
Rules of Activism
Organizing, Protest, and the 

Fight for Democracy

Charles Euchner

polity

9781509569557_Euchner_print.indd   39781509569557_Euchner_print.indd   3 03/04/2025   07:3203/04/2025   07:32



Contents

First Words	 viii
Author’s Note	 ix
Acknowledgments	 xiv

Introduction: “This Is What Democracy Looks Like”	 1
The modern age of activism	 3

PART I: Insight and Outreach	 9

Rule 1: Connect, Listen, and Share	 11
Case study: Listening to discover	 11
Analysis: Going deep	 17
Coda: Listening for action	 20

Rule 2: Identify Gaps and Contradictions	 25
Case study: Three faces of feminism	 25
Analysis: Find the gaps	 31
Coda: Coming to consciousness	 33

Rule 3: Master the Big Idea	 37
Case study: Modern antiwar activism	 37

Analysis: Explore many themes, but then find one defining 
idea	 44

Coda: Moving from big ideas to frames	 47

Rule 4: Map the Sources of Problems	 51
Case study: The gay revolution	 51

9781509569557_Euchner_print.indd   59781509569557_Euchner_print.indd   5 03/04/2025   07:3203/04/2025   07:32



vi	 Contents

Analysis: Finding the sites of power	 57
Coda: Win here and there – and eventually everywhere?	 61

PART II: Building Capacity	 65

Rule 5: Recruit Allies, Near and Far	 67
Case study: Justice for Janitors	 67
Analysis: Overcoming the free rider	 73
Coda: Training people where they are	 75

Rule 6: Build a Strong Organization	 77
Case study: Greenpeace creates a global juggernaut	 77
Analysis: The power of organization	 83
Coda: The confederal model	 87

Rule 7: Nurture Servant Leadership	 93
Case study: Who led the civil rights movement?	 93
Analysis: What is leadership?	 98
Coda: Varieties of leadership	 100

PART III: Strategy and Tactics	 107

Rule 8: Create a Multidimensional Strategy	 109
Case study: César Chávez and the farm workers	 109
Analysis: The four dimensions of strategy	 116
Coda: Coordinating the four dimensions of Strategy	 120

Rule 9: Work Off the Grid	 127
Case studies: Stealth confrontation and action	 127
Analysis: The need to escape the grid	 133
Coda: Shadowy resistance	 134

Rule 10: Rally for Solidarity and Attention	 139
Case studies: The Women’s March, the Parkland kids, and 

BLM	 139
Analysis: “You can’t avoid us”	 147
Coda: The 3.5 percent solution	 150

Rule 11: Withdraw Consent	 155
Case study: Tax protest, the ultimate refusal	 155
Analysis: Consent and refusal	 161
Coda: Varieties of refusal	 164

9781509569557_Euchner_print.indd   69781509569557_Euchner_print.indd   6 03/04/2025   07:3203/04/2025   07:32



	 Contents	 vii

Rule 12: Block, Occupy, and Subvert	 169
Case studies: The Battle of Seattle, Occupy, and the Valve 

Turners	 169
Analysis: The power of disruption	 176
Coda: The question of coercion and force	 178

Rule 13: Create Enduring Symbols and Identity	 183
Case study: The Yippies take the stage	 183
Analysis: The power of symbols	 187
Coda: The politics of identity	 190

PART IV: Win Some, Lose Some	 195

Rule 14: Evolve Multistage Campaigns	 197
Case study: The crisis at Love Canal	 197
Analysis: The life cycle of movements	 202
Coda: Connect the pieces	 206

Rule 15: Pivot from Protest to Policy	 209
Case study: From Seabrook to the no-nukes movement	 209
Analysis: Come together	 216
Coda: Prepare for backlash	 218

Postscript: Activism and Democracy	 225
The ‘show me’ approach	 226
From protest to policy	 227

Last Words	 230
Notes	 231
Index	 248

9781509569557_Euchner_print.indd   79781509569557_Euchner_print.indd   7 03/04/2025   07:3203/04/2025   07:32


