of them.

As with diffusion of democratic transitions, there is also
strong evidence that civil resistance movements can
spread regionally to neighboring countries. In partic-
ular, movements are far more likely to spread to neigh-
boring countries that have authoritarian regimes rather
than those with democratic governments. This means
that democratic governments are largely insulated from
diffusion effects of civil resistance.®®

Research also finds that the more democratic neigh-
bors shared by an authoritarian regime, the higher
the probability of diffusion of civil resistance to that
regime.®® One reason for this is because movements
may use neighboring or nearby democratic countries
as critical protected space to organize themselves and
plan. For example, the Otpor (Resistance) movementin
Serbia that ousted autocrat MiloSevic held meetings in
Hungary. There is also evidence of regional diffusion of
knowledge going beyond just neighboring countries.
For example, Serbian activists traveled to Slovakia
in 1998-99 to learn lessons from activists there, and
Georgians and Ukrainians in turn learned lessons from
Serbian activists.

Nonetheless, diffusion among civil resistance move-
ments has not always led to positive outcomes: the
Arab uprisings of 2010-11, for instance, did not yield
major democratic gains in most countries. On this point,
civil resistance in a neighboring country presents an
opportunity as it can convey confidence and helpful
information to populations, and undercut the confi-
dence of an authoritarian regime’s pillars of support.
However, advance preparation is often critical to capi-
talize on this opportunity.

A key aspect of this preparation is development of
clear leaders and movement infrastructures, which
can process the implications of a neighboring civil resis-
tance movement and then gauge and signal the timing
for a population to engage in domestic mobilization.
Without this, diffusion effects may manifest through
thousands of individuals independently drawing quick
inferences based on incomplete information (a process
which may be catalyzed further by social media), and
they may consequently overestimate the immediate
vulnerability of their own regime and engage in a
premature challenge.®” Consistent with this view, rapid
diffusion effects from civil resistance movements are
found to be strongest in neighboring countries that
have little recent history of mass mobilization (which can
correspond to a lack of movement leaders and infra-
structures). In contrast, countries with recent protest
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histories are more likely to pick the timing of their chal-
lenges based on domestic factors, and thus not rely as
much on an immediate international trigger.®®

Implications for a fourth democratic wave: Diffusion
of civil resistance across borders represents an
opportunity, but only when a movement is prepared.
Therefore, support for movement organizing should
happen well before a particular movement has
emerged. Preparation and premobilization support
(as we discuss subsequently in this playbook) is a crit-
ical and often-overlooked phase that ultimately sets
a movement up to capitalize on opportunities, seize
momentum of its own, and achieve success.

In addition, civil resistance diffusion largely affects
authoritarian states, and tends to be much less likely in
democratic states.

Authoritarians are collaborating in the current auto-
cratic wave.

Far more than leaders of democratic countries, auto-
crats noticed the power of civil resistance, especially
late in the third democratic wave. They watched
MiloSevic fall in Serbia (2000), the Rose Revolution in
Georgia (2003), and the Orange Revolution in Ukraine
(2004). Feeling threatened, they observed, learned,
strategized, and began to collaborate. Rulers from
Russia, Belarus, China, Venezuela, Iran, Zimbabwe, and
other countries began to speak pejoratively of these
movements and their democratic breakthroughs as
“color revolutions,” falsely asserting they were a result
of foreign-backed, regime-change efforts.

Concurrently, authoritarian regimes started sharing
intelligence about these movements, strategies for
repression, actual capacities (i.e., surveillance tech-
nology), and model legislation to suppress civil soci-
ety.®® In addition to the use of repressive public
assembly laws and overbroad counterterrorism
measures to limit public protests,”® autocrats employed
a range of other laws to stifle civil resistance move-
ments, imposing serious civil and criminal sanctions if
movement leaders engage in collective action without
registering a formal organization. Legal restrictions on
fundraising blocked movements’ access to resources
through laws barring informal groups from receiving
donations from abroad or restricting the funding of
formal civil society organizations, many of which
support movements.”" As movement organizers lever-
aged social media and other digital tactics to demand
rights, governments responded with legal restrictions
on speech and assembly online, as well as through

vague bans on online speech deemed “fake news” or
harmful to national security.”

When these administrative and legal forms of repres-
sion fail, more overt forms of repression are applied. To
this end, emergency transnational financing and agents
of repression have been made increasingly available
to bolster authoritarians being challenged by domestic
movements.

A variety of international bribes, threats, and efforts at
force projection also began to be used by authoritar-
ians against nations, corporations, and individuals to
try to silence democratic voices abroad and prevent
actions that challenge autocratic states. Authoritarians
further made efforts to shape the information environ-
ment internationally and within particular democratic
societies; engaged in hacking and cyberattacks to inter-
fere in democratic elections; funneled money to anti-
democratic political groups; and in some cases militarily
threatened or intervened against democracies, as with
Ukraine, Georgia, and Taiwan.

While perpetrating these brazen abuses, authoritarians
also spoke forcefully—and with profound hypocrisy—to
advance a spurious norm of “hyper-sovereignty,” func-
tionally claiming that without consent of an authoritarian
ruler, any support for popular movements, nongov-
ernmental organizations, or human rights in general
within their borders represents an unlawful violation of
a nation’s sovereignty.”® Thus, authoritarians took free
license to attack and undermine democratic states and
brutally repress popular movements at will—including
through cross-border violent tactics—but claimed that
even modest efforts to bolster civil society in their coun-
tries represented impermissible intervention.

Moreover, throughout the course of the third autocratic
wave, authoritarian collaboration has continued to
deepen and increase. lllustrating how fearful authori-
tarians still are of their own populations, and how this
draws them to form common cause, in 2022 Xi Jinping
and Vladimir Putin released a high visibility joint state-
ment of cooperation and took the trouble to note that:

Russia and China stand against attempts by external forces
to undermine security and stability in their common adjacent
regions, intend to counter interference by outside forces in
the internal affairs of sovereign countries under any pretext,
oppose colour revolutions, and will increase cooperation in the
aforementioned areas.”*

Implications for a fourth democratic wave: Years of
international collaboration have provided autocrats with
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short-term and long-term offensive and defensive capa-
bilities. Their offense involves a wide array of activities
to propagate authoritarianism globally, project force to
intimidate critics transnationally, and undermine demo-
cratic states. Defensive capabilities involve efforts to
suppress civil society; repress nascent pro-democracy
movements across borders; and increase international
rapid-response capacities (including financial assis-
tance and support for repressive capacities) to bolster
authoritarian governments that are challenged by
pro-democracy movements.

The net result is that each new pro-democracy move-
ment around the world faces a coterie of authoritarians
skillfully coordinating and aligned against it. Democratic
states must respond by increasing their capacities for
long-term engagement and rapid response capa-
bilities to support these movements. They must also
redouble efforts to address the legal repression faced
by civil resistance movements by advocating for the
reform of restrictive laws; helping movement members
navigate legal restrictions; and providing protection
through emergency legal and financial assistance to
movement members who are targeted for their civic
activism. Recognizing that too little support, arriving
too late, may be as good as no support at all, strategic
frameworks—such as the right to assistance outlined
in this playbook—should also be developed to enable
both proactive and responsive options, at times on
short notice, to match the urgency of demands.”®

Democratic backsliding is a defining characteristic
of the third autocratic wave, and is a major threat to
the survival of democratic states.

During the third autocratic wave, authoritarian govern-
ments have become more repressive, but much of the
damage has occurred in democracies. The breadth
of losses is extensive’® Over the last few decades,
between 1993 and 2019, fifty-nine democracies began
backsliding, and of these, thirty-six governments repre-
senting a total of over seven-hundred million people
broke down into authoritarianism.”

More concerning still is that while historically democ-
racies have proven effective at preventing the onset
of backsliding, once the backsliding process starts (i.e.,
demagogues are elected and begin to dismantle the
democratic system, amid toxic polarization), democra-
cies have proven remarkably ineffective at countering it.
An evaluation of the ninety-six episodes of democratic
backsliding that occurred from 1900 to 2019 reveals
that nearly 68 percent broke down into authoritarian
rule. The ultimate percentage may be even higher, since

twelve backsliding episodes were still unresolved at the
time of study and may also conclude in breakdown.”®

Implications for a fourth democratic wave: Democratic
backsliding is highly dangerous, and too often fatal
for democratic countries. Yet it is also easy to under-
estimate this phenomenon because it tends to starts
slowly and incrementally and is difficult to measure.
This means that by the time a country has been publicly
labeled as “backsliding,” it is often already well on its
way toward authoritarian breakdown.

Any effort to foster a fourth democratic wave must take
this threat seriously, but should also note that demo-
cratic backsliding at home cannot be isolated from the
undermining impacts of authoritarian regimes (including
both their intentional attacks on democracies, and their
negative diffusion effects), nor from backsliding abroad.
Thus, fostering a fourth democratic wave requires an
integrated strategy that:

® Strengthens democracy at home.
® Bolsters democratic resilience abroad.

® Internationally supports and enables democratic
forces to challenge authoritarian regimes.

Privileging one of these emphases over the others sets
up a false argument. Attention, resources, and an inte-
grated strategy are needed to impact all of them.

Civil resistance has become the prevailing means
by which authoritarianism is countered, but has
also suffered setbacks in the third autocratic wave.

As the third autocratic wave grew from 2006 onward,
civil resistance became a dominant means globally of
directly challenging authoritarian regimes. Evidence
also reveals its increasing use to demand political and
economic reforms, including within democracies. We
will address these two manifestations separately.

First, over the last few decades, the emergence of
new “maximalist” civil resistance movements (seeking
political transitions, self-determination or expulsion of
foreign occupiers) grew significantly from the 1990s
onward, as shown in Figure 37°

Yet in spite of this rapidly rising incidence, the success
rates of maximalist movements during the third auto-
cratic wave have declined. From the high-water mark
of 65 percent during the 1990s, success rates between
2010 and 2019 fell sharply to 34 percent,®° as shown in
Figure 4.
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Figure 3: Onsets of Nonviolent and Violent Mass Campaigns,
by Decade (1900-2019)
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Figure 4: Success Rates of Nonviolent and Violent Mass Campaigns,
by Decade (1930-2019)
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A demonstrator uses a megaphone during a protest against Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban and the latest anti-LGBTQ law in
Budapest, Hungary, June 14, 2021. REUTERS/Marton Monus

Several interrelated factors are likely driving this trend.
First, there is widespread consensus that new strate-
gies, capacities, skills, and heightened solidarity among
authoritarian governments have increased their abilities
to repress popular mobilization. Second, there has not
been a comparable investment in movements devel-
oping skills, strategies, capacities, and tactical innova-
tions to counter the authoritarian resurgence. Third,
movement overreliance on social media, overuse of
protest demonstrations, and an increasing presence
of violent flanks alongside movements have also likely
dampened success rates.®' Fourth, as a likely conse-
quence of these factors, observed public participa-
tion in maximalist movements has declined by over 50
percent over two decades, as documented by scholar
Erica Chenoweth:

In the 1980s, the average nonviolent campaign involved about
2 percent of the population in the country where it was under-
way. In the 1990s, the average campaign included a stagger-
ing 2.7 percent of the population. But since 2010, the aver-
age peak participation has been only 1.3 percent, continuing

a decline that began in the 2000s. This is a crucial change.
A mass uprising is more likely to succeed when it includes
a larger proportion and a more diverse cross-section of a
nation’s population.®

Thus, the world is witnessing a growing number of
movements challenging autocrats, but these move-
ments have far lower average levels of public participa-
tion than in previous decades, as well as several other
features that inhibit their success rates.

The use of civil resistance also has risen to demand
reformist goals, including in democracies, although we
do not have data solely dedicated to its use in demo-
cratic contexts. In lieu of this, it is possible to infer some
conclusions from a comprehensive research study
evaluating 2,809 incidents of civil resistance (ranging
from hundreds to millions of participants) for a variety
of causes in 101 countries (including democratic and
authoritarian, in total comprising a total 93 percent of
the global population) between 2006 and 2020.8% The
researchers found that since 2006, civil resistance has
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increased in every region of the world, and that the
most common grievances and demands for which itis
employed relate to:

e “Failure of political representation/political sys-
tems, focused on a lack of real democracy, cor-
ruption and other grievances” (54 percent).

® “Economic injustice and austerity reforms” (53
percent).

e “Civil rights, from indigenous/racial rights to wom-
en’s rights and personal freedoms” (48 percent).

® “Global justice and a better international system
for all” (30 percent).8*

The researchers also found that 51 percent of civil
resistance actions against provincial and local govern-
ments, and 43 percent of action against national
governments, “resulted in some kind of demonstrable
achievement, generally a partial success.”®® They
contextualize this by noting that:

Success is rarely the result of one protest event alone, but the
result of many years of protests focusing on the same griev-
ance/demand....Many of the protests are engaged with long-
term structural issues that may yield results in time; incremen-
tal or short-term achievements may prove to be precursors to
more comprehensive change.®

In addition, despite their general use of the term
“protests,” the researchers find that other civil resis-
tance tactics like strikes and boycotts tend to yield the
highest success rates.

These results paint a somewhat more optimistic
picture for civil resistance, where reform-based goals
seem to be enjoying comparatively higher prospects
of success, especially against local and provincial
governments. Moreover, as the researchers note, the
impact of civil resistance tactics can be iterative over
time. Thus, incremental victories can add up, which can
boost democratic resilience, as well as increase the
skill base and confidence of a movement to achieve
further gains.

Implications for a fourth democratic wave: A
growing number of movements are using civil resis-
tance to directly challenge authoritarian regimes, but
over the past decade they have experienced a signif-
icant decline in success rates. Movements are also
more frequently emerging to push for reformist goals
such as greater government accountability, economic

fairness, and civil rights, including in democratic states.
Evidence shows their ability to achieve incremental
gains toward these ends, which can help to prevent
democratic backsliding.

Democratic states are now faced with several urgent
questions. First, can the current seventeen-year
autocratic wave be countered if the success rates of
movements seeking democratic transitions against
authoritarian rule remain at a multidecade low?
Second, what are the costs and risks of maintaining
this status quo—Ileaving populations engaging in civil
resistance to contend against a cabal of increasingly
coordinated and aggressive authoritarian regimes?
Third, what are the options for increasing movement
support, and what are their accordant risks?

Research finds that civil resistance movements are
historically one of the most powerful drivers of demo-
cratic gains worldwide. Consistent with this, we foresee
no scenario for a fourth democratic wave in which
movements do not play a central role. With authori-
tarians collaborating, and movement success rates
declining, the risks of relative inaction by democracies
on this front have become unacceptable.

We also recognize that engaging with movements can
be complex, and entail its own risks. However, these
can be mitigated through investments in improved
government capacities and decision-making in this
area. Doing so represents one of the greatest and
most overlooked opportunities available internation-
ally today. The societies ruled by authoritarians are crit-
ical domains of contention, and authoritarians clearly
remain vulnerable, as evidenced by their insatiable
demand to repress their populations. Demagogues
in backsliding democracies also target civil society
for the same reason. They would not do this if they felt
confident.

The critical issue is how to best engage with the
millions of allies who can lead the fight (it is first and
foremost their fight) for democracy and human rights
in their home countries.

The rest of the playbook offers a strategy to contend
on this front.
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FOSTERING A FOURTH DEMOCRATIC WAVE

3. Pillar I: Broadening Options to Enable
and Support Civil Resistance

here are two aspects to government support to
civil resistance movements.

The first relates to development of an overall for-

eign policy that conveys greater recognition and
weight to democracy as a key national interest, and incor-
porates democracy support and countering authoritarian-
ism into decisions across all elements of state power.?’

The second is through efforts that focus specifically on
movement support. One option to do so is through a
variety of public programs that share information across
borders about how civil resistance can advance democ-
racy and human rights. Another way is through diverse
forms of direct engagement with particular movements in
countries around the world. Democracies can also collab-
orate to impose greater costs when authoritarian regimes
engage in repression.

As stated in the previous chapter, movement support
can be complex and entail risk, but this can be navigated
by developing improved government capacities and
decision-making. We note that nearly two decades ago,
authoritarians began to make comprehensive investments
in how to suppress civil resistance movements. Their
incremental and multifaceted efforts built cumulatively
year after year. It is overdue for democratic governments
to take a similar long-term approach to engage on this
front, as part of a broader democracy-centered foreign

policy.

We address these aspects in further detail below.

A Democracy-Centered Foreign Policy

The backbone of movement support is a democracy-cen-
tered foreign policy. Well-organized civil resistance
movements use every bit of political space available to
them. International support for freedoms of expression,
assembly, association, press, and other human rights—as
well as substantial pressure on regimes that violate these
freedoms—creates an enabling environment for these
movements. In turn, on their own initiative, these move-
ments can then more effectively push for changes that
enable a democracy-centered foreign policy to succeed.

Such a policy would recognize that protecting and sup-
porting democracy is a key national interest, and also that
our definition of democracy must be bound with human
rights. As Huntington observes:

Liberal democracies not only have elections. They also have
restrictions on the power of the executive; independent judi-
ciaries to uphold the rule of law; protection for individual rights
and liberties of expression, association, belief, and participation;
consideration for the right of minorities, limits on the ability of the
party in power to bias the electoral process, effective guaran-
tees against arbitrary arrest and police brutality; no censorship;
and minimal government control of the media.%

Accordingly, governments that hold elections but antago-
nize civil society should not be given a pass, since closing
civic space is synonymous with democratic backsliding.
On this point, Diamond remarks that “we cannot win the
struggle for democracy unless we also wage a vigorous
struggle for liberty and human rights.”®®

While policymakers consider a broad range of important
national and strategic interests, including trade and secu-
rity cooperation, prioritizing democracy and human rights
in their decision-making is essential for the achievement
of critical long-term goals. This calls for a careful reassess-
ment and rebalancing of state interests and their relative
weight in decision-making.

The United States has done this before, with impressive
results. More than four decades ago, the world witnessed
the power of a popular nonviolent uprising by the Solidarity
movement in Poland in 1980-81. Around this same time,
arguments began to be made that human rights should be
elevated on the US foreign policy agenda. For example,
in a 1981 confidential memorandum, senior officials at the
State Department pressed the case:

“Human Rights"—meaning political rights and civil liberties—
gives us the best opportunity to convey what is ultimately at
issue in our contest with the Soviet bloc. The fundamental dif-
ference between us is not in economic or social policy, but in
our attitudes toward freedom. Our ability to resist the Soviets
around the world depends in part on our ability to draw this
distinction and persuade others of it.”°
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On the question of balancing competing national inter-
ests, they wrote:

We have to be prepared to pay a price. In most specific cases
taken alone, the need for good bilateral relations will seem
to outweigh our broad concerns for freedom and decency.
Nevertheless, it is a major error to subordinate these consider-
ations in each case—because taken together these decisions
will destroy our policy....If we act as if offenses against freedom
don’t matter in countries friendly to us, no one will take seri-
ously our words about Communist violations.

They conclude by arguing that:

A human rights policy means trouble, for it means hard choices
which may adversely affect certain bilateral relations....There
is no escaping this without destroying the policy, for otherwise
what would be left is simply coddling friends and criticizing foes.
Despite the costs of such a real human rights policy, it is worth
doing and indeed it is essential.”'

As these points began to hold sway, the US Congress, with
bipartisan support, established the National Endowment
for Democracy. In ensuing years, the US government pro-
vided greater weight to human rights in certain person-
nel and policy decisions; pulled back from dictators like
Augusto Pinochet and Ferdinand Marcos at key moments
when they were challenged by popular pro-democracy
movements; and supported broadcasters like Voice of
America and Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty to provide
a counterpoint to dictators’ censorship and propaganda.
These actions and policies are credited with playing a role
in the end of the Cold War and concurrent expansion of
the third democratic wave.®?

A Movement Support Strategy

The second aspect of government support relates to
specific forms of engagement with movements. The very
qualities that make movements resilient and powerful also
can make them challenging to assist. Movements tend to
be somewhat fluid, depend on widespread voluntary par-
ticipation, can operate in highly repressive environments,
and have varying degrees of structure or organization.
Thus, navigating questions of external assistance related
to “when,” “what,” “how,” and “to whom” begins with cul-
tivating a movement mindset: understanding what to look
for, how to discern needs, and how to engage accordingly
based on different contexts.®® There is no simple formula,
but past experience and research allow us to identify best
practices and guideposts to orient external supporters to
this vital task.

Several insights offer baselines in this regard.

The first is that external support should be seen as an
extension of—rather than a substitute for—a movement
developing the necessary domestic participation, orga-
nization, attributes, and strategy to win on the ground.
The movement is the primary actor, with enormous poten-
tial leverage within its country, knowledge of its local con-
text, and the most at stake in the conflict.

This sentiment is echoed consistently in the research lit-
erature on civil resistance. For example, a broad-based
study on movement support finds that “both quantitative
and qualitative evidence suggest that external support
is always secondary to local actors.”®* A United States
Institute of Peace evidence review titled “External Support
for Nonviolent Action” echoes this view:

The principles of humility and “do no harm” should...be primary
values for all those interested in supporting nonviolent action.
External supporters are not the protagonists of the story. They
are secondary characters. They may play a key role at certain
moments, but they should never forget the primary actors who
will have the greatest impact on the campaign’s outcome and for
whom the stakes of the nonviolent campaign are the highest.®

Emerging from this point, a second insight is that exter-
nal actors should actively solicit movement requests for
assistance, support local ownership and empowerment,
and be flexible as local partners determine how best to
apply the support received.

Among the wide range of possible forms of external
support—from training, to offering funding, to condem-
nations of repression, to sanctions against authoritarian
governments—research has found that most of these
options can have a range of effects depending on con-
text.®® Therefore, it is best to defer to the judgment of
those who know their local circumstances best. For exam-
ple depending on the case, various economic sanctions
have helped movements (i.e., the anti-apartheid move-
ment in South Africa), hindered them, and had negligible
or ambiguous impacts. Likewise, certain forms of funding
have helped movements in some cases (i.e., Serbia 1998-
2000), but fed movement infighting (i.e., Belarus 2006)
and heightened government repression in others. One
notable exception to this is that among all forms of exter-
nal support, providing various forms of training has been
found to have consistently positive effects—which is a
topic addressed in greater detail below.

Based on these findings, seeking to impose external
agendas on movements, or even providing well-inten-
tioned support without consultation with local groups,
can risk unintended negative consequences. If a move-
ment starts carrying the agenda of a foreign supporter, for
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example, it may become a target for heightened regime
repression, lead to infighting, or result in domestic sup-
porters no longer mobilizing on its behalf.

A third insight from research and past experience is that
the impact of movement support can be strengthened
when external parties coordinate.®”

Movements have a wide range of needs that may change
over time. Governments, international nongovernmen-
tal organizations (advocacy and philanthropy), diaspora
groups, multilateral organizations, and transnational sol-
idarity networks can all play support roles, and each has
comparative advantages in respective areas. Therefore,
as governments consider options to better collaborate
among themselves, they should also consider partner-
ships with other allies in their movement support efforts.

Building from these baselines, there is a large amount that
external supporters can do to help movements achieve
democratic goals. Different frameworks can be helpful
in navigating these decisions, and below we apply one
based on five movement phases, during which move-
ments experience different challenges, opportunities, and
needs. While not all five phases apply to every movement,
they represent common themes across different contexts.
The phases are:

1. Early organizing.
2. Peak mobilization.
3. Protracted struggle.
4. Transition.

5. Post-transition.

Activities in the “early organizing” and “peak mobilization”
stages are fundamental to shaping the movement’s tra-
jectory and subsequent prospects for success, and there-
fore we focus predominantly on considerations for exter-
nal support during these first two phases.

PHASE 1: EARLY ORGANIZING

In the early organizing phase, activists and organizers aim
to form a movement or a small movement has already
formed, but largely remains outside of public view. At this
critical point, appropriate external assistance can make
a major impact with relatively small investment. This also
may be one of the only periods in a movement’s lifes-
pan in which time is a plentiful resource. Yet most exter-
nal actors fail to recognize early organizing as an oppor-

tunity for support, and instead tend to pay attention to
movements only at later phases (i.e., once the movement
encounters public repression).

The challenges and opportunities faced by movements
in the early organizing phase include convening and
training to develop a core of leaders; strategic assess-
ment and planning for all remaining phases of the move-
ment (through even the post-transition phase); increasing
public awareness about the prospect of civil resistance;
building unity among supporters for shared goals and a
positive vision; and relationship and trust building with
representatives of key groups that will enable the move-
ment to increase mobilization when it is ready.

Key support activities for external actors during this phase
include the following: training and capacity building, sup-
port for public education campaigns on civil resistance,
fostering unity and widespread participation, technology
support, and financial assistance.

Training and Capacity Building

Research on external support to movements strongly val-
idates the importance and impact of educational, training,
and skill-building efforts. A recent comprehensive study
finds that “training seems to effectively support nonvio-
lent campaigns more consistently than any other form of
assistance” and that:

Activists who receive training prior to peak mobilization are
much more likely to mobilize campaigns with high participa-
tion, low fatalities, and greater likelihood of [security force]
defections.”

Training is also “associated with a lower propensity for a
campaign to adopt or tolerate a violent flank.”®®

Training and capacity building help activists learn valuable
information, strategize, and apply knowledge of civil resis-
tance in their local context. Support for planning work-
shops and the development of movement-specific edu-
cational resources also provide opportunities for activists
to deepen their skills and coordination.'®®

The strategic planning process begins with an assess-
ment of the nascent movement, its opponent, and the
domestic and international operating environment. From
this analysis, the movement can identify strengths and
weaknesses of itself and its opponent, opportunities and
risks, potential allies, and long- and short-term objec-
tives to increase its internal capacity and wage conflict.
External actors can sometimes further help movements
in this process by researching and offering information
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about the composition and relationships of regime pil-
lars of support and regime enablers, and by identifying
financial flows and other key relationships from which the
regime draws its power.

Activists can then begin to develop specific campaign
plans to achieve intermediate goals. Devising innova-
tive tactics, concentrating movement strengths against
an opponent’s weaknesses, and sequencing tactics to
increase social, political, and economic pressure are all
aspects of this process.

Strategic planning facilitators should also challenge activ-
ists to think through the entire course of their struggle. Too
frequently, movements grow quickly—beyond the expec-
tations of their originators—but then lack a strategy and
structure to continue to push toward victory. For example,
a movement may rapidly move to peak mobilization, but
then have no plan for phases afterward—i.e., protracted
struggle, transition, or post-transition—that require differ-
ent strategies and competencies. Therefore, the time for
a movement to plan for a political transition is well before
it engages in mass mobilization. What would a transition
and post-transition process look like? By what mecha-
nism would the transition happen—the legislature pass-
ing a new law, winning an election, negotiations, resigna-
tion of an autocrat, or some combination? How long would
the transition process be? What stages would it have?
Who would have a seat at the negotiating table? What
essential elements of the current regime must change?
Are there certain elements that must remain? How would
accountability and transitional justice for past perpetra-
tors of abuse be handled? It takes time to examine and
build consensus on possible answers to these ques-
tions, and time becomes an increasingly scarce resource
after the early organizing phase progresses to the peak
mobilization.

As movements develop their goals and strategies, they
will also want to identify metrics so they can determine
their progress over time. “Is the dictator still in power?” or
“Has the terrible law been repealed yet?” are the default
indicators many movements use, and unfortunately rely-
ing primarily on such indicators provides little guidance to
assess a movement’s prospects and next steps. Instead,
indicators based on the status of key movement attributes
and dynamics can provide a more helpful basis for anal-
ysis through all phases of a conflict (see the text box on
movement metrics on the next page for examples).

Lastly, based on the above comprehensive analysis,
movement organizers can develop practices and princi-
ples by which their movement will operate, spread, and
become publicly identified, and to which all new move-
ment participants must agree. A movement is like an

organism, and its internal practices, principles, and cul-
ture are like its DNA. As a movement grows, it becomes
impossible to command and control hierarchically, and
the movement DNA serves as a basis for ongoing unity.
It provides guidance for local groups to organize them-
selves, plan, and engage in tactics that align with the
movement’s overall goals and strategy. Addressing this
matter at a movement’s inception is critical—launching
mass mobilization without first intentionally developing
movement DNA creates a weakness that can be highly
challenging to address subsequently.

In terms of who organizes and leads strategic planning
support activities, nonstate actors—international non-
governmental organizations (advocacy, philanthropy),
civil society organizations (CSOs), or diaspora groups—
are generally the best conveners, and governments may
support such organizations financially or through other
means (i.e., in-kind contributions) to hold workshops in
person or online. In keeping with the principle of deferring
to local actors, it is also important for trainers to under-
stand that their role is to facilitate and share knowledge,
rather than to deliver advice. External actors can share
case studies, research findings, and planning tools as
well as engage in Socratic dialogue with activists about
prioritizing various tactics, but they should not advocate
for particular courses of action. However, a single excep-
tion to this is that external actors should feel comfortable
advising against the use of violence. Violent insurgency
is empirically proven to be a disastrous choice for popu-
lations, and the strategic advantages of nonviolent tactics
are established in research and practice.”

Support for Public Education Campaigns on Civil
Resistance

Dissidents rising up against oppression face the choice of
whether to employ violent or nonviolent tactics. As they
encounter increasing threat, they are likely to choose the
form of resistance that seems most powerful to them. Too
often they erroneously perceive violence as their most
potent option .2

In this circumstance, calling for peace and criticizing vio-
lence are effective only if a viable alternative means of
struggle is offered.*® Public education efforts can spread
awareness that civil resistance is a powerful force for
democracy and human rights, with a much higher suc-
cess rate than violence.**

In addition, civil resistance has far broader appeal than
violence. Nonviolent movements can enlist the support
and participation of a wide demographic (men, women,
parents, elders, youth and others), whereas violence is

40



Movement Metrics

Drawing from the work of civil resistance experts Peter Ackerman and Hardy Merriman, we highlight four
key attributes and three trends associated with movement success that may be tracked over time.’

Movement Attributes

Unity: Indicators include coalition growth, growing diversity of groups represented in mobilization, and
agreement on leadership and a positive vision for the future.

Strategic planning capacity: Indicators include tactical innovation, tactical sequencing, clear and strate-
gic campaign goals, and the establishment of an active training program for activists.

Maintenance of nonviolent discipline: Indicators include the ability to remain nonviolent even in the
face of provocations, statements of leaders calling for nonviolent conduct, and mandatory training for
new movement participants on the need for nonviolent discipline.

A plan to consolidate a democratic outcome: Indicators include the presence of a transition and
post-transition plan, the establishment of regular assessments, updates of that plan, and widespread
support for that plan.

Trends

Increasing civilian participation: Indicators include growing numbers of movement participants.

Diminishing impact of repression and increasing backfire: Indicators include repression failing to demo-
bilize movement participants, or actively increasing mobilization and support for the movement (domes-
tically, and sometimes also internationally).

Increasing defections from a movement’s adversary: Indicators include public defections by members
of a regime’s pillars of support (i.e., security services, bureaucrats, state-allied media, judiciary, economic
elites, or others) and/or evidence of decreased state capacity due to subtle loyalty shifts (defections that

are not public, but manifest as shirking responsibility and decreased efficiency).

Ultimately, movements must define their own metrics, but the above list can serve as a starting point for

discussion.

*SOURCE: PETER ACKERMAN AND HARDY MERRIMAN, “THE CHECKLIST FOR ENDING TYRANNY,” IN /S AUTHORITARIANISM STAGING A COMEBACK?, EDS.
MATHEW BURROWS AND MARIA J. STEPHAN (WASHINGTON, DC: ATLANTIC COUNCIL, 2015), 63-79; AND PETER ACKERMAN, THE CHECKLIST TO END TYRANNY:
HOW DISSIDENTS WILL WIN 2157 CENTURY CIVIL RESISTANCE CAMPAIGNS, (WASHINGTON, DC: ICNC PRESS, 2022).

often marketed narrowly to men and sometimes women
of fighting age. Accordingly, Chenoweth finds, “The aver-
age nonviolent campaign is about eleven times as large
(as a proportion of the population) than the average vio-
lent campaign.”'®® There are also much lower barriers to
enter a civil resistance campaign than a violent insur-
gency.®® People may participate in a boycott, protest, or
other acts of subtle or overt noncooperation and then
return to their everyday lives, whereas violent insurgents
often have to make enormous and sometimes irrevers-
ible changes to their lives based on their chosen form of
struggle.'”’

These and many other points gleaned from scholarship,
practice, and case accounts (preferably drawn from the
region in question) can be communicated through public
information campaigns and institutions such as schools,
universities, neighborhood associations, labor unions,
religious bodies, and youth clubs. They can be custom-
ized to draw on a society’s history, values, and appropri-
ate terminology, and can be expressed through diverse
means such as literature, videos, films, television shows,
news media, advertisements, music, public performances,
visual art, cultural practices, social media, popular events,
and statements by respected leaders.°®
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Public education efforts also can be supported through
underwriting research about best practices and case
studies of civil resistance, developing and sharing gen-
eral educational resources on this topic, and translating
resources into languages spoken around the world."®

Moreover, a wide range of external actors—from gov-
ernments and international nongovernmental organiza-
tions to diaspora populations—can potentially play a role
in such efforts. Public education activities avoid poten-
tial political problems with supporting a particular move-
ment or outcome, and instead have the general purpose
of making knowledge available, attractive, and accessi-
ble to all."°

Fostering Unity and Widespread Participation

Mutual understanding, relational ties, and trust are cat-
alysts that enable coalitions and movement leadership
to form and function. However, divide and rule is a cor-
nerstone of the authoritarian playbook, which means that
most movements face the challenge of unifying diverse
groups and factions in society.

External actors can help movements build unity by offer-
ing and maintaining safe meeting spaces, and creating
sustained processes to promote dialogue among mem-
bers of fragmented opposition groups. As one historical
example, the British Foreign Office convened elements of
the Serbian opposition in 1999 to foster unity, which both
strengthened the pro-democracy movement during times
of contestation, as well as its ability to effectively foster a
political transition."

There are at least three aspects in this process that can
be supported.

Unity of Purpose

It is often easier for a movement to agree on a negative
vision (what it stands against) than to agree to a posi-
tive vision of what it stands for. Yet the development of a
positive vision and goals are critical for maintaining lon-
ger-term cohesion, resisting authoritarian attempts to sow
division, inoculating against disinformation, and consoli-
dating a movement’s gains. Waiting to begin conversa-
tions about unity of purpose until the peak mobilization
phase—as sometimes happens when a public outrage
triggers mass demonstrations—is much more challenging
than addressing this issue in the early organizing phase.

Developing unity on strategy is also important among
a movement’s initiators, and this can be accomplished
through their involvement in strategic planning work-

shops. Once the movement is launched, a well-conceived
strategy will continue to gain supporters over time, as the
movement’s gains convince skeptics and fence-sitters
that the movement can win.

Unity on Leadership

Movements that develop both centralized and decen-
tralized leadership structures are formidable adversaries
against even violent authoritarian regimes. Decentralized
leadership fosters resilience to repression and enables
local tactical decision-making. Centralized leadership fos-
ters long-term planning and an easier ability to negotiate
with potential allies and regime defectors.

However, overreliance on one or the other form of lead-
ership within movements becomes a liability that can
exploited. Overcentralization risks that leaders, who
can be arrested or possibly co-opted, become the only
basis for unity or strategic direction to the movement.
Centralized leaders also can lose touch with their grass-
roots base, blunder at the negotiating table, or begin to
engage in political rivalries and infighting as they seek
to position themselves for a possible future political
transition.

On the other hand, relying only on decentralized organiz-
ing (which some refer to as a “leaderless,” or alternatively,
“leaderful” approach) can make it difficult for a move-
ment to engage in long-term planning. Negotiations—
both among potential allies and with potential defectors
from the regime’s support base—also become more chal-
lenging to conduct. Thus, exclusive reliance on decentral-
ization can help a movement withstand repression and
grow in one phase of its development, but then impede
its development and maturation in later phases.

While movements benefit from both forms of leadership,
they are not necessarily needed equally at the same time.
Having public leaders may not be essential at a move-
ment’s inception, and sometimes leaders emerge through
the course of a movement. Regardless, the questions of
“Who will represent us?” and/or “How will we determine
who represents us?” must be considered at a movement’s
outset and continue throughout its growth.

Unity of People

Research identifies diverse and high levels of public par-
ticipation as one of the most important contributors to
movement success. Widespread popular mobilization
enables a movement to exert simultaneous pressures on
its opponent through a range of tactics, at various tar-
gets, in rapid sequence. In addition, high and diverse lev-
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els of participation give a movement more contact points
with its opponent’s supporters—i.e., people who work
in the state bureaucracy, security forces, judiciary, eco-
nomic entities, state-aligned media, and other institu-
tions—which can help the movement to foster defections
within those sectors.

Evidence also suggests the powerful impact that some
specific groups of participants can have on movements.
For example, Chenoweth’s research finds that higher
degrees of frontline participation by women, as well
as the participation of formal women’s organizations in
movements, both correlate with heightened movement
success rates. High degrees of women'’s frontline par-
ticipation as well as calls by women’s organizations to
engage in peaceful resistance are also associated with
fewer breakdowns into violence by movements, and with
a heightened probability of defections among regime
security forces.

A further study on the role of women and youth in move-
ments, published by the United States Institute of Peace
(USIP), finds that their participation increases a move-
ment’s tactical innovation, nonviolent discipline, and
coalition opportunities (i.e., mobilization across numer-
ous groups). Notably, women and youth also represent a
massive portion of many countries’ populations. However,
they also can experience certain barriers to movement
participation, including gendered forms of repression,
economic precarity, and cultural norms that inhibit their
rise to leadership. This means that extra efforts may be
needed to reach out to, listen to, and engage with these
powerful movement actors."

Participation by organized labor groups can also be a
potent catalyst, and their participation is associated with
higher movement success rates and subsequent democ-
ratization. Between 1946 and 2006, nearly 83 percent
of “maximalist” civil resistance movements that included
national trade unions were successful, but only approxi-
mately 29 percent succeeded without this participation.
National trade union participation also increases the mag-
nitude of democratic gains after a movement succeeds.
These benefits may reflect the fact that unions have signif-
icant economic leverage on regimes, can increase over-
all movement participation, and retain sufficient structure
to be able to negotiate and lock in gains in the post-tran-
sition period.™

These examples illustrate that each group brings their
own skills, capacities, and networks to a movement,
which can increase the movement'’s strength and tacti-
cal options.

Yet how is such diverse and broad participation achieved?

Mobilization depends in large part on trust and link-
ages between groups, and these attributes may histor-
ically already exist, or may need to be intentionally culti-
vated in the early organizing phase. A movement can be
understood as a network of relationships, which may lie
dormant or publicly hidden, until such time as they are
activated in mobilization. Therefore, by intentionally cul-
tivating broader and deeper ties among different groups
in the early organizing phase, a movement increases its
mobilization potential, which can later manifest as height-
ened public participation (actualized mobilization)."

This process of building unity requires time, rapport, and
resources. External actors can help with resources, and
sometimes also by building bridges between groups."®

Technology Support

A movement’s technology use should be considered
intentionally in the early organizing phase. This entails
analysis of both international trends and local context.

Globally, information technology is an increasingly import-
ant domain in any struggle between movements and
authoritarian regimes. Yet early optimism about technol-
ogy’s liberating potential has given way to the reality that
many regimes are winning this battle—increasing censor-
ship, surveillance, propaganda, and misinformation while
effectively curtailing activists from reaping many of technol-
ogy’s earlier benefits. This slanted playing field is most pro-
nounced in fully authoritarian regimes—with the Chinese
government’s digital totalitarianism as the most extreme
example—and each year authoritarians collaborate world-
wide and upgrade their repressive technological capaci-
ties (in some cases they do so with support of technology
exports from democracies, which must stop)."” In contrast,
among backsliding democracies, the internet remains
more open to varying degrees, but demagogues continue
to try to build their advantage by using digital tools.

These regime efforts all impact movements and have
enabled autocrats to lower their risks of engaging in
repression. Of particular importance to activists is the
way that regimes engage in increasingly preemptive and
“smart” forms of repression."® Based on the trove of infor-
mation about domestic populations available to them,
and sophisticated algorithms and artificial intelligence
with which to analyze this data, authoritarians are able to
more easily flag and monitor early signs of dissent, and
quickly move to repress individuals or small groups that
then never have an opportunity to grow. Such repression
is highly impactful but often hidden or not widely visible,
and therefore minimizes risk of backfire or defections
against the regime"®
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People hold white sheets of paper in protest over ongoing zero-COVID restrictions, as well as restrictions of freedom of speech and
expression, on November 28, 2022 in Beijing, China. REUTERS/Thomas Peter

In addition, activists sometimes compound these prob-
lems by using technology in nonstrategic ways. For exam-
ple, the mobilization potential of social media is well docu-
mented, but mobilization without organization has proven
fleeting and fosters subsequent disillusionment. Activist
overreliance on technology for communications and net-
work coordination has led to increased opportunities
for government surveillance. Inadequate security pre-
cautions heighten the risk of infiltration. Technological
engagement also can lead activists to prioritize metrics
(i.e., views, clicks) that sidetrack them from more import-
ant activities.

It is against this backdrop that movements and external
actors must assess what problems technology solves for
civil resistance, what problems it creates, and what the
potential risk/reward ratio is of using or depending on
various technological platforms and functions. Different
contexts will yield different answers, and customization
of technological solutions that fit purpose and local con-
text are key. There are a number of ways external actors
can help movements in this regard.

First, as with all forms of external assistance, external
actors should seek out activists, ask them what they need,
and listen to them. In addition to helping tailor support to
local contexts, some external actors have capacities to
develop new tools (including potentially those that can
operate autonomously of regime-controlled/monitored
internet) in the short or long term that can help to shift
the slanted technological playing field back into activists’
favor.

Second, external actors can help movements to analyze
their country’s specific profile for technology. Each society
has different platforms, infrastructure, laws, user behav-
iors, and government capacities. Understanding these
allows movements to make informed judgments in the
early organizing phase about how they will use technol-
ogy strategically, and the extent to which they will rely
on it for various movement functions. In this assessment,
the importance of metrics identified earlier in this chap-
ter should be emphasized, with the aim that technology
should be used to bolster attributes and dynamics that are
proven to increase movement success rates.
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Third, external actors can stress multiyear time hori-
zons for change, and emphasize the crucial cultivation
of offline forms of connection and organizing. Through
in-person communities and networks—workplaces, trade
unions, houses of worship, cultural convenings, schools,
and recreational groups—movements can potentially
deepen relationships and communicate without relying
on the internet. (Notably, many movements succeeded
against autocratic regimes before the modern internet or
smartphones existed). Likewise, external actors can pro-
vide technical assistance and support for movements
to develop functional redundancy in communications,
organizing, and other operations, so that activists do not
depend solely on vulnerable online platforms that the
regime can curtail.

Fourth, external actors can provide security training to
activists, which should be based on the technological pro-
file of the specific country and its population. Such training
should happen regularly, both to reinforce its lessons and
to account for rapidly changing circumstances.

Fifth, one of the most powerful uses of technology for
activists is often education and training. Online platforms
to connect activists to training opportunities, coach-
ing, videos, and educational materials are opportunities
that external actors may want to leverage—with proper
emphasis on digital security.

Sixth, external actors can support movement-adjacent
efforts related to technology, such as supporting local
media, international media, and efforts to combat mis-
information, which help to create an enabling environ-
ment for movements.?° Backsliding democracies in par-
ticular may offer significant opportunities to localize such
activities.

Seventh, external actors should call attention to preemp-
tive repression, which is often a result of digital surveil-
lance, and attempt to raise its cost for regimes. The names,
faces, and stories of victims must be publicized; perpetra-
tors and enablers must be named; the repression’s impact
must be made public; and it must be framed as a broader
pattern of human rights abuse. Punitive action should be
considered against perpetrators and enablers. External
actors may also help activists cultivate links to the engi-
neers that build and maintain structures of digital author-
itarianism, to help foster their defection (which may be
highly consequential) or to impose social, economic, or
political costs on them.”!

Lastly, democracies should refuse to export technologies
used for repression, which is a topic addressed in Pillar
Il (chapter 5).

Financial Assistance

Some of the aforementioned forms of assistance—train-
ing, convenings, offering certain technology support—
can involve relatively modest amounts of funding to reach
grassroots actors. In addition, some activists may request
funding to support local organizations to build the move-
ment’s resource base, recruit and train new participants,
develop new strategies, and coordinate efforts among dif-
ferent locales.”??

While these requests are not necessarily resource
intensive, any form of funding to movements must be
approached with caution, and especially by government
donors. Movements are generally not designed to absorb,
manage, and allocate significant amounts of external
material resources. Therefore, the downside risks of pro-
viding direct funding include inducing infighting within a
movement, supporting nongovernmental organizations
that inadvertently siphon talent away from a movement’s
grassroots leadership, distorting local engagement and
agendas that weaken movement credibility, and fueling
regime accusations that damage the movement’s legiti-
macy and serve as a pretext for repression.?* Consistent
with this, scholars Chenoweth and Maria Stephan find that
on average:

Direct funding to movements has few generalizable effects on
movement characteristics or outcomes. The only statistically
significant finding suggests that direct financial assistance to
movements is correlated with fewer participants in the cam-
paign, suggesting it has adverse effects on a vital movement
characteristic.”**

However, there are ways that these risks can be reduced.
These include offering in-kind contributions, issuing fund-
ing in small installments, creating more activist-friendly
grant practices (with lower administrative burdens and
flexible reporting requirements), intentionally coordinat-
ing funding among donors, and allowing intermediaries
(international governmental organizations, CSOs, and
diaspora groups) with deep subject matter expertise (i.e.,
civil resistance training) or knowledge of the local context
to guide funding.?®

Funding also can be provided to more structured move-
ment-adjacent organizations, which may help the move-
ment achieve its goals indirectly. For example, external
support (which can include funding or other forms of
assistance) to local media is associated with lower move-
ment fatalities and increasing likelihoods of security force
defections and movement success.?® Likewise, support to
labor groups “is correlated with higher participation, non-
violent discipline, and security force defections.”'?” Lastly,
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support to opposition political parties is correlated with
increased nonviolent discipline, movement participation,
and success rates.'”®

PHASE 2: PEAK MOBILIZATION

In the peak mobilization phase, movements trigger pub-
lic confrontation with their opponents.?® They now seek
to make their actualized mobilization match the mobiliza-
tion potential that they developed in the early organizing
phase. As the movement’s visibility rises, it starts to face
targeted repression.

Challenges and opportunities in the peak mobilization
phase involve making repression backfire, maintaining
nonviolent discipline in the face of regime provocations,
and inducing defections from a regime’s pillars of support.

External actors can support movements during this phase
by taking several actions: mitigating the impacts of repres-
sion and disruption, supporting nonviolent discipline, sup-
porting ongoing strategy development, and fostering
defections. In addition, external actors can play a pow-
erful role at this stage by raising the costs of movement
repression through imposing sanctions, monitoring, and
condemnations, and withdrawal of support from authori-
tarian regimes. We discuss these latter options in Pillar il
(chapter 5) of this strategy, which focuses on how exter-
nal actors can deter and constrain authoritarian regimes.

Mitigating the Impacts of Repression and Disruption

Disruption is inevitable when a movement challenges a
government and can take the form of lost wages or scar-
city of goods and services, for example. In such cases,
outsiders can provide remediation options. When activists
engage in labor strikes, the ability to quickly mobilize and
support strike funds to mitigate household suffering—as
was done when US and European labor unions provided
support for strikes by Solidarity in Poland in the 1980s—
is a relatively small investment that may have potentially
high returns. External actors can also provide medical ser-
vices via facilities inside the country or via sanctuaries out-
side the country.®®

In addition, when activists are subject to repression, pro-
viding greater access to urgent and emergency support
services—including legal, security, health, communication,
financial, and (in worst-case scenarios) family relocation
support—can make a difference

Supporting Nonviolent Discipline

Regime crackdowns test a movement’s nonviolent dis-
cipline. For example, research finds that repression of
recent civil resistance tactics increases a movement’s
risk of losing nonviolent discipline by up to 19 percent.”*?

Surprisingly, research also reveals that a movement’s non-
violent discipline can begin to falter when a government
makes concessions to the movement. Perhaps as a result
of movement overconfidence, significant government
concessions have been found to increase a movement’s
risk of losing nonviolent discipline by up to 40 percent.'*

Both of these scenarios become more likely at times of
peak mobilization. Since succumbing to violence against
the regime abandons one of the movement’s great-
est advantages in the conflict, this risk merits significant
attention.

First, activists and the public should be made aware of
what the data reveals on this matter, and external actors
can help in this process. Relative to violent insurgency,
civil resistance has higher success rates, higher prospects
of democratic consolidation, fosters far greater public par-
ticipation, works more quickly, makes government repres-
sion more likely to backfire, is more likely to induce defec-
tions among an opponent’s supporters, and is less likely
to lead to atrocities or devolve to full-scale civil war.®*

However, rather than transitioning to a full-fledged insur-
gency, another scenario in the face of repression is that
a predominantly nonviolent movement develops a vio-
lent flank. This is an increasingly common phenomenon
over the past decade. Between 1970 and 2009, approxi-
mately 30 percent to 35 percent of maximalist civil resis-
tance movements had violent flanks, but that number
increased to more than 50 percent between 2010 and
2019, during which time movement success rates also
sharply declined.’®®

While violent flanks are on average less harmful to move-
ments than full shifts to insurgency, they still create signif-
icant risks and downsides (including in the worst case of
devolving into a violent insurgency). Movements with vio-
lent flanks suffer lower public participation rates, and an
increase in both the likelihood and degree of state repres-
sion.*® Movement violence and riots also can cut off pos-
sibilities for future growth, as sympathetic and neutral
parties with potential to become allies instead develop
negative views of the movement¥’ Riots also are found
to be less likely to lead to government concessions than
nonviolent resistance.®®
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For these reasons, external actors should consider tak-
ing actions that emphasize the importance of nonvio-
lent discipline. Such actions can be an extension of work
done in the early organizing phase. For example, strate-
gic planning and development of a movement’s DNA can
emphasize the strategic advantages of remaining nonvi-
olent. Past efforts to build unity and maximize participa-
tion should ensure significant engagement with women,
whose organizations and frontline participation are asso-
ciated with increased probability of maintaining nonvi-
olent discipline. Movements that have a gender-inclu-
sive ideology are also more likely to maintain nonviolent
discipline®®

Ongoing public education campaigns (as outlined in the
early organizing phase) may share relevant information
about the comparative advantages of civil resistance and
the risks of violence.

Validation and incentives also should be addressed.
International media coverage is more likely when a move-
ment develops a violent flank . This creates an incentive
for a movement to engage in violence, especially when it
has repeatedly tried nonviolent means and been ignored.
For this reason, public officials and others may want to
proactively offer greater attention to nonviolent move-
ments, even in early stages, and consistently validate their
courageous and strategic choice of tactics. The belief that
shifting to violence will attract international military sup-
port (as some argued in Syria in 2011 and ensuing years)
must also be dispelled unambiguously.*

Thus, incentives need to flip: groups need to see that the
support available to them when they are nonviolent can
be cut off if they become violent. There is no perfect line
in making this kind of determination—for example, as a
movement becomes large, small groups outside of any-
one’s control may engage in opportunistic violence, or
regimes may plant agents provocateurs at any stage of
a movement to incite or engage in violence under the
guise of the movement. But by relying on indicators such
as a movement’s core principles, statements from move-
ment leaders, the content of movement trainings, and the
practices of the vast majority of movement participants, a
movement’s nonviolent character can be discerned.

Ongoing Strategy Development

A further way external actors can support peak mobili-
zation is through ongoing strategy development. During
this phase, new events alter social, economic, and politi-
cal dynamics regularly, and reveal new information about
the conflict and the capabilities of each side.

Having a framework (i.e., relevant metrics identified in the
early organizing phase) to evaluate new developments
can help a movement quickly assimilate information and
prioritize the most important factors when considering its
options. Movements in peak mobilization may also need
rapid responses to specific questions that emerge in their
conflict (e.g., on topics as diverse as principles of effec-
tive labor strikes, financial relationships of regime elites,
or guidance for effective collaboration between move-
ments and political parties). Requests may also be made
to amplify movement public communications, emphasize
certain events in public statements, or for small amounts
of funding.

In addition, as a movement’s pressure begins to reveal
previously latent cracks among a regime’s allies (e.g., ten-
sions among political and economic elites, or tensions
within the police and military), inside information about
the status of these groups becomes highly valuable in
movement decision-making. External actors who have
such knowledge may choose to share it with movements.

To meet this variety of needs, it is important to shift modal-
ities from the early organizing phase. With time no longer
an abundant resource, assistance during peak mobiliza-
tion must become rapid in getting specific information and
resources to movement activists, with few or no strings
attached. Being prepared to conduct research based
on movement needs, offering movements requested
resources, and connecting movements with experts on
various topics (from scholars and policymakers to activists
in other countries who can share insights from their own
experience) is important. In addition, sharing inside infor-
mation about weaknesses and divisions within or among
a regime’s pillars of support can be highly valuable.
Research shows that when a small- or moderate-sized
movement targets its mobilization at wavering pillars of
support, its probability of success increases.'*?

Fostering Defections
All regimes are comprised of groups and institutions that
collectively generate power for regime leaders. These

regime “pillars of support” include:

® State institutions including various branches of security
forces, judiciary, and bureaucracy.

® Economic organizations such as corporate entities, the
banking sector, and labor groups.

e |[nformational entities like state-allied media.

® Cultural and religious institutions.
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® Other nongovernmental groups such as militias.

However, each pillar has its own interests and loyalties,
and within each pillar, there are also differentials of inter-
ests and loyalties.

These latent fault lines both among and within pillars are
normally hidden from the public, but civil resistance move-
ments can create visible fractures. When these divisions
lead to defections, it can be major factor in movement
success: one study finds that a movement’s success rate
increases by nearly 60 percent when security force defec-
tions take place®® Movements also can proactively culti-
vate attributes and strategies that make defections more
likely.44

External actors can further help to facilitate defections
through a number of means. They can seek out channels
for informal or formal communications between move-
ment leadership and different factions serving under an
authoritarian regime. They can gauge interests, positions,
sentiment, and the potential of these factions to accom-
modate a movement’s demands. Back channels between
civil resistance leaders and regime insiders also can
sometimes be opened to enable them to begin discus-
sion of the terms of transition.

Countries that have significant formal and informal points
of contact with foreign security services can try to estab-
lish communications between their own officers and
counterparts abroad, advising these counterparts of the
costs and risks of obeying an autocrat’s orders to crack
down on civil resisters (we discuss this in more detail in
Pillar Ill, chapter 5).4%

In addition, foreign states can lower the costs of defect-
ing for regime elites, for example by offering protection
to whistleblowers who speak up and leave the regime. To
further reassure potential defectors, external actors can
make pledges to economically and politically stabilize a
nation in the post-transition phase, and offer to deploy
human rights monitors during a transition to ensure that
violent retribution does not take place against previous
regime elites*®

PHASE 3: PROTRACTED STRUGGLE

The protracted struggle phase refers to a time in which
peak mobilization has passed (as a result of repression or
a movement’s temporary exhaustion), but both the regime
and the movement persist and continue to contend. While
not all movements go through this phase (sometimes a
single peak mobilization can achieve a movement’s
goals), many movements do experience protracted strug-

gle, which can last for years and may be punctuated by
additional periods of peak mobilization.

During protracted struggle, disappointment can set in.
Mobilizing involves elevating hopes, and long pent-up
emotions can suddenly manifest with urgency. However,
the average maximalist civil resistance movement lasts for
three years, and movements that operate on the assump-
tion that they must win within six weeks or six months
tend to constrain their own strategic thinking¥” Moreover,
when high expectations based on an unrealistic time
frame are not met, it can cause activists to become pes-
simistic, demobilize, or turn to violence out of frustration.
Itis ironic when a movement makes unprecedented prog-
ress in a short time and then concludes that it is losing,
but this verdict by activists can quickly become a self-ful-
filling prophecy. This is why metrics that were identified
in the early organizing phase serve as important founda-
tions for assessing past progress, and devising next steps.

Challenges and opportunities in the protected struggle
phase involve sustaining movement engagement over
longer periods of time, continuing to build movement
strength (i.e., ongoing training efforts, and coalition build-
ing) and offensive capacities against the regime, continu-
ing to refine its strategic and transition planning, and build-
ing structures within movements that can help it endure.

In particular, the protracted struggle phase is a time when
movements may invest more in developing alternative
institutions: i.e., media, governance structures, transition
planning committees, neighborhood committees, educa-
tional entities, training capacities, conflict resolution bod-
ies, and alternative economic structures. For example,
after the Polish Solidarity movement’s peak mobilization
in 1980-81was met with repression, Solidarity went under-
ground and developed its own media and communica-
tions capacities (samizdat) and alternative educational
structures, among others, to help sustain the movement,
which reemerged and won a negotiated democratic tran-
sition in 1989.

External actors can help movements during protracted
struggle, but first they must also resist erroneous conclu-
sions that a movement has lost simply because it has not
achieved full victory in a short period of time, or because
mobilization and media attention has (possibly temporar-
ily) declined.

To provide support, external actors can draw from reper-
toires used in both the early organizing phase (i.e., stra-
tegic planning support to help a movement regroup) as
well as the peak mobilization phase (i.e., building interna-
tional pressure on the regime, raising the cost of repres-
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Former Belarusian paratroopers take part in a protest against the presidential election results and demand the resignation of Belarusian
President Alexander Lukashenko and the release of political prisoners, near the Government House in Independence Square in Minsk,

Belarus August 16, 2020. REUTERS/Vasily Fedosenko

sion, mitigating repression’s impact, and fostering defec-
tions). They also can use a period of protracted struggle to
increase coordination with other external actors. If activ-
ists request it, external actors may further offer to help
mediate directly between the movement and the regime.

PHASE 4: TRANSITION

The transition phase occurs when there is a formalized
process to accommodate movement demands. In some
cases, this takes place during a short phase of negotia-
tion, lasting days or weeks. In others, such as an election,
there are aspects of negotiation (i.e., throughout a polit-
ical campaign, assembling a winning coalition, and mak-
ing personnel appointments upon victory), and there may
also be an interregnum between the election and a can-
didate assuming office. However, notably, not all move-
ments experience a transition phase, since some tran-
sition mechanisms—i.e., a resignation of a leader, or a
coup d’état—happen suddenly with little formal process
or warning.

The particular mechanism by which a transition happens—
negotiation, election, resignation, external intervention,

coup d’état, or regime collapse—has substantial implica-
tions for democracy.® Negotiated and electoral transi-
tions tend to result in more democratic outcomes, which
is attributed to the fact that these two mechanisms tend
to institutionalize new arrangements, rebalance power,
and allow movement actors to remain more fully in the
driver seat of the transition. Resignations can share some
of these characteristics, and external interventions, coups,
and regime collapses appear to have the lowest probabil-
ity of major democratic gains or consolidation, although
there can be exceptions®

External actors will therefore want to encourage move-
ments to seek negotiated or electoral transitions when
possible. This can mean preparing movements for the
fact that these mechanisms can entail compromise (i.e., an
electoral candidate may not align perfectly with a move-
ment’s positions) and/or a willingness to negotiate directly
with elements of a regime (which requires one or more
individuals to represent the movement and its positions).

External actors also can support negotiations in a num-
ber of ways. They can set up brain trusts, sometimes with
help from diaspora populations, to provide ideas and
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contextual or specialized knowledge relevant to dem-
ocratic political transitions (i.e., legal matters and tran-
sitional justice processes). In addition, they can make
pledges of future economic support and security, which
can assure fence-sitters that any transition will be orderly
with prospects of economic growth and stability. Lastly,
external actors can discourage coups and warn of their
consequences.

To help consolidate gains during the transition period,
new commitments should be accompanied by the estab-
lishment of new institutions, norms, procedures, and per-
sonnel appointments that put movement supporters in
positions of formal influence.™® These arrangements help
to lock in progress that has been made. In addition, any
reserve domains of unaccountable power demanded by
former regime elites should be viewed with suspicion. For
example, lack of civilian control of security forces after
political transitions in Sudan and Myanmar helped to
unravel subsequent democratic gains over ensuing years.
Rejecting such positions and returning to active civil resis-
tance in some cases may be a preferable course of action
than agreeing with these demands.

PHASE 5: POST-TRANSITION

The post-transition phase occurs when a movement has
achieved its primary goal and must consolidate and pro-
tect its gains. During this phase, the movement’s unity
risks fragmenting, demobilization becomes more likely,
and a movement’s opponents often start quietly to plot
a comeback. Challenges and opportunities involve hold-
ing the government to its new commitments, maintain-
ing popular pressure on institutions to uphold the rule
of law, advocating for accountability for past perpetra-
tors of abuse, and remaining vigilant about attempts at
an authoritarian comeback.

Evidence from Sudan, Egypt, Tunisia, Serbia, Georgia,
Ukraine, and other countries shows that authoritarian
leaders and parties do not stop contending for power
after a civil resistance-driven transition has occurred. In
fact, in some cases such parties may reunify themselves
in the face of what they view as a newly threatening dem-
ocratic status quo. This compounds numerous other chal-
lenges in post-transition contexts, as stated earlier in this
playbook, including addressing corruption; inequitable
concentration of power; questions of justice and impu-
nity; and the need to modify, discard, or redevelop vari-
ous institutions and laws. Security challenges and societal
polarization may also need to be addressed, and mean-
while the government must continue to deliver services
and economic performance.

These well-documented circumstances are the focus of
many existing forms of democracy support, which should
continue for a long period until democratic “rules of the
game” are clearly established. Civil society advocates and
independent media must become well rooted, and pre-
viously authoritarian parties and leaders must be largely
abandoned in favor of leaders and parties that show loy-
alty to democratic process and results. To achieve these
outcomes, however, often requires additional episodes
of civil resistance, which means that it is important that a
movement not disband entirely, or lose all its leadership
to political parties.

For example, long-term transition processes (i.e., drafting
a new constitution) that exclude meaningful citizen input
may become the target of civil resistance, as excluded
groups seek to make their voices heard. Civil resistance
may at times be necessary to hold new (or old) elites
accountable, address long-standing systemic problems
of corruption, and ensure that new political arrangements
reflect the aspirations of the movement that drove the
transition. While such disruptions may seem to threaten
short-term stability, they can also prevent the adoption of
institutional arrangements that could lead to far greater
disruption in the future.

Thus, new governments favored by external actors will
likely have to endure civil resistance challenges when
their leaders and institutions fail to live up to their demo-
cratic obligations. Rather than seeing this as unwelcome
development, external actors should recognize that this
is often an essential aspect of addressing corruption and
creating accountable government. They should be ready
to play a watchdog role when new governments confront
their own mobilized nonviolent citizenry.™

However, civil resistance during the post-transition phase
can also harm democracy, if it is used to contest legitimate
democratic outcomes or advance narrow partisan inter-
ests, and movements must avoid this trap. For example, if
institutions are functioning properly, an election campaign
should primarily consist of electioneering—not civil resis-
tance. Unless there is evidence of malfeasance, civil resis-
tance should also not be part of a repertoire to contest the
results. After the election, civil resistance can be used to
hold the winners to account if they abuse their positions,
and to support rule of law and institutional checks and bal-
ances of democratic government.'®2
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Pillar I: Policy Recommendations

Recommendation #1: Elevate
democracy as a key national interest.

* The US government should elevate supporting
democracy to be a central factor in foreign policy deci-
sion-making. The president should direct the national
security agencies and the national security advisor to
weigh implications for democracy in all major foreign
policy decisions. In addition, the president should issue
a National Security Strategy or directive for supporting
democracy overseas. Such a directive would send a
strong signal to US allies, and authoritarian regimes,
that the United States is committed to supporting
democracy overseas.

® The European Union and other democratic govern-
ments should implement similar measures to ensure
that supporting democracy and combatting authoritari-
anism are reflected as key national interests.

Recommendation #2: Invest in new
options and coordination to support
and foster the capacities of pro-
democracy civil resistance movements.

® Departments and agencies within the US government
should set up working groups to review options and
establish improved processes for supporting move-
ments, and a US government-wide working group
should be established to help coordinate support.
Establishing this government-wide “home” from which
movement support can be coordinated, as well as work-
ing groups within individual departments and agen-
cies, will facilitate increased collaboration on roles and
responsibilities (i.e., securing visas, offering funding,
developing sanctions), and thus more effective support.

The US Congress should establish a fund to support
innovative programs aimed at reversing authoritarian-
ism and providing assistance to civil resistance move-
ments. A pillar of this fund should focus on building core
infrastructure to support movements (i.e., educational
and skill-building initiatives, efforts to promote unity
among opposition groups), and resourcing cutting-edge
programs to revitalize stalled—or cement gains of surg-
ing—democratic movements. Congress should man-

date to the executive branch that innovation—and
risk taking—are requirements. To win the conflict with
authoritarians and their enablers, new resources will be
essential.

With the White House leading, executive branch agen-
cies that are the primary funders of democracy assis-
tance—the US Agency for International Development
(USAID) and the Department of State—need to be
more forward leaning on support to civil resistance
movements. This will entail USAID and State eliciting
and welcoming novel programmatic approaches, many
not tried before, for supporting movements, as well
as understanding—and accepting—that there will be
some failure. Funding should provide flexibility to the
implementer to pivot among targets and adjust spend-
ing, based on movement needs, and allow multiyear
awards, which will allow partners and movements to
conduct medium- to long-term planning.

Democratic governments should increase the quantity
and amount of multiyear funding to increase move-
ment training and skill building, providing such funds
to nongovernmental organizations. Allies should priori-
tize support for rapid small grants for equipment, trans-
port, convening space, and other short-term movement
needs.

Democratic governments should support establish-
ment of international strike funds through, i.e., through
grants to international nongovernmental organizations,
and increase resources available for urgent/emergency
assistance to activists under threat, through new or
existing capabilities like the lifeline assistance fund or
other USAID-rapid response capacities.

Democratic governments should use their convening
power to bring together international nongovernmental
organizations (advocacy and philanthropy), CSOs, dias-
pora groups, and movement activists (if possible, given
the local context and security situation) during nascent
movement stages to discuss coordination of external
support.

Democratic governments should support activists
gathering and engaging in dialogue, crafting a com-
mon vision for the future of their country, and planning
and developing unity on elements of democratic transi-
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tion plans. Brain trusts may also be developed to advise
on transition processes (i.e., legislative or constitutional
changes, transitional justice processes) or other phases
of a movement’s growth.

Democratic governments should expand the quantity
of multiyear funding available to support the growth
of educational infrastructure for activists internation-
ally through international nongovernmental organiza-
tions. More is needed to resource new research and the
development of new educational resources in civil resis-
tance, which can be made freely available, in English
and other languages. Useful research can be academic
or applied, and focus on topics that activists or exter-
nal actors have predefined as being relevant to their
work. New educational resources would take generic
civil resistance insights and localize them to particu-
lar regions, focusing on particular regional issues (i.e.,
countering corruption), drawing on relevant regional
examples, and being available in relevant regional
languages.

® Democratic governments should dedicate resources
to support initiatives aimed at advancing an enabling
legal environment for human rights movements. Such
initiatives should include: a) advocacy to reform laws
that are used to chill and punish nonviolent collective
action, and advocacy to promote enabling legislation; b)
tools and activities to help activists and movements nav-
igate restrictive legal environments; and c) emergency
legal and financial assistance and other vital protection
for movement members who are targeted.

Recommendation #3: Augment and
reposition diplomatic services to
enhance movement support.

® Democratic governments should organize their embas-
sies to enhance outreach to movements. Embassies
in key countries should dedicate at least one political
officer to proactively broaden their contacts to engage
with movement actors as well as regularly monitor and
analyze movement developments. This will involve an
expansive concept of civil society, and include reaching
out to groups and associations that may be small, com-
munity-based, unregistered, and/or outside of major cit-
ies. This political officer should work to develop options
for movement support and communicate with allied
embassies to coordinate support. Governments can
dedicate additional communications staff in embassies
in key countries when movement activity is anticipated
or ongoing.

® Democratic governments should provide increased
diplomatic training on civil resistance movements
and transitions. The US Foreign Service Institute,
USAID University, and similar training institutes in other
democracies should add modules on civil resistance
and democratic transitions (i.e., how civil resistance
works, principles of external support) and make these
courses a mandatory part of foreign service officer train-
ing. Professional development seminars should also
be proactively held in missions abroad. The US State
Department and other foreign ministries should provide
greater professional incentives (career advancement,
promotions, awards, and public recognition) for foreign
service officers to specialize in human rights work and
directly engage with civil society.

Recommendation #4: Support
independent media internationally and
locally.

® Democratic governments should significantly increase
funding and technical assistance to create infrastruc-
tures of support for independent media. Such support
may aim to increase independent international news
coverage, local news outlets, and movement-based
media outlets. The presence of these forms of media
are associated with positive impacts for civil resistance
movements. Funding and technical assistance could
help with start-up costs, the development of effective
business models, internal governance and accountabil-
ity structures, investigative journalism, journalist training
and education, the establishment of professional asso-
ciations, and efforts to protect journalists and media out-
lets under threat.

Democratic governments should coordinate to vig-
orously push back against attempts to intimidate,
silence, or restrict free press. Attacks on free press
should be seen as a leading indicator of democratic
backsliding, and trigger swift multilateral responses.
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4. Pillar lI: Developing a New Normative
Framework—the Right to Assistance (R2A)

ollective actions by democratic governments,

willing multilateral institutions, and interna-

tional nongovernmental organizations (includ-

ing advocacy and philanthropy) are all neces-
sary to reverse the authoritarian tide. Developing a shared
normative framework for movement support—a broadly
recognized right to assistance (R2A)—could go a long way
toward legitimizing support for nonviolent civil resistance
movements and enable greater international participation
and collaboration in such efforts.

The concept behind R2A is straightforward: regardless
of where they live, people have the right to request and
receive assistance in order to protect and advance fun-
damental human rights.

Advancing this normative framework would directly chal-
lenge autocratic governments that have asserted, with
increasing success over the last two decades, their own
de facto norm of “hyper-sovereignty.” Based on this
norm, they grant themselves carte blanche to engage
in domestic repression, curtail international efforts to
support democracy, and brazenly block accountabil-
ity for themselves and their allies in the UN and other
fora. Meanwhile, they also betray their own arguments
by aggressively attacking and undermining democratic
states.

This status quo cannot stand: the unspoken end point
of authoritarian claims is that they can act with impunity
while international human rights are reduced to a dead
letter. This has ramifications for democracy everywhere,
but thus far democratic pushback has been tepid. Scholar
Tom Ginsburg writes:

International law is becoming both a shield and a sword, insulat-
ing authoritarians from criticism while also increasingly allowing
them to affect developments beyond their borders. Democracies
ought to be vigilant, and must contest these norms on the inter-
national plane or risk steepening the slope of democratic
decline . . .

To confront authoritarian international law, there is no substi-
tute for active engagement by democracies, as democracies.™

Rising to this competition, the right to assistance would be
grounded in international law, but would not depend on
the UN for formal invocation.® Rather, it would be devel-
oped and embraced by a group of democracies (such as
the G7; a new D-10; or a broader new coalition or alliance
of democracies), and its initial formulation would have
three goals:™®

® Establish baseline forms of assistance that can be
requested by populations in countries throughout the
world.

e Contextualize acts of civil resistance within international
human rights law.

e Justify additional options for support when govern-
ments repress populations that are exercising their
human rights.

Ultimately, R2A will only be as strong as the unity of those
who stand behind it, and their willingness to take action
accordingly. Democracies can start to build consensus
among themselves by articulating the specific parameters
to which they agree regarding these three goals. Below,
we offer points to inform further discussions.

1. The right to assistance is an extension of existing,
internationally recognized human rights.

The foundation of R2A is that it is legitimate for people
to request and receive various forms of support,
subject to certain limitations. On this issue, numerous
relevant international and regional treaties, UN
General Assembly resolutions, and statements and
practices of other international institutions (such as
the Human Rights Committee and other treaty-estab-
lished entities) provide support for such a right.*®

In particular, R2A emerges from the right to freedom
of association, which is recognized in a range of inter-
national declarations and legal instruments, including
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (article 20),
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(article 22), the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women (article 7), the
Declaration on Human Rights Defenders (article 5), as
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well as several regional conventions covering Africa,
Europe, the Americas, and the Middle East®’

One of the most widely recognized treaties addressing
this topic, article 22, part 1, of the International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), reads:

1. Everyone shall have the right to freedom of association with
others, including the right to form and join trade unions for the
protection of his interests.”*®

Freedom of association includes the right to request,
receive, and use resources.™ As Maina Kiai, former UN
special rapporteur on the rights to freedom of peaceful
assembly and of association, states:

The ability to seek, secure, and use resources is essential to
the existence and effective operations of any association, no
matter how small. The right to freedom of association not
only includes the ability of individuals or legal entities to form
and join an association but also to seek, receive and use
resources—human, material and financial—from domestic,
foreign, and international sources.”™ (emphasis added)

Kiai elaborates that these resources are quite broad,
including:

Financial transfers (e.g., donations, grants, contracts, spon-
sorships, social investments, etc.); loan guarantees and other
forms of financial assistance from natural and legal persons;
in-kind donations (e.q., contributions of goods, services, soft-
ware and other forms of intellectual property, real property,
etc.); material resources (e.g., office supplies, IT equipment,
etc.); human resources (e.g., paid staff, volunteers, etc.);
access to international assistance, solidarity; ability to travel
and communicate without undue interference and the right to
benefit from the protection of the State.™'

Examples of additional support from treaty law and UN
declarations for the right to assistance include:™2

® Article 6 of the Declaration on the Elimination of All
Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based
on Religion or Belief, stating that: “The right to free-
dom of thought, conscience, religion or belief shall
include...[freedom to] solicit and receive voluntary
financial and other contributions from individuals
and institutions.”'3

®* Human Rights Committee communication
1274/2004, stating that “the Committee observes
that the right to freedom of association relates not
only to the right to form an association, but also

guarantees the right of such an association freely
to carry out its statutory activities. The protection
afforded by [ICCPR] article 22 extends to all activi-
ties of an association.”’s4

e Human Rights Council resolution 22/6, which calls
on states: “To ensure that reporting requirements
placed on individuals, groups and organs of soci-
ety do not inhibit functional autonomy”; “To ensure
that they do not discriminatorily impose restrictions
on potential sources of funding. .. ”; and to ensure
“that no law should criminalize or delegitimize
activities in defence of human rights on account of
the origin of funding thereto.”®®

e Article 13 of the Declaration on Human Rights
Defenders states that: “Everyone has the right, indi-
vidually and in association with others, to solicit,
receive and utilize resources for the express pur-
pose of promoting and protecting human rights
and fundamental freedoms through peaceful
means, in accordance with article 3 of the present
Declaration.”’6®

However, the right to freedom of association, and thus
the right to assistance, is not without limit. Article 22,
part 2, of the ICCPR reads:

No restrictions may be placed on the exercise of this right other
than those which are prescribed by law and which are neces-
sary in a democratic society in the interests of national secu-
rity or public safety, public order (ordre public), the protection
of public health or morals or the protection of the rights and
freedoms of others. This article shall not prevent the imposi-
tion of lawful restrictions on members of the armed forces and
of the police in their exercise of this right’®”

Thus, there are three conditions that restrictions must
meet in order to be lawful: they must intend to address
one of the identified interests above; have a basis in
law; and be “necessary in a democratic society.”*®

In practice, this means that restrictions must be propor-
tionate and narrow. For example, using the pretext of
public health or public safety to arbitrarily and indis-
criminately curtail any association’s right to request
and receive assistance would be unlawful. Restrictions
would instead have to be tailored narrowly to meet
the legitimate state interest.®® It also means that the
government has a burden of proof before restrictions
can be enacted. For example, curtailing resources to
an organization (i.e., an organization that happens to be
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critical of the government) based on unsubstantiated
accusations of illegal activity is also unlawful.

Claiming protection of state sovereignty is also, by itself,
insufficient justification to curtail the right to freedom
of association. Such a claim has been made by many
authoritarians with the intent to arbitrarily restrict and
pressure civil society organizations engaged in human
rights, anti-corruption efforts, and pro-democracy activ-
ities. Yet as then-Special Rapporteur Kiai notes:

The protection of State sovereignty is not listed as a legit-
imate interest in the [ICCPR)]....States cannot refer to addi-
tional grounds, even those provided by domestic legisla-
tion, and cannot loosely interpret international obligations
to restrict the right to freedom of association....Affirming that
national security is threatened when an association receives
funding from [a] foreign source is not only spurious and dis-
torted, but also in contradiction with international human rights
law.

Associations, whether domestic- or foreign-funded, should
therefore be free to promote their views—even minority and
dissenting views, [and] challenge governments about their
human rights record or campaign for democratic reforms, with-

FOSTERING A FOURTH DEMOCRATIC WAVE

Protestors take to the streets after Russian President Vladimir Putin authorized a military operation in eastern Ukraine, in Saint Petersburg,
Russia, February 24, 2022. The placard reads: ‘No to war!’ REUTERS/Anton Vaganov

out being accused of treason and other defamatory terms.
(emphasis added)””

Nonetheless, the three identified conditions for
restricting freedom of association allow for reason-
able limits. For example, in furtherance of the interest
of national security, a government could require trans-
parency on international support received and prohibit
receipt of resources by government officials or electoral
candidates.

In these and other cases, however, the time, place and
manner of restriction matters. Simple notification and
validation procedures of funds received are gener-
ally legitimate. On the other hand, “transparency” laws
that require that all NGO-bound funds pass through a
government intermediary violate the recipient’s rights.
Allowing NGOs to receive such funds but then requiring
them to request government permission for any use
of such funds would also be a violation.”" Creating
foreign labeling requirements that are then turned into
a basis for the government to publicly incite threats
against a nongovernmental organization would also
be a violation.
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Acts of civil resistance are protected under interna-
tional human rights law.

The articulation of a right to assistance is likely to be
met by authoritarian regimes claiming that their ability
to restrict civil society is based on “sound” national
security grounds. Authoritarians label civil resistance
as foreign-backed regime change in an attempt to
justify their crackdowns and marginalize human rights
concerns. They characterize popular nonviolent move-
ments demanding democracy as a foreign act of war, a
criminal conspiracy, or a terrorist threat.”?

Unsurprisingly, these conspiratorial claims are not
grounded in fact. Civil resistance movements are driven
by widespread, voluntary mobilization by people in a
society seeking to redress their grievances and/or
achieve their aspirations. Moreover, many acts of civil
resistance involve the exercise of legally protected
human rights. Mass demonstrations, boycotts, labor
strikes and numerous other nonviolent actions enact
human rights enshrined in various treaties, including:

® The International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights (ICCPR)

e African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights

® The European Convention on Human Rights and
Fundamental Freedoms (ECHR)

® The American Convention on Human Rights

® The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Racial Discrimination

Specifically, legal scholar Elizabeth A. Wilson examines
the rights involved in nonviolent protest and concludes
that protest “implicates political participation rights; the
rights to opinion, information, and expression; and rights
of peaceful assembly and association.””® She also rein-
forces the idea of a right to assistance, by commenting
thatin order to be fully effectuated, some human rights
are conjoined with secondary rights:

It has been suggested that the right to [nonviolent] protest is
“a supporting or instrumental freedom that [goes] together
with and facilitate[s] the realization of other rights and free-
doms.”” Some of these primary rights...[correspond] to the
secondary right to provide support to nonviolent actors. The
right to receive information...[corresponds] to the right to
impart information. The right to associate with those willing to
provide support...[corresponds to] the right to associate with
those who wish to receive support””

Thus, many nonviolent tactics used by pro-democ-
racy movements are protected by international human
rights law. That said, the time, place, and manner of an
act of civil resistance can influence how it is regarded,
and in extreme cases, this can allow the state to restrict
the exercise of these rights. For example, article 21 of
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
allows for restrictions on the right of peaceful assembly
that are:

Imposed in conformity with the law and which are necessary
in a democratic society in the interests of national security or
public safety, public order (ordre public), the protection of pub-
lic health or morals or the protection of the rights and free-
doms of others.”®

By this standard, a nonviolent blockade cutting off
access to a hospital and which results in injury and
death of patients can be treated differently than a
blockade of a road with no such effects. Violence by
protesters would also put them in a different category
than nonviolent demonstrations. However, if only some
participants at a protest engage in violence, the state
must be discriminate in its response—it cannot treat all
protesters present as “violent” based on violent acts
by only some.”’

A government’s sovereignty and the norm of nonin-
tervention are not absolute.

The common counterargument to any form of interna-
tional assistance to movements is that sovereignty and
the norm of nonintervention allow a head of state to
curtail external support that it finds undesirable.

However, this argument is not as compelling as it
might appear. The norm of nonintervention was first
conceived of as an embargo against armed intervention
in other countries—it is less clear the extent to which
it may embargo other forms of cross-border support,
particularly the transfer of information.”®

Furthermore, the concept of state sovereignty itself can
be construed as inherently residing in the population
of a country, as opposed to its head of state. Thus a
head of state can assert sovereignty only to the extent
that its population has opportunities to regularly and
freely express its preference to vest its sovereignty in
a particular government. In the case of rulers who stifle
democracy and accountability, they are hardly in the
position to claim that they represent their countries’
populations, and therefore their assertions of sover-
eignty are faulty.”®
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Moreover, there are rights of self-determination and
political participation that cannot be erased by the
edicts of self-proclaimed sovereigns. For example,
article 1 of the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights states that:'™

All peoples have the right to self-determination. By virtue of
that right they freely determine their political status and freely
pursue their economic, social, and cultural development.®'

Article 25 states that:
Every citizen shall have the right and the opportunity....

(a) To take part in the conduct of public affairs, directly or
through freely chosen representatives;

(b) To vote and to be elected at genuine periodic elections
which shall be by universal and equal suffrage and shall be
held by secret ballot, guaranteeing the free expression of the
will of the electors;

(c) To have access, on general terms of equality, to public ser-
vice in his country.*?

If these recognized human rights are to have meaning
inthe real world, they can be cited to argue against arbi-
trary claims of authoritarian sovereignty.®® As scholar
Michael Ignatieff states:

The legitimacy of collective self-determination—the right of
states to be sovereign—derives in turn from individual self-de-
termination, the right of individuals to be free. If this individ-
ual right Is crushed, an individual retains the right to appeal
for help outside, and those outside have a duty to assist.®

Implications for Establishing a Right to
Assistance

The aforementioned points have several implications for
establishing a right to assistance.

First, pro-democracy civil resistance movements are the
result of thousands or millions of citizens exercising their
universally recognized human rights, which the authoritar-
ian seeks to deny. This means democracies must stand
firm in the face of false authoritarian assertions that move-
ments are a form of foreign-backed regime change, or
a violent threat. The burden of proof for such spurious
charges rests on authoritarians, not on the democracies
that stand with these movements. Authoritarian govern-
ments do not have a legal basis to contravene the human
rights of their citizens.

Second, assertions that civil resistance movements are
foreign controlled are not based in fact. Instead, these
movements are driven by indigenous energy and wide-
spread voluntary mobilization. There is no foreign power
that can compel thousands or millions of people to join
and sustain their involvement in a nonviolent movement,
often incurring personal risk in the process. External
actors may try to support these movements, but this does
not mean that movements are controlled by the external
actors, nor that movements depend on them.

Third, authoritarian claims of sovereignty and assertions
of non-interference are not adequate grounds to curtail a
right to assistance.

Fourth, as an opening step to advance R2A, a group of
democracies could come to agreement about clear mini-
mum standards about how they respect their populations’
right to assistance, and then call on other states—many of
whom are signatories to international human rights trea-
ties—to equally respect their population’s human rights
by meeting these standards. As part of this process, they
could also develop criteria for movements to request and
receive assistance, which could include that a movement
is nonviolent, and that the movement’s goals are con-
sistent with democracy and internationally recognized
human rights.

This approach would have several benefits including:

® The norm would be agnostic of regime type. It would
not require labeling regimes as either “democratic,”
“authoritarian,” or “backsliding” to determine the stan-
dards to which they are held. Rather the norm would
be relevant to all.

® Even with a relatively conservative definition of R2A, a
great deal of impactful support to movements would be
permitted. For example, information exchange and mod-
est amounts of funding for convenings and workshops
can have a major impact, if timed well and adapted to
local needs.

® The norm would be a countervailing influence in back-
sliding democracies. One of the challenging aspects of
backsliding is that it often involves an accumulation of
technical changes that weaken democracy, but these
technical changes are regarded as being within a state’s
sovereign purview. For example, tweaks to voter regis-
tration requirements, shifts in democratic norms, mod-
ified vetting procedures for new judges, or changes to
permitting procedures for media outlets, are generally
not matters on which foreign intervention is seen as
legitimate. However, when aspiring autocrats begin to
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Members of Sudan’s alliance of opposition and protest groups chant slogans outside Sudan’s Central Bank during the second day of a
strike, as tensions mounted with the country’s military rulers over the transition to democracy, in Khartoum, Sudan May 29, 2019.
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curtail civil society’s rights, they move into a domain
in which their governments have clearer international
human rights obligations. Thus, developing a norm
based on international human rights standards provides
a basis for earlier pressure on backsliding democracies,
without violating their sovereignty. Moreover, the right
to assistance would enable support to be received by
those (in civil society) who are often best positioned to
contest the many incremental domestic cuts that char-
acterize backsliding.

The norm enables proportional responses to transgres-
sions. For example, if an authoritarian requires trans-
parency of assistance and then uses that as a basis
for surveillance and generating arrest lists, recipients of
support and external actors would no longer be bound
to comply with the transparency requirement. Since the
authoritarian’s use of the requirement is not “necessary
in a democratic society,” it would be a breach of their
state’s human rights obligations. In the face of such a
breach, a proportional response by other parties is a
legitimate remedy.

Subsequent steps to establishing the norm could include
developing criteria for civil resistance movements to
receive formal legal recognition, and potentially the
establishment of technical oversight bodies for R2A.
Already, movements are implicitly recognized in interna-
tional law in some cases (i.e., in African Union decisions
about government recognition), and making such recog-
nition explicit may incentivize populations to choose non-
violent strategies of change.”®

In addition, if civil resistance movements become legally
recognized under international law, this could potentially
be a step toward developing international frameworks to
regulate their conflicts with regimes. This has been done
before with violent conflict—it may be possible to do so
as well with civil resistance.”®®
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Pillar II: Policy Recommendations

Recommendation #5: Establish a
multilateral task force to develop R2A.

® Democratic governments should establish a multi-
lateral task force to assess the feasibility of advanc-
ing an internationally recognized right to assistance,
potentially under the auspices of the G7 or another
entity comprised of leading democracies.

® Democratic governments should launch formal multi-
stakeholder dialogues on the potential design, adop-
tion, and implementation of a right to assistance,
involving and seeking input and comment from gov-
ernments, international nongovernmental organizations
(advocacy and philanthropy), CSOs, diaspora groups,
and activists. The principals administering these dia-
logues should be adequately resourced so as to be
able to proactively reach out to groups, substantively
interact with them, and seek their comments; and be
able to allocate research funds when needed to sup-
port the development of international legal, strategic, or
other aspects of designing, adopting, and implementing
a right to assistance.

Recommendation #6: Renew
commitment to key international
human rights laws and norms.

® Democratic governments should renew and expand
their efforts to defend international human rights law
and norms, in particular those relating to the freedoms
of association, assembly, and expression. Moreover,
such governments must actively defend civil resistance
and provide support to it, as consistent with internation-
ally recognized and protected human rights.

® Democratic governments should increase their
engagement with multilateral organizations that cre-
ate and uphold international human rights norms and
provide mechanisms to raise the diplomatic and reputa-
tional costs when those norms are violated by author-
itarian states.
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5. Pillar lll: Strengthening Democratic
Solidarity to Pressure and Constrain

Repressive Regimes

s democratic states develop better methods

to enable and support movements, they must

also increase their solidarity and efforts to

pressure authoritarian regimes. These activi-
ties are interrelated because imposing costs on autocrats
means that autocrats will respond in kind. Thus, greater
democratic unity and strength enables greater demo-
cratic offense.

To achieve this, we first discuss possibilities for new alli-
ances to increase coordination and resilience. Then we
address several efforts that democracies can take to
constrain authoritarians. Lastly, we outline a framework
of escalatory responses for when autocrats engage in
repression against movements demanding democracy
and human rights.

Building Democratic Solidarity

Democracies stand a better chance of pressuring auto-
crats if they can align policies and actions. The G7 pro-
vides an existing platform for influential democracies to
act, and its members constitute over fifty percent of global
gross domestic product® However, the G7 is limited to
major transatlantic democracies plus Japan, and in the
face of common threats, there are opportunities to form
wider coalitions.

One option is the establishment of an informal working
group that consists of leading democracies. Alternatively,
the United States and its allies could establish a new
standing body, such as a D-10 or a broader coalition of
democracies with a mandate to develop strategy and
coordinate execution of joint democracy support and
counterauthoritarian efforts.”®® The informal working
group, or new standing body, would engage perspectives
from every major region to identify threats and develop
solutions to address them.

Whatever its form, an alliance of influential democracies
could impose costs on autocratic regimes, incentivize
their behavior change, and develop mechanisms to pro-
vide assistance to targeted democracies. As a core func-

tion, it could use its economic influence to defend against
external attacks. For example, if one or more members
of the alliance was subject to economic coercion by an
authoritarian state (as China in the past has attempted
against Australia and Lithuania), a mutual defense provi-
sion could be activated that would trigger economic sup-
port to the targeted state(s). This “Economic Article V”
(to draw an analogy from NATO) could serve as a signif-
icant deterrent to authoritarian efforts to bully democra-
cies, and enable greater resilience as democracies go
on offense.’®®

The alliance could also help invigorate support for pro-de-
mocracy movements around the world by advancing the
norm of a right to assistance, and adopt coordinated
approaches and tools to support civil resistance move-
ments through all phases of development. More broadly, it
could orchestrate impactful public engagement efforts to
highlight the dangers of authoritarianism, and the instru-
mental value and tangible benefits of democracy, aimed
at influencing audiences around the world."®®

Raising the Cost of Autocratic Repression
and Subversion

A democratic alliance, or any grouping of democracies,
can take coordinated actions to constrain and impose
costs on authoritarian regimes. These actions may include
heightening visibility of regime and movement actions,
withdrawing support from autocracies, coordinating sanc-
tions, increasing judicial accountability, leveraging military
contact for democratic persuasion, and expanding efforts
to disrupt authoritarian influence operations. A number
of these actions are relatively low-resource options with
high-impact potential, and could be taken on an ongoing
basis. We outline them below.

HEIGHTENING VISIBILITY OF REGIME
AND MOVEMENT ACTIONS

External actors can monitor developments, draw attention
to regime abuses, and condemn them through multiple
channels. They also can elevate voices from a movement
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and highlight examples of courageous and strategic civil
resistance. For example, visiting dignitaries can assign
the same priority to meetings with civil society groups
as they do with foreign government officials.®' Diplomats
may engage in coordinated actions with their counter-
parts from other democratic states to show collective
presence and support for human rights and democracy.
They can further attend activist trials and observe public
movement activities, thereby serving as monitors and an
indirect protective presence.

The results of these and other actions will depend signifi-
cantly on context, which is why soliciting and respond-
ing to movement requests for assistance, and seeking
movement consent before taking action, is critical. For
example, quantitative research on condemnations by for-
eign governments and international organizations have
found them, on average, to “have very little effect on [civil
resistance movement] success.”"? However, that does not
mean that in some cases condemnations have benefi-
cial effects, such as when the United States condemns
abuses through multiple channels in countries whose
governments it has previously supported, or who depend
on US aid, trade, or security assistance. Likewise, some-
times condemnations from nongovernmental actors, his-
torically including Pope John Paul Il, or transnational soli-
darity networks, can have mobilizing impacts domestically
or abroad.3

To further monitor and heighten visibility, governments
also can take actions that support independent media
in an effort to make any regime repression backfire!** A
study published in the Journal of Peace Research finds
that movements that develop their own “parallel media
institutions” are five times more likely to produce domes-
tic backfire (via heightened movement mobilization and/
or regime defections) than movements without, and thir-
teen times more likely to produce international backfire
(via sanctions).®® Likewise significant international media
coverage of a movement increases the likelihood that
repression will backfire internationally, particularly in the
form of withdrawal of foreign government support.'®

WITHDRAWING SUPPORT

Research finds that withdrawal of state support from
autocrats can be “pivotal” to the success of civil resis-
tance movements.'”’ This is logical, since it signals an
autocrat’s declining international support, challenges the
legitimacy of the government’s recent actions, denies it
practical material or other assistance, and can cause peo-
ple within a regime’s domestic pillars of support to ques-
tion the regime’s sustainability. Examples of this include
France’s withdrawal of support for the Ben Ali government
in Tunisia, and the United States’ ultimate withdrawals of
support from the Mubarak regime in Egypt, the Pinochet
regime in Chile, and the Marcos regime in the Philippines.

Assessing the impact of such actions, Chenoweth exam-
ined what forms of backfire against repression are the
most potent, and identifies withdrawal of foreign sup-
port—along with heightened domestic mobilization and
defections by regime elites and security forces—as hav-
ing the most powerful impact:

Even without the withdrawal of support from a regime ally or
domestic defections, the chances of success for a nonviolent
campaign increase by over 20 percent from the smallest to the
largest campaigns. But critically, once a regime ally does with-
draw support, the chances for success among the largest cam-
paigns double to over 40 percent. Add domestic security force
loyalty shifts and elite defections, and the chance of success
rockets up to about 45 percent for the smallest campaigns and
85 percent for the largest campaigns.’*

COORDINATING SANCTIONS

Economic sanctions can be either broad (affecting an
entire country) or targeted (focused on specific entities
or individuals). Evidence shows that the threat of either
kind of sanctions can stimulate protest activity against
regimes, especially when such threats are made by mul-
tiple governments.'®®

However, once imposed, sanctions no longer seem to
have this stimulative effect on protest, and their impact
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Britain’s Prime Minister Boris Johnson, Japan’s Prime Minister Fumio Kishida, U.S. President Joe Biden, Germany’s Chancellor Olaf Scholz,
European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen, France’s President Emmanuel Macron, Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau
and Italy’s Prime Minister Mario Draghi attend a meeting alongside the G7 leaders summit at Bavaria’s Schloss Elmau, near Garmisch-
Partenkirchen, Germany June 28, 2022. Stefan Rousseau/Pool via REUTERS

varies depending on context and the type of sanction
imposed. For this reason, it is incumbent upon external
actors to engage with movements and seek their views
on advisability, design, and possible repercussions before
determining whether and how to proceed.?°°

Broad sanctions have proven a powerful tool, but they
carry significant risks for movements and a country’s
civilian population. They are often credited with effective
pressure on the apartheid government in South Africa
(notably, the sanctions were requested by movement sup-
porters). In addition, broad sanctions can also degrade
an authoritarian regime’s capacity to wage armed con-
flict, which could in some cases have beneficial effects
for local movements.

However, it appears that these sanctions often provide
advantages to autocrats who wish to repress move-
ments.?°' Economic hardship can divert a population’s
energies that might otherwise be applied to civil resis-
tance, and they enable autocrats to attribute such hard-
ship to external actors rather than the failings of their
regime.2°2 At their worst, these sanctions can contribute
to humanitarian crises.

In addition, broad sanctions can make it more challenging
for external actors to support activists on the ground, as
has happened in Iran, Sudan, and Syria.?*® Requiring non-
governmental organizations to seek special authorization
to provide assistance to civil society groups, and trying to
comply with sanctions laws, can divert critical resources
away from support activities, or simply become an insur-
mountable barrier to further engagement.

In contrast, targeted sanctions (also called “smart” sanc-
tions) are narrow, seeking to impose costs and account-
ability on particular perpetrators or enablers of abuse,
and they can be used on individuals or entities within
even allied states. Their specific impacts on movements
are understudied, but generally speaking, their tailored
focus is more likely to minimize externalities on a coun-
try’s population.

Smart sanctions are more powerful when they are imple-
mented multilaterally, which requires coordination, and
a new democratic alliance could help achieve this. Their
effective use starts with identifying the individuals and
entities that should be targeted, often through research,
intelligence gathering, and civil society input. In addi-
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tion, once sanctions are imposed, targets seek to evade
them and find alternative means of gaining resources, and
this requires regular and ongoing efforts to map evolv-
ing illicit relationships and expand sanctions to a target’s
environment.2%4

Coordination on the above efforts is already happen-
ing multilaterally, but its scope and scale should be sig-
nificantly expanded. For example, a report on the imple-
mentation of Magnitsky sanctions examined the activities
of the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, and
the European Union (EU), and found that only “11 per-
cent of Magnitsky sanctions have been multilateralized
by two or more jurisdictions.”?® |t also found that civil
society input into sanctions was uneven, with 34 percent
of US-imposed sanctions informed by civil society, com-
pared with only 13 percent of EU-imposed sanctions.2% |t
further observed significant discrepancies in geographic
regions targeted for sanctions, willingness of states to
sanction targets in an allied country, as well as the kinds
of human rights abuse and victims that are most likely to
generate sanctions.?”” Countries also showed significant
variation in strategies, with some focused more on sanc-
tioning individuals, while others showed greater empha-
sis on sanctioning corporate entities.

This variation raises the need for a more systematic
approach, built on greater intelligence and research
capacities, as well as clearer standards and consistency
of application. A democratic alliance could operate as a
de facto global sanctions coordinating body. In addition,
criteria for sanctions could be expanded. Already human
rights abuse and corruption are considered justifiable
grounds for sanctions—perhaps undermining democ-
racy may be included as additional grounds in the future.

JUDICIAL ACCOUNTABILITY

In addition to heightened monitoring to increase backfire
and implement sanctions, democracies can also estab-
lish formal investigatory capacities to build dossiers on
perpetrators for referral to relevant judicial bodies. When
regime perpetrators know that the cloak of anonymity will
be lifted—that they will likely be named, personally sanc-
tioned, and referred for criminal prosecution—it could
have a deterrent effect.

While individual criminal responsibility for human rights
violation is a relatively undeveloped area of international
law, there are several potential mechanisms that can be
used to bring officials committing human rights abuses
to justice.2°®

First, the International Criminal Court was established in
1998 by treaty as a body to hold accountable those who
commit the most serious international crimes: genocide,
war crimes, crimes against humanity, and the crime of
aggression.

Second, ad hoc international tribunals are also an option
to hold accountable those who engage in violent repres-
sion. These can be created through the UN, as well as
by separate international agreements. Most often, such
tribunals have been established after the resolution of
a political conflict and with the consent of the impacted
government, although they could be created without such
consent. Their creation, or the threat thereof, may deter
abuses during the course of a conflict.

Finally, national courts have been used as a mechanism
for bringing to justice those responsible for human rights
violations, under the theory of universal jurisdiction. The
legal basis is that prosecutors in individual nations may
bring cases against those committing human rights vio-
lations overseas, in furtherance of universally accepted,
fundamental human rights. Over the last two decades, the
number of universal jurisdiction cases has risen around
the world. According to Trial International, sixteen coun-
tries have ongoing prosecutions, including a landmark
case on torture and war crimes committed in Syria by
a Regional Court in Germany.2% Lithuania and Poland
recently initiated criminal cases regarding crimes, human
rights violations, and a plane hijacking in Belarus.

If a mechanism can be established in a particular case,
a further challenge is for democracies to ensure that
those engaged in violent repression are taken into cus-
tody and brought to justice. Democracies would need to
establish a systematic approach for doing so. Notably, this
effort could also play into an escalatory framework as dis-
cussed later in this chapter—whereby at certain thresh-
olds of repression, greater resources would be allocated
to automatically triggered investigations.

LEVERAGING CAPACITY FOR DEMOCRATIC
MILITARY PERSUASION

Currently the US Department of Defense and the minis-
tries of defense of several European allies have a number
of well-established and effective programs under the cat-
egory sometimes known as security sector reform (SSR)
or as defense institution building (DIB). These programs
help develop functional capabilities of armed forces
in countries that have already made a commitment to
democracy, and are designed “to empower partner nation
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defense institutions to establish or re-orient their policies
and structures to make their defense sector more trans-
parent, accountable, effective, affordable and responsive
to civilian control.”?"°

In contrast, there currently is a lack of well-developed
concepts and programs to bring the influence of the
armed forces of the democracies to bear on countries
that remain autocratic. While democratic militaries have
many points of contact with those of autocratic coun-
tries—through exchange and educational programs, del-
egations, joint exercises, and international conferences—
there is neither training at the service war colleges, nor
guidance in the instructions of DOD or defense minis-
tries of allied nations, for the military officers of democratic
countries to use their personal interactions for building
support for democratic transitions.

Yet there are many specific ways in which military officers
from democracies can both set an example and engage
the thinking of their counterparts in authoritarian regimes,
so that these officers are open to and supportive of, even
if not instigating, democratic reform within their countries.
There are substantial institutional and individual benefits
to military service under a democratic government instead
of an authoritarian one. Understanding these benefits, as
well as the often-unspoken sources of dissatisfaction of
serving under authoritarian rule, can help democratic ser-
vice members engage more effectively in advancing dem-
ocratic attitudes in their personal and professional inter-
actions with foreign counterparts.

Former Admiral Dennis Blair has advocated this approach,
including that US military officers should have a democ-
racy “elevator speech” ready, and emphasizes that both
a speech’s substance and tone (which should be cultur-
ally sensitive) are important.?" Over time, such efforts can
shift attitudes and possibly decision-making of an auto-
crat’s security forces, especially during moments when
an autocrat is challenged by a movement.

In addition, when authoritarians crack down on move-
ments, military and defense officials in democratic gov-
ernments should leverage their extensive points of formal
and informal contact to influence the decisions of their
security forces. Blair states that during times of crisis:

Personal contacts among military officials and officers in demo-
cratic countries and military leaders in the autocratic and tran-
sitional countries will be important. The officer or official in the
democracy with the most knowledge, friendships, and influ-
ence within the country in transition may have to be called from
another assignment to work on the transition.?”

With preparation, such efforts can become proactive, sys-
tematic, and more coordinated among democracies inter-
nationally, and potentially tip the balance at key moments
for pro-democracy movements.

DISRUPTING MALIGN INFLUENCE OPERATIONS

Democracies should increase their efforts to inhibit major
propagators of authoritarianism, such as the governments
of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and Russia, by
disrupting their foreign influence operations. A grow-
ing body of work identifies various ways that authoritar-
ians exert influence in other countries’ politics as well
as proven strategies for preventing and countering this
malign influence. Evidence points to three tools—or areas
of support—available for limiting malign influence, or at
least mitigating its impact.?™

First, democracies can provide support to activists to
uncover, understand, and raise public awareness about
the strategies and tactics foreign authoritarians use in
each country to prop up a regime and expand their own
influence inside the country’s borders, and the impact
of these efforts on vulnerable democracies. There is an
already expansive set of case studies and comparative
examinations on this topic, but country-specific work is
required to make sure strategies are targeted and effec-
tive.? Conducting and widely sharing this research is
proven to raise awareness across target countries of
PRC activities and can help catalyze action against foreign
influence efforts. To maximize impact, research must be
widely disseminated within the country in question both
within and outside government. Sharing evidence-based
research on authoritarian influence efforts in a country
can help raise awareness and generate political will to
enact policy reforms to curb such foreign interference.

A second form of support involves equipping local stake-
holders with the tools and resources to expose foreign
malign influence; hold complicit leaders accountable; as
well as devise and advocate for locally appropriate pol-
icy solutions to bolster democratic resilience and counter
authoritarian influence. This work includes supporting
local advocacy campaigns largely centered on raising
awareness about the impact of the corrosive elements
of authoritarian influence. US-funded work with this goal
has been effective. In Cambodia, for instance, grants sup-
ported two environmental activist organizations to pro-
duce investigative documentaries on the impact of PRC-
backed infrastructure projects on the environment. In
Peru, a US-funded advocacy campaign led by a local part-
ner exposed the impact of projects funded and imple-
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mented by China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC)
on Peru’s Amazonian Indians and other Indigenous peo-
ples. This research sparked a public outcry that led the
Chinese embassy to enter into dialogue with impacted
groups.

Finally, democracies can provide support to catalyze dia-
logue between stakeholders and policymakers on via-
ble solutions to mitigate malign influence, and then hold
officials accountable for implementing them. In Nigeria,
US-funded projects supported developing a guidebook
that helps Nigerian media stakeholders identify and
expose PRC’s influence in Nigeria with an emphasis on
sharp power tactics used to influence Nigeria’s media
landscape. These interventions center on equipping
local advocacy organizations with resources to analyze
forms of PRC or Russian government interference and evi-
dence-based policy options, based on comparable con-
texts, for preventing and mitigating this outside influence.

Constraining Authoritarian Behavior:
A Tiered Response to Repression

To further deter authoritarian repression, democracies
should develop a tiered framework for imposing costs in
response to escalating domestic (and at times interna-
tional) repression of civil resistance movements.

Determining what actions to take, when, and at what level,
depends significantly on context, but clear standards and
decision-making processes can help foster coordination
and rapid response.

We offer a preliminary framework on page 85, and below
we address relevant questions on how such a framework
could be further developed and operationalized.

To whom would the framework apply?

The framework is designed to respond to repression of
civil resistance movements, but movements would need
to meet certain criteria to qualify. Two minimal standards
are that: a movement is committed to nonviolent means;
and the movement’s goals are consistent with democracy
and internationally recognized human rights.?"

At what thresholds would a response be triggered?

Preliminarily, we have identified three tiers of repression
that could trigger escalating international responses (see
table on the following page). However, even if consensus

is achieved among democracies about criteria for each
tier, these criteria would be subject to ongoing interpre-
tation and revision. One reason for this is that authoritari-
ans innovate, particularly in their use of “smart repression”
strategies, which are repressive tactics that are less visi-
ble or less attributable to the regime, and thus less likely
to generate domestic or international outrage. A notable
subset of “smart” strategies is also preemptive repres-
sion, which is repression that is specifically designed to
prevent an enabling environment for movements and thus
prevent them from forming, while simultaneously minimiz-
ing any potential backlash. Examples of smart and pre-
emptive repression include the use of laws and surveil-
lance technologies that enable regimes to more precisely
target dissidents with threats and administrative repres-
sion, which are often not publicly visible. Opening sham
investigations can also be a remarkably effective form
of attacking individuals and civil society organizations,
draining their resources, consuming their time, inducing
self-censorship, and deterring other organizations from
political engagement—without generating widespread
backlash. When people publicly mobilize, digital surveil-
lance can also allow regimes to avoid high visibility vio-
lent crackdowns, since protesters can be identified and
then arrested one-by-one in low visibility night raids in the
ensuing days. Regimes also seek to organize or agitate
civilian supporters to engage in acts of violence against
civil resisters, while the regime claims it is uninvolved.

The impacts of these forms of repression can be severe,
but they are designed to avoid overt red lines that regimes
fear will generate backfire. Therefore, a tiered frame-
work for calibrating democratic responses to authoritar-
ian repression should consider both the particular act of
repression and its functional effects, and thresholds must
be regularly evaluated, since authoritarians will seek gray
areas that muddle discrete categories.

What action(s) might be taken?

Responses to repression should be proportional—with
lower costs for shutting down a small section of the inter-
net or jailing a single leader (although to some extent, this
depends on who the leader is), and more robust conse-
quences for a regime that authorizes lethal military force
against nonviolent demonstrators (e.g., the Syrian govern-
ment in 2011), or jailing and torture of hundreds of move-
ment participants.

However, before actions are confirmed, movements
should be consulted as well, since various interven-
tions can have wide-ranging effects that affect not just a
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regime, but the population living under it. Democracies
should listen and then act, seeking to be an extension of
a movement’s strategy and leverage, rather than a sub-
stitute for it.

In addition, strategic considerations must also be fac-
tored, based on what forms of action are deemed most
likely to change the target’s behavior. However, in some
cases imposing a cost may be needed even if it is deemed
unlikely to change the target’s behavior in the short term,
since actions also have a signaling function and create
demonstration effects for other regimes. Threats must be
credible to be believed, and this depends on the consis-
tency with which consequences are applied.

Would democratic states agree to take action?

In addition to the above factors, democracies inevitably
will weigh potential escalatory responses against their
other national interests before decisions are made. In
most cases, there will be trade-offs, and some policy-
makers may argue for the subordination of democracy,
human rights, and countering authoritarianism to other
national interests. Yet at times in the past, this trade-off
has also significantly contributed to long-term threats, and
damaged democratic credibility, which has weakened the
overall position of democracies in the world. A reevalu-
ation is due.

Framework for Tiered Response

Repression

Level (some or all listed

characteristics may apply)

Level ® Disruption of movement operations.

One ® Jailing movement members.

® Sustained disruption of movement

operations.
® Broader jailing of movement
Level members.
Two e Credible reports of torture to

movement members in jails.

® Deaths of several movement
members.

® Widespread jailing of movement

Level mem berS.
Three
members.

Repression Characteristics

® Widespread killing of movement

Potential Actions

® Warning of reevaluation of security
cooperation, trade, and aid
relationships.

Strong diplomatic statements,
including threats of personal (i.e.
Magnitsky) sanctions against regime
officials.

® Revaluation of security cooperation
and restrictions on technology
exports.

® Pressure on other regimes to
withdraw support, and restrict security
cooperation.

® Economic sanctions on regime
members and enablers.

® Consideration of broader economic
sanctions.

® Broaden and deepen sanctions.

® Secondary pressures against allies of
the perpetrating regimes.

® Removal from SWIFT network.*

® Cyberattacks to disrupt regime
coercive apparatus.

® Derecognition.
® Arrest and jail regime authorities.

*SWIFT STANDS FOR SOCIETY FOR WORLDWIDE INTERBANK FINANCIAL TELECOMMUNICATION.
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LEVEL ONE: REGIME DISRUPTING MOVEMENT
ORGANIZING, DETAINING SEVERAL MOVEMENT
MEMBERS

Scenario: An authoritarian regime is limiting a movement’s
ability to organize, disrupting its financial and communi-
cations infrastructure, and jails several of a movement’s
members. The regime also deploys security forces to use
less lethal forms of repression against public acts of civil
resistance.

Potential response: A standard US and allied response at
this level of repression would include reevaluating exist-
ing security cooperation, trade, and aid relationships.
Personal (i.e., Magnitsky) sanctions could be threatened
against regime officials and key enablers.

The authoritarian would be informed that international
monitoring and investigatory capacities will now engage
in heighted focus on the regime’s activities.

Diplomacy would also be used. The United States and
allies would publicly condemn the authoritarian’s actions.
If the regime uses smart repression tactics, they should
be highlighted and their impacts on people’s lives should
be emphasized in order to maximize outrage. If the
movement consents, democratic governments may also
express their support for the movement’s goals.

Democracies would also make clear what additional costs
the regime and its backers would face should they esca-
late repression further, and reserve the right to escalate
their response if recent regime actions do not desist or
reverse.

LEVEL TWO: REGIME INTIMIDATING, PHYSICALLY
HARMING, AND ACTIVELY DETAINING
MOVEMENT MEMBERS

Scenario: An authoritarian regime is using more drastic
repression techniques including intimidating and physi-
cally harming movement members. The government is
jailing large numbers of movement participants and dis-
rupting remaining members’ ability to organize by cutting
off internet or other communications channels. Torture
is selectively used on jailed movements participants. As
mobilization increases, several movement members die,
although the regime claims that their killings were “justi-
fied” or denies a role in their death.

Potential response: Existing security cooperation to the
authoritarian regime would be revoked. Technology
exports would be restricted. Allies of the regime would
also receive pressure to withdraw their support.
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The authoritarian would be informed that international
monitoring and investigatory capacities will now receive
additional resources to focus on the regime’s activities
with the intent of building a case for potential criminal
referrals. Specific perpetrators of abuse would be named.

Personal sanctions against regime elites and entities
involved in repression would be leveled, as well as iden-
tified enablers, with consideration of stronger economic
coercion to further squeeze the regime’s finances.

The United States and allies would consider immediately
removing the regime from the SWIFT network, while also
considering possible impacts on the civilian population.
Removal from SWIFT denies banks access to interna-
tional markets, delaying or making it impossible for a gov-
ernment to receive payments for exports. This can stop
inflow of profits from commodities or other exports, lim-
iting a regime’s cash reserves and the personal coffers
of its leaders and enablers. With adequate planning and
preparation, such removal would happen quickly as pun-
ishment for violent repression of democratic movements,
rather than slowly ratcheting up and combining packages
of sanctions, as has previously been the norm.

The United States and allies would also balance using
economic coercion to punish or deter behavior with
employing measures to incentivize and reward improve-
ments in behavior. This can involve offering more favor-
able trade terms—Ilike removing tariffs or barriers on
goods—in exchange for agreement to enact demo-
cratic reforms. The conditions (if any) under which per-
sonal sanctions may be lifted should be communicated.
Following sustained improvements, the United States and
others could also consider bilateral trade agreements on
a finite number of areas.

LEVEL THREE: WIDESPREAD DETENTION AND
KILLINGS

Scenario: An authoritarian regime is actively suppress-
ing a movement, widely detaining its members, with rou-
tine use of torture, and killing activists. Large-scale pro-
tests have been met with deadly force by regime military
or police.

Potential response: This is the thorniest challenge and
one the United States and allies have most often fallen
short in effectively addressing. Absent viable options or
clear benchmarks on what to do, the United States has
repeatedly ratcheted up rhetoric and sanctions, but these
have been unable to stop certain autocrats from commit-
ting sustained and widespread violence against their pop-
ulations. In these instances—from the Lukashenko regime
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Tunisian flags hang on a door during a protest against President Kais Saied’s referendum on a new constitution, in Tunis, Tunisia, July 23,

2022. REUTERS/Zoubeir Souissi

seeking to crush its opposition, the Assad regime’s atroc-
ities against nonviolent demonstrators, the Iranian gov-
ernment’s repeated repression of popular movements for
rights and democracy, and the Myanmar military junta’s
killing of protesters—the standard set of economic and
diplomatic tools have proven insufficient to change such
state behavior.

Options that can escalate pressure further include impos-
ing costs—including personalized sanctions, potentially
broader forms of economic pressure, and heightened
investigations into aiding and abetting repression—on a
widening net of state allies and nonstate enablers of the
authoritarian regime in question.

Official derecognition of the abusive regime in some
cases could also be an option.?® In such a case, it is
deemed that the autocrat has abdicated the responsibility
of sovereignty by vastly violating the population’s human
rights, and the population has made it clear through their
mobilization that they are exercising self-determina-
tion to seek different leadership for their country.?” The
impact of derecognition is strengthened when multiple
states derecognize the abusive regime and simultane-
ously recognize a credible alternative leadership, which

may be in exile. If so, the nation’s embassies and funds
held abroad would be made available to the alternative
leadership, and resources would be directed to them to
increase their capacity for planning a political transition.
The derecognized autocrat would also no longer have
sovereign immunity, and could face potential arrest for
their criminal behavior.

Democracies may also consider using cyber tools, apply-
ing general principles to determine their use. First and
foremost, democracies should consult with movements
on what they think would be helpful—we should listen
and seek to do no harm. Second, cyber tools might be
employed to disrupt infrastructure and other sectors and
not destroy them, so as not to constitute an act of war.
Finally, democracies would use cyber tactics to reduce or
remove resources regimes rely on for repression. Specific
options include using cyberattacks—i.e., denial of service
attacks—to disrupt regime access to financial accounts;
disable or disrupt military planning or weapons systems;
and deter further escalation in repression. Using cyber
tactics in this fashion provides deniability to help avoid
escalation while possibly mitigating regime repression
and thereby aiding movements.
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[ Pillar lii: Policy Recommendations

Recommendation #7: Establish a new
entity of leading democracies.

°* Democratic governments should establish a new
coordinating entity for advancing democracy. A new
coordinating mechanism, established through the G7
or a new coalition of democracies, could spearhead a
campaign to empower democratic movements around
the world. This should include moral, legal, and finan-
cial assistance to people who are on the ground work-
ing to advance democracy and under the threat of ret-
ribution by authoritarian regimes or their local proxies.
The new entity would also act as an active repository of
research and analysis to identify targets for sanctions,
and to harmonize their implementation.

Recommendation #8: Establish a
mechanism to hold accountable regime
officials involved in the suppression of
democracy.

® Democratic governments should establish an inter-
nal mechanism to investigate and document unlaw-
ful or illegitimate actions taken by officials in author-
itarian regimes that violently repress civil resistance
movements. Such a mechanism can be housed within
the justice ministries or investigative bureaus of these
governments.

® Democracies should join together within a multilateral
framework to hold accountable such officials.

Recommendation #9: Assign defense
agencies to take a more active role in
democracy support.

® Democratic governments should assign their respec-
tive departments or ministries of defense with tak-
ing a more active role in democracy support. Defense
officials and military officers from democracies should
seek to influence their counterparts in autocratic coun-
tries to support democratic change and strengthening
in their own countries. When authoritarians crack down
on movements, military and defense officials in demo-
cratic governments should redouble such efforts.

Recommendation #10: Develop a
systematic framework with escalating
responses to deter violent repression.

®* The United States should establish a govern-
ment-wide working group to develop a tiered frame-
work of escalating responses to violent repression.
The United States should work with leading democra-
cies to build a framework for collective action centered
around enforcement of this tiered approach.

® Other leading democracies should establish a sim-
ilar mechanism, and ensure that these efforts are
coordinated.

Recommendation #11: Scale up funding
to counter foreign malign influence.

® The United States should scale up funding dedicated
to countering foreign malign influence in third coun-
tries. Funding should center on increasing the resil-
ience of governments and civil society against attempts
by authoritarian governments such as the PRC and the
Russian government—the two most powerful actors
opposed to democracy worldwide—to erode democ-
racy and coopt elites.
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6. Addressing Questions About

Implementation

hen lives hang in the balance, any model
of external assistance for democracy and
human rights must be subject to scru-
tiny. This section identifies questions and
potential concerns about international support for move-
ments, and establishing a right to assistance. These
include:

1. Is support for civil resistance synonymous with
supporting regime change?

2. Can external support undermine civil resistance
movements?

3. What if external support to a movement contributes
to societal instability?

4. How should support for civil resistance be balanced
with other national interests in foreign policy?

5. How would a right to assistance be established?
Would the norm be formally invoked?

6. What if authoritarians try to weaponize a right to
assistance against democracies?

Much of the substance of responding to these concerns
is included in this playbook already, but here we conclude
by addressing these concerns directly.

1. IS SUPPORT FOR CIVIL RESISTANCE
SYNONYMOUS WITH SUPPORTING REGIME
CHANGE??®

Supporting civil resistance movements seeking democ-
racy and human rights is a policy of human rights and
democracy support, not a policy of externally driven
regime change. This is so for three reasons:

® Movement participants are exercising their human
rights through nonviolent mobilization.

® The movements in question have goals consistent with
international human rights.

® Participants in these movements have a right to request
and receive assistance.

Unsurprisingly, for nearly two decades, authoritarians
have characterized these movements as “color revolu-
tions,” a pejorative term that seeks to cast them as for-
eign-sponsored, regime-change efforts. This framing is
deliberately designed to shift conversation away from
human rights and the fact that civil resistance movements
are indigenously driven by the energy, grievances, and
aspirations of populations living under oppressive rule.
The authoritarian frame of “color revolutions” is self-serv-
ing, and must be soundly rejected by democracies.

In civil resistance movements, decisions about what
objectives to pursue and what actions to take are made
by participants on the ground, rather than foreign support-
ers. These movements cannot be commanded and con-
trolled from the outside. Furthermore, such movements
have a wide range of possible goals (many are reform-
ist or rights-based in nature) and do not exclusively seek
political transitions.

That said, some movements seek democratic transitions,
and it is their right to do so. Often these movements start
by trying to achieve reformist goals, but when their efforts
are met by an autocrat’s brutality, corruption, and incom-
petence, they start to seek a change of government alto-
gether. In such circumstances, the choice is made by the
movement itself, not a foreign actor. The choice is also
shaped by the actions of an autocrat—reforms and com-
promises may have preserved the autocrat’s rule, but
obstinacy and abuse instead led to a transformation of
popular demands.

2. CAN EXTERNAL SUPPORT UNDERMINE CIVIL
RESISTANCE MOVEMENTS?%*°

It can be challenging for well-intentioned external actors
to discern what exact support to provide to a move-
ment, as well as where, when, how, and to which partic-
ular groups to provide it. Movements are generally less
structured than traditional nongovernmental organiza-
tions, may have unclear lines of leadership and account-
ability, and depend on popular voluntary mobilization in
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order to succeed. There is always a possibility that exter-
nal support could damage a movement, for example by
reducing its legitimacy, increasing the risk of repression,
or causing internal divisions among groups within it. For
precisely this reason, in chapter 3 we emphasize that
external actors need to develop a movement mindset to
navigate local contexts.

Although there is no single or simple formula for effective
support, principles of external support discussed in this
playbook can ameliorate concerns about contamination,
as discussed below.

Listen to the Needs of Mobilized Communities

External actors should begin by seeking to understand
the context in which they may become involved. Because
civil resistance is a bottom-up phenomenon, external
actors must make efforts to identify and listen to multiple
and diverse grassroots groups. Any assistance should be
tailored to expressed needs from people on the ground,
rather than imposed.

If movement participants feel the risk of support from an
external government is too high, they may not request
any support. In other cases they may request indirect
forms of assistance, such as support for research or gen-
eralized efforts to share information in a particular lan-
guage in a particular region of the world. Other options
include requesting specific support through nonstate
actors, such as international nongovernmental organiza-
tions (advocacy or philanthropy), diaspora populations, or
local CSOs. On the other hand, some movements may
also request visible and direct action by democracies on
a particular issue.

Notably, some of the most impactful forms of movement
support are often low key and minimally interventionist,
such as information sharing, and so a policy of movement
support may not require large-scale public efforts in order
to be effective in some circumstances.

Support Local Ownership and Empowerment

Local actors lead nonviolent movements. They have the
deepest knowledge of their situation, bear the most risk,
and have the most invested in the outcome. Therefore,
external support should be an extension of local efforts,
rather than a substitute for them. External actors need
to be flexible and possibly give up a certain amount of
control, allowing on-the-ground partners and recipients
to use external support in the ways that they feel are most
needed.

Avoid Advocating for a Particular Course of Action

Outsiders can share case studies, research findings, and
planning tools and engage in Socratic dialogue with activ-
ists about prioritizing various tactics. However, because
outsiders lack sufficient local knowledge, they should not
advocate for particular courses of action. A single excep-
tion to this is that external actors should feel comfortable
advising against the use of violence. Violence is empiri-
cally proven to be counterproductive, and the benefits of
nonviolent tactics are well-established by a growing body
of practice and research.

Coordinate Support with Other External Actors

Integrating efforts with other external actors is often
necessary to maximize impact. There are many differ-
ent forms of support that can be provided, a variety of
providers and recipients of such support, and numerous
other considerations such as timing and the local con-
text. Movements have diverse needs and different exter-
nal actors may be best suited to support a movement’s
changing needs over time.

Do No Harm, through Action or Inaction

In consultation with trusted local groups, external actors
should consider the risks of harm due to both action and
inaction. In some cases, where external actors are getting
mixed signals from the grassroots or insufficient input, it
might be wise to abstain from assertive action and instead
gather more information (for example about the degree to
which certain external assistance may impact other local
actors) or wait for the situation to ripen.

In other cases, if multiple trusted groups are actively wag-
ing civil resistance and ask for support, external actors
should consider responding favorably, even if the request
is unexpected or on short notice. Local actors can deter-
mine what level of risk they are willing to tolerate, and
sometimes failure by external actors to respond assert-
ively to their requests can result in harm.

3. WHAT IF EXTERNAL SUPPORT CONTRIBUTES
TO SOCIETAL INSTABILITY?22

Concerns may be raised that support for civil resistance
can increase societal instability, and therefore the risk of
civil war. For example, two countries—Syria and Yemen—
experienced nonviolent movements in 2011 and subse-
quently succumbed to violent conflict. In Syria, the non-
violent opposition was overcome by a violent flank that
rapidly developed into an insurgency; in Yemen, civil resis-
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Teachers, health workers, retirees and public employees protest against the government of Venezuela’s President Nicolas Maduro, in
Maracay, Venezuela August 23, 2022. The banner reads “The fight (continues).” REUTERS/Gaby Oraa

tance led to an environment where opposition groups
began to press their claims with violence. These cases
point to a disturbing fact: for all the promise that civil resis-
tance can lead to democratic transitions, there is a subset
of cases that highlights a major risk.

The research bears this out. Scholars Chenoweth and
Stephan find that within ten years after a national civil
resistance campaign (either successful or failed) there is
a 28 percent chance of civil war onset. In contrast, within
ten years after a violent campaign (either successful or
failed) there is a 42 percent chance of civil war onset.?*
While the probability of civil war after a violent campaign
is significantly higher, the 28 percent probability after a
nonviolent campaign calls for further attention.

However, external actors do not control the timing of civil
resistance movements. These movements emerge from a
population’s deep-seated resentment against the repres-
sion, misrule, lack of accountability, incompetence, cor-
ruption, and inequality that characterize authoritarian rule.
When populations find authoritarian rule intolerable and
start to rise up and resist (this is more a question of when,

not if), they face a pivotal choice of how they will resist:
through violent or nonviolent tactics.

In light of this, external support should seek to incentivize
and support nonviolent strategies and tactics, which keep
the conflict trajectory as close as possible to having a
democratic outcome, and as far as possible from resulting
in civil war. In this way, effective forms of external support
can mitigate the risk of violent conflict. As policy experts
Stephan, Sadaf Lakhani, and Nadia Naviwala write:

Because outside actors probably will not be able to prevent
people from engaging in protest or other direct action, partic-
ularly if they are suffering acute grievances, to minimize risk
of violent instability they could invest in helping civil societies
develop the capacity to organize nonviolently and maintain non-
violent discipline.?*

Thus, risk of instability that devolves into civil war is inher-
ent in the authoritarian model of governance. What seems
to be relative “peace” at the surface of nondemocratic
regimes obscures the suppression of pent up demand
for change, which eventually gets triggered. The question
then is how incentivizing civil resistance might compare
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with alternative options. Inaction by external actors may
seem to have the lowest risk at any given point in time,
but lack of support for civil resistance may result in height-
ened volatility in the future. Without the benefit of public
educational efforts and capacity-building support, people
may think violence is the only realistic option available to
them, and a nascent nonviolent campaign may transition
to violent insurgency.

4. HOW SHOULD SUPPORT FOR CIVIL
RESISTANCE BE BALANCED WITH OTHER
NATIONAL INTERESTS IN FOREIGN POLICY?

These is no single answer to this question—context mat-
ters enormously. However, a burden of proof does not
rest only with those who seek to elevate democracy and
human rights in foreign policy decision-making.

Research on the relationship between civil resistance
and democratic development consistently shows that
civil resistance movements are one of the primary fac-
tors in driving democratic gains and ending authoritarian
rule. Democracies should not delude themselves about
these facts, or the trade-offs they make when they prior-
itize other interests in their bilateral relations with auto-
cratic regimes.

Lastly, support for civil resistance can also help extricate
democracies from such binary foreign policy choices. For
example, trade relations and security cooperation do not
necessarily preclude offering impactful support to civil
society, directly or indirectly.

5. HOW WOULD A RIGHT TO ASSISTANCE
BE ESTABLISHED? WOULD THE NORM BE
FORMALLY INVOKED?

International law derives from both treaties and customs.
This playbook lays out a rationale for the R2A norm based
on treaty law. In a more democratic world, this norm could
be argued and put up for a vote in the United Nations, but
this is politically impossible amid the current autocratic
wave.

However, the norm can still be further advanced
through practice. The kinds of movement-support activ-
ities outlined in this playbook are justified by the norm.
Simultaneously engaging in those activities further
strengthens the norm.

Next steps in establishing a right to assistance would
entail democracies coming together to discuss its bases,
fostering shared commitment to minimal standards that

they expect all governments to meet regarding the rights
of their populations to receive assistance, and then acting
accordingly. Because the activities to support the norm
are generally not highly interventionist, formal invocation
of the norm would not be needed in most cases. In addi-
tion, the establishment of the norm may not require a for-
mal declaration regarding particular countries. Rather,
establishment may happen as democracies consistently
set the precedent, in word and deed, that certain lines
matter for them.

Over time, sustained democratic practice and coordina-
tion on this norm may also lead to the creation of more
formal oversight and invocation bodies.

6. WHAT IF AUTHORITARIANS TRY TO
WEAPONIZE A RIGHT TO ASSISTANCE AGAINST
DEMOCRACIES?

As authoritarians seek to close off their societies to dem-
ocratic influence, they simultaneously exploit democratic
openness to further their foreign agendas. They have
done this throughout the entire seventeen-year autocratic
wave, and we expect that they will continue to try to do
so, regardless of whether democracies assert a right to
assistance or not.

The right to assistance can level the playing field.
Democracies already allow a great deal of foreign influ-
ence within our borders. Therefore, when democracies
speak to other countries about allowing their populations
to receive support, the values and actions of democracies
are already aligned.

However, we recognize that authoritarians would still try
to cite a right to assistance as a pretext to promote desta-
bilization of states. We think the norm still significantly
favors democracies, for several reasons.

First, two criteria for supporting movements under the
right to assistance are that a movement is committed
to nonviolent means and that the movement’s goals are
consistent with democracy and internationally recog-
nized human rights. Those criteria could be expanded
and refined in the future.

We further offered guidance on how to determine if a
movement is nonviolent for the purposes of the norm:

By relying on indicators such as a movement’s core princi-
ples, statements from movement leaders, the content of move-
ment trainings, and the practices of the vast majority of move-
ment participants, a movement’s nonviolent character can be
discerned.

74

ATLANTIC COUNCIL



FOSTERING A FOURTH DEMOCRATIC WAVE

Women, with their faces painted in the colors of Iran’s flag, take part in a protest by Iranian community members to show solidarity with
Iranian people, in Brussels, Belgium, February 20, 2023. REUTERS/Johanna Geron

These parameters ensure that movements eligible for
support are those that are committed to nonviolent means
as a method of making change—and that demonstrate
that commitment in multiple ways. This distinguishes them
from movements that are more characteristically author-
itarian—which may opportunistically use nonviolent tac-
tics, but also tend to threaten violence if they do not get
their way.

A second factor in the norm that favors democracies is
that, as discussed in chapter 4, international human rights
law also allows certain limits on a right to assistance, and
these limits would mitigate against authoritarian influence.

Third, as discussed in chapter 2, research on diffusion of
civil resistance movements finds that authoritarian gov-
ernments are much more vulnerable to the spread of civil
resistance than democracies. Thus, authoritarians have
more to be concerned about when it comes to allow-
ing the free flow of information and resources to their
civil societies than democracies do. This also validates
the view that domestic populations must be sufficiently
aggrieved and motivated to wage civil resistance against
a government: authoritarians know this, and fear it.

Lastly, civil resistance movements are composed of thou-
sands or millions of people who make the personal deci-
sion to take action and mobilize (sometimes with signif-
icant sacrifice of their time, energy, material resources,
and personal safety). Popular legitimacy of goals, actions,
and communications is critical for this to happen—a move-
ment has to represent people’s grievances and aspira-
tions or else people stop supporting it. If at the behest
of an autocrat, a movement adopts an agenda that does
not resonate domestically, public participation will rap-
idly decline. When a movement starts to follow a foreign
agenda, its popular legitimacy—and thus its popular par-
ticipation—is likely to decrease. Therefore, civil resistance
movements can wither if they succumb to foreign control,
and this may limit some foreign efforts to “weaponize”
them. Indeed, foreign support that attempts to manipu-
late a movement may be more likely to cause the move-
ment to fail altogether, rather than achieve a foreigner’s
aims (unless those aims are, in fact, to produce failure).
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