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No Silver Bullets
Multi-layered, sequenced, and timed strategies win, and the 
discipline that prevents democratic conformism

A practical guide for members of the World Liberty Congress and the World Liberty 
Academy. Eleventh principle of the WLC Adaptations to Counter-Autocracy Strategic 
Framework (Berlin, November 2025), and the opening principle of Pillar IV: Winning and 
Defending the Future.

The principle, in one sentence.  Authoritarian regimes are not defeated by 
one heroic action, one election, one protest, one sanction, one leader, one 
negotiation, or one international statement. They are weakened through 
cumulative pressure: multiple strategies, applied across several fronts, 
sequenced intelligently, timed carefully, and constantly adjusted to regime 
adaptation. And democracies are not consolidated by a single victory; they are 
consolidated by the discipline that resists the comfort of partial success.

INTRODUCTION

Why this principle opens Pillar IV
Pillar IV of the Playbook for Liberty addresses winning and defending the future. The
work of Pillars I through III prepared the ground: clarifying the moral frame, building
strategic capacity, mapping the regime, accumulating power, coordinating across
the ecosystem, and aligning domestic leadership with international support. Pillar IV
asks the next set of questions. What does it mean to win? What does it mean to
consolidate? And, perhaps most importantly,  how do movements avoid the most
dangerous failure mode in the entire freedom struggle, which is not the failure of
being defeated, but the failure of stopping too early because partial success has
been mistaken for victory?

Principle 11 is the doctrinal  answer to that question. It  teaches three disciplines
together. First, the discipline against magical thinking, which insists that no single
tactic, however dramatic, will defeat a coordinated authoritarian system. Second,
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the discipline of sequencing, which teaches that timing and order matter as much
as content. Third, and most distinctively, the discipline against what the WLC calls
Democratic Conformism: the slow drift toward accepting a stable but suboptimal
outcome,  the  plateau  where  a  society  stops  short  of  full  freedom because  the
marginal  cost  of  further  reform  appears  to  exceed  its  marginal  benefit.  The
theoretical  foundation  for  this  third  discipline  is  the  Theory  of  Democratic
Conformism developed by Félix Maradiaga, applied here both to its original domain
(post-transition reform pace) and to a second domain that members of the WLC will
recognize  from  their  own  experience:  the  slow  exhaustion  of  civic  resistance
movements that have been fighting for years without breakthrough.

This essay sets out the principle in nine sections. It begins with regime adaptation
as the strategic context. It introduces the Theory of Democratic Conformism and
applies it to two domains: the plateau in democratic transitions, and the exhaustion
trap in civic resistance. It maps the six fronts of multi-layered strategy. It offers the
Anti-Conformism Activist Guide, which extends the matrix into operational practice.
It  diagnoses  warning  signs.  It  presents  the  WLC Anti-Conformist  Discipline  as  a
structured six-session training module for the World Liberty Academy. It closes with
practical exercises and ten rules for members.

■  ■  ■

SECT ION  I

Regime adaptation: why isolated tactics fail
Democratic movements often search for a decisive instrument. The protest that will
finally break fear. The election that will expose the regime. The sanction that will
fracture the elite.  The negotiation that  will  open the transition.  The charismatic
leader who will unify the opposition. The international statement that will force the
dictatorship to retreat. These instruments may matter. Some may become turning
points. None of them is a silver bullet.

Authoritarian  regimes  survive  precisely  because  they  have  learned  to  absorb
isolated pressure. They can repress a protest, steal an election, ignore a resolution,
wait  out  a  media  cycle,  arrest  a  leader,  divide  a  coalition,  or  offer  symbolic
concessions while preserving the architecture of control. Modern autocracies have
become adaptive systems. They learn, reconfigure, manipulate legality, weaponize
information, exploit polarization, and rely on external authoritarian allies to survive.
Pro-democracy actors often fail not because they lack courage, but because they
lack the structure,  strategy,  and coordination  required to  apply  pressure  across
multiple fronts simultaneously.
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The contemporary  autocrat  does not  simply repress.  He studies.  He adapts.  He
learns  from  Serbia,  Ukraine,  Venezuela,  Nicaragua,  Belarus,  Hong  Kong,  Iran,
Myanmar, and every other major democratic challenge of the past three decades.
Principle  2  of  this  Playbook  called  this  the  dictator’s  learning  curve.  Regimes
observe which tactics  threatened other  regimes and design countermeasures  in
advance.  They  prevent  defections  inside  the  security  forces.  They  create  fake
opposition  groups.  They  flood  the  information  space  with  confusion.  They  use
selective  rather  than  mass  repression.  They  criminalize  foreign  support  through
foreign-agent laws.  They force leaders into exile and then portray exile itself  as
evidence of foreign control. They control financial channels. They manipulate courts
and  electoral  bodies.  They  stage  controlled  negotiations.  They  offer  partial
concessions to divide the coalition. They use international authoritarian allies for
money, technology, intelligence, and diplomatic cover.

If regimes adapt across multiple fronts, movements must respond across multiple
fronts. That is the operational logic of Principle 11. The deeper logic, the one that
distinguishes this principle from a generic appeal to strategic complexity, is that the
most dangerous moment for a freedom struggle is often not the moment of greatest
repression. It is the moment of partial success.

■  ■  ■

SECT ION  I I

Democratic Conformism: the theory and its 
working logic
The Theory of Democratic Conformism, developed by Félix Maradiaga, originated in
a 2002 conference paper presented at the REDES Conference in Washington, D.C.,
where  Maradiaga  was  attempting  to  explain  a  puzzle  he  was  observing  inside
Nicaragua’s defense and security-sector modernization. Between 1997 and 2000,
Nicaragua had undertaken a remarkable wave of reforms: disarmament, manpads
reduction, the country’s first Libro Blanco de Defensa Nacional, civilian oversight of
the armed forces. Then, after 2001, the reformist energy slowed. The institutions
did  not  collapse.  Reform did  not  visibly  reverse.  But  the  deeper  modernization
stalled  at  a  level  well  below  what  the  early  window  had  seemed  to  promise.
Maradiaga’s question was simple. Why?

The mature formulation of the theory, developed over the following two decades
and articulated most fully in Maradiaga’s essay Fricciones de la libertad and in the
subsequent Mertonian mid-range theoretical  framework he calls the Teoría de la
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Conformidad  Democrática,  defines  Democratic  Conformism  as  a  stable  but
suboptimal equilibrium. A society in transition preserves the initial reforms of high
visible  impact  (typically  electoral,  symbolic,  and  rights-related)  but  resists  the
deeper  institutional  reforms  (judicial  independence,  security-sector  reform,  anti-
corruption systems, decentralization,  civil-service professionalization) because,  at
the  margin,  the  political  costs  of  further  reform  rise  while  the  visible  benefits
decline. The theory does not say that democratic transitions always fail. It says that,
absent specific anti-conformist disciplines, transitions tend toward a plateau where
the pace of reform slows, the marginal reformer faces increasing resistance, and
the  political  coalition  that  enabled  the  early  reforms  loses  its  capacity  to  push
further.

The theory operates through four mechanisms that members of the WLC should
recognize, because they appear in country after country and are not specific to
Nicaragua. The first is the deceleration of reformist impulse. The early transition
arrives with high political energy, broad legitimacy, and a backlog of relatively easy
reforms.  As that backlog is consumed, the energy required for each subsequent
reform increases. The second is the increase in friction. Old elites, having survived
the initial transition, begin to coordinate more effectively to block the reforms that
would actually undo their power. The third is the institutional weight of the previous
regime. Bureaucracies, security services, judicial structures, and economic networks
that were formed under authoritarianism do not transform automatically because
the  constitution  has  changed.  They retain  their  internal  logic  until  that  logic  is
deliberately replaced. The fourth is the psychological gravity of the old equilibrium.
Citizens  who  have  lived  under  authoritarianism  develop  habits  of  compliance,
resignation, or limited expectation that take a generation to undo, and that can be
rapidly reactivated by old elites who promise stability.

“Democratic transitions rarely die loudly. They fade with
fatigue.”

The four mechanisms produce a transition curve with three phases that members of
the  WLC  should  learn  to  recognize:  democratic  eruption,  when  the  impulse  is
highest and reforms move quickly; progressive deceleration, when the easy reforms
have  been  consumed  and  the  harder  reforms  begin  to  encounter  coordinated
resistance; and the plateau of conformism, when the system stabilizes at a level of
partial  democracy  that  is  sufficiently  free  to  reduce  urgency  and  sufficiently
captured to prevent further deepening.

The plateau is dangerous precisely because it does not look dangerous. It looks like
stability.  Citizens  vote.  The  press  operates  with  some  freedom.  International
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observers visit and write reports. The opposition exists. But courts remain captured,
security  services  remain  unreformed,  accountability  is  weak,  corruption  is
institutionalized, and the constitutional architecture that allowed authoritarianism in
the first place remains intact. The plateau is, for many regimes that appear to have
transitioned,  the  antechamber  to  authoritarian  regression.  It  is  sufficiently
democratic to demobilize society, and insufficiently democratic to prevent old or
new authoritarian actors from rebuilding the conditions that allowed them to rule
before.

Where the theory came from.  Maradiaga developed Democratic Conformism 
originally to explain why Nicaragua’s post-1990 democratic transition, after 
producing significant early reforms, plateaued well before reaching liberal 
democracy and eventually slid into authoritarian regression. The 1999 “Pacto” 
between Arnoldo Alemán and Daniel Ortega is, in the theory’s framework, the 
institutional moment that consolidated the plateau. The deeper reforms that 
would have prevented authoritarian return (judicial independence, security-sector
accountability, electoral autonomy, anti-corruption mechanisms) were precisely 
the reforms whose marginal political cost was highest, and that no actor with 
sufficient power was prepared to absorb. The Nicaraguan trajectory after 2007 is 
the empirical confirmation of what the theory predicted.

■  ■  ■

SECT ION  I I I

Conformism as plateau in democratic transitions
The original domain of the theory is post-transition. The lessons for movements that
may  soon  find  themselves  managing  a  transition  are  direct.  First  reforms  are
dramatic  and popular.  Later reforms are technical,  expensive, and dangerous to
entrenched interests. That is exactly when democratic movements must not lose
pace. The temptation, after the first opening, is to relax: the regime has fallen, the
prisoners  have  been  released,  elections  have  been  held,  the  international
community has applauded. Citizens are tired. Coalitions are exhausted. Old elites
are calling for stability. Reformers face a decision moment that the theory has now
mapped in country after country: continue the deeper reforms while legitimacy is
high, or accept the plateau as good enough and plan to deal with the unfinished
work later. Country after country has chosen the second path, and country after
country has discovered that later does not come.
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For  movements  that  may  soon  find  themselves  in  this  position,  the  theory
generates a series of practical injunctions:

• Do not stop after the first concession. The first concession is usually the 
cheapest one for the regime to make.

• Do not confuse an opening with a transition. An opening is a window. A 
transition is a sustained sequence of reforms.

• Do not confuse a transition with consolidation. Most transitions plateau 
before reaching consolidation.

• Do not confuse elections with democracy. Elections are necessary and 
insufficient.

• Do not confuse elite pacts with institutional reform. Elite pacts can stabilize a 
country while leaving the architecture of authoritarianism intact.

• Do not confuse quiet streets with peace. Maradiaga has called this distinction
the difference between the peace of citizens and the peace of the graveyard.

• Do not confuse international recognition with domestic resilience. The 
international system rewards stability, sometimes at the cost of depth.

The reform calendar that Section V will set out in operational form is the practical
translation of these injunctions into time. The hardest reforms must be initiated
while legitimacy is high, before old elites regain coordination. Movements that do
not prepare a reform calendar before the opening arrives almost always discover,
after the opening, that the political space for the deeper reforms has closed faster
than they expected.

■  ■  ■

SECT ION  IV

Conformism in civic resistance: when movements 
exhaust themselves before the breakthrough
Democratic Conformism, as originally formulated, addressed post-transition reform
pace. But the theory’s underlying mechanism (the asymmetry between visible early
gains  and the  high  marginal  cost  of  deeper  change)  operates  inside  resistance
movements  before  transition  as  well.  This  second  domain  is  essential  for  WLC
members because most members are not yet in transition. They are in years of
resistance against  regimes that  have not  yet  fallen.  The exhaustion-conformism
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trap is the form Democratic Conformism takes during the resistance phase, and it
has destroyed more movements than overt repression.

The mechanism is the same. The first  years of  a resistance movement produce
visible gains: an organized base, international recognition, a consolidated narrative,
a  list  of  political  prisoners  with  names  and  faces,  a  body  of  documentation,  a
presence in international forums, sometimes a primary or convention. These gains
are real. They are also the equivalent, in the resistance phase, of the easy early
reforms  in  the  post-transition  phase.  They  have  a  high  public  salience  and  a
relatively low coordination cost for the movement. They produce momentum, and
they justify the years of risk that members have absorbed.

Then  the  harder  phase  begins.  The  regime  adapts.  Repression  becomes  more
selective and more legalistic. Visible mobilization becomes harder. Funding narrows.
International attention drifts to other crises. The movement’s leadership ages or is
forced into exile. Younger leaders confront the choice of whether to enter a struggle
that  has  already  produced  sacrifices  without  producing  victory.  Internal
disagreements that early urgency had suppressed begin to emerge. Donors begin
to ask, politely, what success will look like and when. Members begin to ask the
same question of themselves.

It  is  at  this  moment  that  exhaustion-conformism enters.  It  rarely  arrives  as  an
explicit  decision.  It  arrives  as  a  series  of  small  adjustments  that,  in  their
accumulation, lower the movement’s ambition without anyone deciding to lower it.

Recognizable patterns of exhaustion-conformism
• Maximum demands quietly become minimum demands. The movement that 

began by demanding the release of all political prisoners begins to celebrate 
partial releases as victories without restating the maximum demand.

• Strategic ambition becomes operational survival. The leadership group, 
whose original work was to plan the regime’s defeat, now spends most of its 
time on the maintenance of the movement itself: payroll, donor reports, 
internal disputes, security.

• The narrative shifts from transformation to persistence. Public 
communications begin to emphasize that the movement still exists rather 
than what the movement is going to achieve. Existence becomes the 
achievement.

• Leadership becomes self-protective rather than ambitious. Decisions are 
increasingly evaluated by what risks they avoid rather than what they would 
gain. Risk aversion is sometimes wisdom and sometimes the early symptom 
of conformism.
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• Symbolic actions replace strategic ones. The movement holds a vigil because
it cannot organize a campaign. The vigil becomes the campaign. Then the 
calendar of vigils becomes the strategy.

• The language of realism replaces the language of victory. “We must be 
realistic” begins to appear in leadership discussions where it had not 
appeared before. Sometimes realism is wisdom. Sometimes it is surrender by
another name.

• Years pass between revisions of the strategic plan. The plan that was urgent 
five years ago is still the operative plan, even though the country, the 
regime, and the movement have changed.

• The succession question goes unanswered. The leaders who entered the 
struggle in their thirties are now in their fifties. The leadership group has not 
produced its replacement.

• Internal celebrations replace public victories. The movement increasingly 
celebrates its own resilience, its own anniversaries, its own survival. These 
celebrations are valuable. They are also a warning sign when they replace, 
rather than supplement, public progress.

• “We have done our part” enters the leadership vocabulary. This phrase is the 
most reliable single marker of late-stage exhaustion-conformism. It transfers 
responsibility implicitly to others, and it psychologically prepares the 
leadership for the moment of stepping back.

“The hardest enemy is not the regime that wants to crush
the movement. It is the slow exhaustion that whispers that

the movement has done enough.”

Why this matters specifically for the World Liberty Congress
The WLC is a network of leaders who have, in many cases, been in struggle for
years. Some have been imprisoned. Some have lost colleagues. Many have lost the
country  they  were  fighting  for,  at  least  temporarily.  The  Berlin  Manifesto  pays
tribute  to  those  who  have  fallen  since  the  last  gathering,  the  journalists
assassinated, the protesters shot dead, the political prisoners tortured to death. The
work of memory is essential and continuing. So is the work of preventing memory
from displacing strategy. Movements that become primarily memorial  often stop
being primarily transformative.

Exhaustion-conformism is therefore not a sign of failure. It is a structural feature of
any long struggle. It  must be managed institutionally, not denied. The discipline
below offers practical advice for movements navigating this terrain.
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Practical advice for movements navigating exhaustion
• Rotate leadership systematically. Build the expectation, in writing, that no 

one holds the same operational role for more than a defined period. The 
rotation is not punishment. It is the institutional answer to the natural fatigue 
of long struggle.

• Build a deliberate next generation. Identify, train, and trust the leaders who 
will be in their thirties when today’s leadership is in its sixties. The Bringing 
Democracy to Power program of the WLC exists precisely for this purpose.

• Distinguish between rest and retreat. Rest replenishes capacity. Retreat 
lowers ambition. Movements should plan for rest, including sabbaticals for 
senior leaders, while refusing the language of retreat.

• Restate maximum demands publicly at fixed intervals. The narrative 
discipline of repeating the maximum demand prevents the movement from 
quietly accepting a smaller version of itself. The maximum demand is what 
the movement is for.

• Celebrate without lowering. Partial victories are real and should be 
celebrated. The discipline is to celebrate them as steps in the larger struggle,
not as endpoints. Every celebration should include a public restatement of 
what is still to be done.

• Renew the founding mission periodically. Once a year, return formally to the 
founding documents. The exercise sounds ceremonial. It is, in practice, one of
the most effective antidotes to drift.

• Build sub-projects with shorter time horizons. Long struggles produce despair 
when they produce no measurable progress. Decompose the long struggle 
into ninety-day sub-projects with measurable outputs, so that movement 
members experience the rhythm of accomplishment, not only the weight of 
endurance.

• Treat fatigue as a strategic variable, not a moral failure. A leader who admits 
exhaustion is doing the team a favor. A movement that has built no 
mechanism for managing exhaustion will, in time, lose its leaders without 
warning.

• Fund the work that allows people to remain in the struggle. Donors should 
support not only campaigns but the protection, mental-health support, family 
support, and stipends that allow long-term commitment. Movements without 
this support quietly lose their best leaders to economic necessity.

• Watch the language. The phrases “we must be realistic,” “not now,” “we 
have done our part,” “we should be patient,” and “the time is not right” are 
not always wrong. They are always worth examining when they appear.

World Liberty Congress  ·  9



Playbook for Liberty  ·  Principle 11: No Silver Bullets

■  ■  ■

SECT ION  V

The six fronts of multi-layered strategy
Principle  11  identifies  six  strategic  fronts  that  must  be  aligned  in  any  serious
campaign:  popular  support  and  legitimacy,  mobilization  and  civil  resistance,
institutional  engagement,  negotiation  and  bridge-building,  international
coordination,  and  timing  strategy.  The  order  will  vary  by  context.  Principle  2
reminds us that movements need a compass, not recipes. But the fronts themselves
recur.

1. Popular support and legitimacy
A movement cannot win sustainably if it speaks only to activists. It must persuade
people  who  are  afraid,  skeptical,  exhausted,  dependent  on  the  state,  or
disappointed  by  past  democratic  experiences.  Authoritarian  regimes survive  not
only  through  repression  but  through  social  acquiescence.  After  early  victories,
citizens may adapt to partial freedom and conclude, in the language of the theory,
that  this  is  good  enough.  The  narrative  discipline  that  combats  this  risk  is  to
connect  democracy  to  daily  life:  dignity,  safety,  jobs,  justice,  family,  faith,
education,  anti-corruption,  national  pride, and the future of children. Do not say
only that the regime is illegitimate. Say that the regime is stealing the future, the
security,  the  dignity,  and  the  children’s  opportunity  of  the  citizens  it  claims  to
represent.

2. Mobilization and civil resistance
Mobilization creates pressure, visibility, courage, and participation. But mobilization
must be part of a sequence. A protest is not a strategy by itself. Movements that
mistake  peak  mobilization  for  durable  power  discover,  often  too  late,  that
authoritarian  regimes  are  designed  to  wait  for  fatigue.  If  mobilization  is  not
converted into organization, the regime can survive the wave. The discipline is to
design  mobilization  in  cycles:  low-risk  participation,  community  trust-building,
visible  action,  documentation  of  regime  response,  protection  of  participants,
recruitment  into  durable  structures,  and  after-action  learning.  Do  not  burn  the
public with constant maximalist calls. Sequence actions so participation can grow
rather than collapse.

3. Institutional engagement
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Even authoritarian regimes maintain some institutions: courts, legislatures, electoral
bodies, universities, professional associations, local governments, public agencies,
semi-autonomous bodies. Some are captured. Others contain cracks. Institutional
engagement means using every available space without becoming naive about its
limits. The conformism risk is precisely the trap of normalizing captured institutions
as good enough. Use institutions tactically, not romantically. The test is not whether
the institution is pure. The test is whether engagement builds leverage, exposes
illegitimacy, protects people, or prepares future reform.

4. Negotiation and bridge-building
Negotiation  is  not  surrender.  It  is  one  possible  instrument  in  a  larger  strategy.
Bridge-building  is  necessary  because  transitions  often  require  movement  across
sectors:  opposition  actors,  regime  softliners,  economic  elites,  religious  leaders,
military factions, international mediators, and civil society. The conformism risk is
the elite pact that stabilizes a weak democracy without transforming the institutions
that  made  authoritarianism  possible.  Negotiate  with  a  reform  clock.  Every
negotiation should specify what reforms must happen immediately, within ninety
days, within one year, with what verification, with what consequences for violation,
and with what protections for prisoners, activists, journalists, and exiles. Negotiation
should never become a substitute for pressure.

5. International coordination
Domestic leadership is essential, and authoritarian regimes are transnational. They
rely on external reinforcement: foreign capital, diplomatic cover, sanctions evasion,
intelligence  sharing,  technology  transfer,  transnational  repression.  International
coordination helps movements alter the cost-benefit calculation of both the regime
and its  domestic  allies.  The  conformism risk  is  that  international  actors  reward
superficial reform: managed elections, partial prisoner releases, symbolic dialogue,
technocratic  promises.  The  discipline  of  Principle  10  applies  here  directly.
International  support  should  be  tied  to  substance,  not  optics,  and  should  help
prevent premature satisfaction.

6. Timing strategy
Timing is  strategy.  The same action can be brilliant or disastrous depending on
when it happens. Movements must learn to read windows of opportunity, regime
adaptation,  public  mood,  elite  fractures,  and  international  calendars.  The
conformism risk is the failure to use moments of high legitimacy to push reforms
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that  will  be  harder  later.  The  first  window  after  a  breakthrough  is  precious.
Movements  that  postpone  judicial  reform,  security-sector  reform,  anti-corruption
measures,  or  electoral-system reform discover  that  the  beneficiaries  of  the  old
order  regroup  faster  than  the  reformers  expected.  The  remedy  is  the  reform
calendar, prepared before the opening arrives.

■  ■  ■

SECT ION  V I

The Anti-Conformism Activist Guide
The matrix of fronts, conformism risks, and anti-conformist practices in this section
is the practical extension of the six fronts into operational guidance an activist or
leadership group can use in the next month. For each front, the guide identifies
what conformism actually looks like at the front line, three early-warning signs the
team should watch for, three concrete anti-conformist actions the team can take in
the next thirty days, and one question the leadership group should ask itself in its
next meeting. The format is deliberately compressed. It is meant to be carried in
pocket form, not consulted as a reference text.

FRONT 1  ·  POPULAR SUPPORT AND LEGITIMACY

WHAT CONFORMISM LOOKS LIKE
Public  messaging  that  increasingly  addresses  the  activist  base  rather  than
persuading the undecided.  Communication that  explains the movement’s  values
rather  than  connecting  them to  citizens’  daily  concerns.  Polling  that  shows  the
movement’s support is stable but no longer growing.

EARLY-WARNING SIGNS
• The communications team is unable to name three new constituencies the 

movement is reaching.
• Public statements use abstract language (democracy, freedom, sovereignty) 

more than concrete language (prisoners, corruption, jobs, safety).
• Internal celebrations of activist resilience replace public communication 

about the larger goal.

THIRTY-DAY ACTIONS
• Identify three constituencies the movement has not yet reached, and design 

one outreach action for each.
• Rewrite the public messaging to begin with citizens’ concerns and end with 

the democratic argument.
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• Conduct one listening tour with three to five citizens outside the movement’s 
base, with no agenda except to listen.

LEADERSHIP MEETING QUESTION
› Whose freedom are we talking about, and would they recognize themselves 

in our messaging?

FRONT 2  ·  MOBILIZATION AND CIVIL RESISTANCE

WHAT CONFORMISM LOOKS LIKE
Recurring vigils, anniversaries, or symbolic actions that have lost their connection to
a strategic objective. Mobilization that energizes the existing base without adding
new participants. Calendars that repeat themselves year after year.

EARLY-WARNING SIGNS
• Each mobilization is smaller than the last.
• The movement cannot articulate, in one sentence, what each action is 

intended to change.
• After-action reviews are no longer happening, or they are happening but no 

decisions follow from them.

THIRTY-DAY ACTIONS
• Audit the next three planned actions and ask, for each: what will be different 

the day after? If the answer is unclear, redesign or postpone.
• Recruit at least one new participant per action, and ask them what brought 

them in. Adjust messaging accordingly.
• Conduct a written after-action review for the next mobilization, with explicit 

decisions about what to repeat and what to stop.

LEADERSHIP MEETING QUESTION
› If we did not hold this action, what would we lose? If the answer is only 

morale, the action has become symbolic, not strategic.

FRONT 3  ·  INSTITUTIONAL ENGAGEMENT

WHAT CONFORMISM LOOKS LIKE
Engagement with  captured institutions that  has become routine.  Participation in
spaces the regime designed for the opposition rather than spaces the movement
chose to enter. The implicit message that participation itself is the achievement.

EARLY-WARNING SIGNS
• The movement has not gained a single concrete protection or victory through

institutional engagement in the past year.
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• Institutional participation is being used in international communications as 
evidence of progress, despite producing no domestic results.

• The leaders representing the movement in institutional spaces have stopped 
reporting back to the broader leadership group.

THIRTY-DAY ACTIONS
• List every institutional engagement the movement currently maintains. For 

each, identify the concrete result expected in the next ninety days.
• Withdraw from any engagement that produces no result and only legitimizes 

the regime.
• Identify one new institutional space (local government, professional 

association, university) where the movement could plant a credible foothold.

LEADERSHIP MEETING QUESTION
› Is this engagement building leverage, or are we becoming part of the 

regime’s display of pluralism?

FRONT 4  ·  NEGOTIATION AND BRIDGE-BUILDING

WHAT CONFORMISM LOOKS LIKE
Negotiations that have become permanent without producing reforms. Dialogues
that  the  regime  uses  to  demobilize  society  while  conceding  nothing  structural.
Coalitions whose breadth has been purchased by lowering the substance of their
demands.

EARLY-WARNING SIGNS
• There is no written reform clock attached to the current dialogue.
• Negotiating partners have agreed publicly that the issues are complex, 

without committing to any specific reform deadline.
• The democratic side is providing more visible legitimacy to the dialogue than 

the regime side is providing concrete commitments.

THIRTY-DAY ACTIONS
• Define the minimum reform the movement requires from any current 

negotiation, and the date by which it must be delivered.
• Establish a written exit criterion: the conditions under which the movement 

will publicly withdraw from the dialogue.
• Communicate the exit criterion to international allies so that the regime 

cannot use the dialogue to claim legitimacy without delivering substance.

LEADERSHIP MEETING QUESTION
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› Is this negotiation moving toward reform, or has it become a substitute for 
pressure?

FRONT 5  ·  INTERNATIONAL COORDINATION

WHAT CONFORMISM LOOKS LIKE
International recognition that has become an end in itself. Statements that arrive
without follow-up. Donor cycles that reward visibility without demanding depth. The
slow  drift  in  which  international  actors  begin  to  celebrate  the  movement’s
endurance rather than the movement’s progress.

EARLY-WARNING SIGNS
• International statements about the country no longer translate into specific 

concrete asks.
• Sanctions packages have become routine, with no escalation or enforcement 

evolution.
• Donors have begun to fund the movement’s survival rather than the 

movement’s strategy.

THIRTY-DAY ACTIONS
• Convert the next three international statements into specific, dated, 

measurable asks before they are issued.
• Identify one new international actor (a city, a parliament, a faith network, a 

professional association) the movement has not yet engaged.
• Renegotiate at least one donor relationship around outcomes that strengthen

agency rather than visibility.

LEADERSHIP MEETING QUESTION
› Is our international support reinforcing depth, or rewarding endurance?

FRONT 6  ·  TIMING

WHAT CONFORMISM LOOKS LIKE
Strategic plans that have not been revised in years. Reform calendars that exist
only  as  aspirational  documents.  The  unstated  assumption  that  time  is  on  the
movement’s side, when in fact the regime is using time to consolidate.

EARLY-WARNING SIGNS
• The strategic plan currently in operation is more than two years old.
• The leadership group has not discussed the regime’s next eighteen months in

detail in the past quarter.
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• The reform calendar (the seventy-two-hour, ninety-day, one-year sequence) 
has never been written.

THIRTY-DAY ACTIONS
• Convene a strategic-review session focused exclusively on what changes in 

the next eighteen months are most likely, and what each would require of the
movement.

• Draft, in writing, the seventy-two-hour, ninety-day, and one-year reform 
calendar that the movement would activate the day after a transition begins.

• Identify the next two windows in which the regime is most vulnerable, and 
the action the movement is preparing for each.

LEADERSHIP MEETING QUESTION
› If a window opened tomorrow, what would we do in the first seventy-two 

hours, and is that plan written down?

■  ■  ■

SECT ION  V I I

Warning signs of conformism in your own 
movement
The phrases below appear, in some form, in nearly every leadership group whose
movement is drifting toward conformism. Members of the WLC are encouraged to
treat them as diagnostic markers.  Their appearance is not,  in itself,  evidence of
failure. Their unexamined repetition is.

• “We already won enough.”
• “This is not the time for judicial reform.”
• “Accountability can wait.”
• “Let us not divide the coalition with difficult reforms.”
• “International recognition is proof of progress.”
• “Elections are enough.”
• “Stability first, reform later.”
• “The people are tired; do not ask for more.”
• “We should not pressure the new authorities too much.”
• “The old elites are necessary, so do not confront them.”
• “We can fix institutions after we consolidate power.”
• “We must be realistic.”
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• “We have done our part.”
Some of  these  arguments  may  contain  partial  truth.  That  is  what  makes  them
dangerous.  Democratic Conformism often speaks the language of  prudence. The
discipline is to distinguish prudence (a wise calibration of pace to capacity) from
surrender  to  the  plateau  (a  quiet  decision  to  lower  the  movement’s  ambition
without saying so).

■  ■  ■

SECT ION  V I I I

The Anti-Conformist Discipline: a six-session 
training module for the World Liberty Academy
The  training  module  below  is  designed  for  delivery  through  the  World  Liberty
Academy, in person or through secure online sessions, to leadership groups of pro-
democracy movements at any phase of struggle. The module runs over six sessions
of approximately three hours each. It can be compressed into a single intensive
workshop of two and a half days, or distributed across six weeks of one session per
week. Each session has a learning objective, a short pre-reading drawn from the
Playbook,  a  guided  discussion,  a  practical  exercise,  and  a  deliverable  that  the
participating leadership group keeps for its own work.

How to use this module.  The module works only if the leadership group brings 
real material to the sessions: actual decisions the group is facing, actual 
exhaustion the group is experiencing, actual reforms the group has been 
postponing. The exercises are designed for working leadership teams, not for 
academic seminars. Participants should expect the discussions to be 
uncomfortable. That discomfort is the point.

Session 1. Recognizing the plateau
LEARNING OBJECTIVE
Participants  will  leave  the  session  able  to  identify  the  four  mechanisms  of
Democratic Conformism (deceleration of impulse, increase in friction, institutional
weight,  psychological  gravity)  and  able  to  recognize  the  three  phases  of  the
transition curve (eruption, deceleration, plateau). They will be able to locate their
own movement on the curve.

PRE-READING
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Sections II and III of this Principle 11 essay. Maradiaga, Fricciones de la libertad, on
the original mechanism of the theory.

EXERCISE
Each participant locates their own movement on the curve and explains the location
to  one  peer.  The  peer  challenges  the  location.  The  pair  reaches  a  shared
assessment.

DELIVERABLE
A one-page diagnostic placing the participating movement on the transition curve,
with  three  pieces  of  evidence  supporting  the  placement  and  three  pieces  of
evidence that complicate it.

Session 2. The economics of reform
LEARNING OBJECTIVE
Participants  will  understand the asymmetry  between marginal  political  cost  and
marginal visible benefit that produces the plateau, and will be able to identify which
reforms in their own context have the highest marginal cost and the lowest visible
benefit, which are precisely the reforms that conformism postpones.

PRE-READING
Section II of this essay, with attention to the four mechanisms. Maradiaga, on the
cost structure of judicial and security-sector reform.

EXERCISE
Participants list the ten most important reforms their country needs in the next five
years, then sort them by marginal political cost (how expensive they are politically
to push) and marginal visible benefit (how much public support they generate). The
exercise  reliably  reveals  which  reforms  the  movement  has  been  quietly
deprioritizing.

DELIVERABLE
A  two-by-two  matrix  of  the  ten  reforms,  with  the  highest-cost-lowest-benefit
quadrant highlighted as the conformism risk zone.

Session 3. The exhaustion trap
LEARNING OBJECTIVE
Participants  will  recognize  the  patterns  of  exhaustion-conformism  in  resistance
movements (Section IV of this essay), and will conduct an honest diagnosis of their
own leadership group’s exposure to those patterns.
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PRE-READING
Section  IV  of  this  essay.  Optional:  any  movement  memoir  or  strategic  review
document the leadership group has produced in the past five years.

EXERCISE
Each member of the leadership group answers, in writing and anonymously, the ten
patterns of exhaustion-conformism listed in Section IV: which are present, partially
present,  or  absent  in  the  team’s  working  life.  Responses  are  aggregated  and
discussed without attribution.

DELIVERABLE
A consolidated team diagnostic, plus three institutional commitments the leadership
group will make to address the patterns most strongly present.

Session 4. Multi-front strategy in practice
LEARNING OBJECTIVE
Participants will be able to design a campaign that operates across at least three of
the six fronts in coordinated sequence, rather than relying on a single tactic.

PRE-READING
Section V of this essay. The matrix in Section VI. Optional: any current campaign
plan the leadership group is considering.

EXERCISE
The leadership group selects one current strategic priority and redesigns it as a
multi-front  campaign,  naming the  lead  actor  for  each  front,  the  timing  of  each
front’s contribution, and the way the fronts reinforce each other.

DELIVERABLE
A multi-front campaign plan with at least three fronts, an integrated timeline, and
clear metrics.

Session 5. The reform clock
LEARNING OBJECTIVE
Participants will  produce a written reform calendar for the day after a transition
begins, distinguishing the seventy-two-hour, thirty-day, ninety-day, one-year,  and
first-electoral-cycle horizons.

PRE-READING
Sections III and V of this essay, with attention to the timing front.
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EXERCISE
In  small  groups,  participants  draft  each horizon of  the reform calendar for  their
country,  then assemble the horizons into a single document. The full  leadership
group reviews and revises.

DELIVERABLE
A reform calendar document, ready for activation if a transition opens, including
emergency protection measures, civic-space restorations, electoral reforms, judicial
reforms,  security-sector  reforms,  anti-corruption  measures,  and  constitutional
initiation steps.

Session 6. Anti-conformist coalitions and movement care
LEARNING OBJECTIVE
Participants will identify the institutional practices that allow movements to sustain
anti-conformist  discipline  over  years,  including  leadership  rotation,  succession
planning,  demand-restating  discipline,  ninety-day  sub-projects,  and  the
management of fatigue as a strategic variable.

PRE-READING
Section IV of this essay, especially the practical advice on managing exhaustion.
Section VII.

EXERCISE
The leadership group designs its  own institutional  practices for the next year:  a
rotation schedule, a succession plan, a demand-restatement calendar, the next four
ninety-day  sub-projects,  and  the  support  structures  (rest,  mental-health,  family)
that will sustain the leaders through the period.

DELIVERABLE
An institutional anti-conformist plan that the leadership group commits to in writing,
with review dates.

The Academy will deliver this module on request, in person or remotely. Members
are encouraged to engage their Regional Secretary to schedule the module for their
country team, and to combine it with the cross-country peer-learning sessions that
the Academy convenes after each cohort completes the training.

■  ■  ■

SECT ION  IX
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Practical exercises for the World Liberty Academy
The exercises below are individual exercises that complement the module above.
They can be used in shorter workshops, in self-study, or as conversation prompts in
leadership  retreats.  Several  focus  specifically  on  the  exhaustion-conformism
diagnosis introduced in Section IV.

Exercise 1. The No-Silver-Bullet audit
Participants list their movement’s top five current actions, then ask, for each: which
front does this action belong to? Which fronts are missing? Which actions reinforce
each other? Which are isolated? Which are mostly symbolic? The output is a sketch
of the movement’s strategic posture and the gaps in it.

Exercise 2. The conformism early-warning scan
Participants  run through the warning-sign list  in  Section VII  and the patterns in
Section IV, marking which are present in their team’s working life. The exercise is
most  useful  when  the  responses  are  anonymous  and  aggregated,  because  the
diagnostic value depends on honesty that public discussion can suppress.

Exercise 3. The reform clock
Participants design a reform calendar for a hypothetical democratic opening in their
country:  emergency  protection  in  the  first  seventy-two  hours,  civic-space
restoration and prisoner releases within thirty days, electoral and judicial measures
within  ninety  days,  security-sector  and  constitutional  work  within  one  year,
institutional consolidation by year two.

Exercise 4. Regime adaptation simulation
One team plays the democratic movement. Another plays the regime. Every time
the movement chooses a tactic, the regime adapts. The democratic team must then
design a multi-front response rather than repeating the same tactic. The exercise
reliably surfaces the assumption (almost always present in tired movements) that
what worked last year will work this year.

Exercise 5. Negotiation without conformism
Participants  draft  a  negotiation  agreement  and  then  identify,  in  writing,  where
conformism  could  enter:  vague  deadlines,  no  verification,  no  accountability,  no
security-sector reform, no judiciary reform, no prisoner guarantees, no protection
for exiles. The participants then revise the agreement to close those entry points.
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Exercise 6. International alignment drill
Participants  design  a  strategy  to  prevent  international  actors  from  legitimizing
superficial reform. They draft three messages: one for diplomats, one for donors,
one  for  media.  Each  message  specifies  what  success  would  look  like,  with
measurable criteria the international actors can use to distinguish substance from
optics.

Exercise 7. The exhaustion audit
Each member of the leadership group answers, in writing, four questions: How tired
am I, on a scale of one to ten? What would have to change for me to remain in this
work for the next five years? Have I told anyone in this leadership group the honest
answer  to  question  one?  When  was  the  last  time  I  asked  someone  else?  The
aggregated  responses,  anonymized,  are  the  basis  for  the  team’s  sustainability
planning.

Exercise 8. The maximum-demand restatement
The leadership  group writes  down,  in  one page,  the maximum demands of  the
movement at its founding, and the maximum demands as currently communicated
publicly. The two are compared. Where the public version has shrunk relative to the
original, the team decides whether the shrinkage was a strategic adjustment or an
unexamined drift, and corrects the public messaging accordingly.

Exercise 9. The succession map
The leadership group lists every operational role and identifies, for each, the named
successor who would assume it if the current occupant could no longer serve, and
the time frame within which that successor will be ready. Empty entries become a
planning agenda.

Exercise 10. The ninety-day sub-project audit
The  leadership  group  identifies  the  next  four  ninety-day  sub-projects  of  the
movement, each with a measurable output. The exercise breaks the long struggle
into  a  series  of  accomplishments  that  the  team can  experience,  rather  than  a
continuous endurance with no rhythm.

■  ■  ■

SECT ION  X

Ten practical rules for WLC members
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Rule 1. Never let one tactic become the strategy.
A protest,  election,  sanction,  negotiation,  or  report  can matter.  None is  enough
alone.  The  strategy  is  the  sequence  and  the  alignment,  not  any  one  of  its
components.

Rule 2. Build across fronts.
Every  major  campaign  should  connect  at  least  three  fronts:  public  legitimacy,
organization,  institutional  pressure,  international  advocacy,  accountability,  or
transition preparation. Single-front campaigns produce single-front results.

Rule 3. Anticipate adaptation.
Before  every  action,  ask:  how will  the  regime  neutralize  this?  Then design  the
second move before launching the first. Movements that plan only their first move
are movements that cede the entire second cycle to the regime.

Rule 4. Preserve reform pace.
The moment after a breakthrough is not the time to relax. It is the time to lock in
reforms before the old system reorganizes. The plateau is most accessible in the
months immediately after victory.

Rule 5. Make invisible reforms visible.
Judicial  independence, procurement rules, police reform, electoral  administration,
and civil-service protections may seem technical.  Make them human. Show how
they affect prisoners, jobs, safety, corruption, and dignity. Reforms that no one can
see are reforms that no one defends.

Rule 6. Use international support to deepen, not decorate.
International recognition should reward substance, not optics. If the only available
reward for substance is the same that is available for performance, the international
system is incentivizing the wrong reforms.

Rule 7. Build anti-conformist coalitions.
Civil  society,  media,  academia,  youth,  women,  religious  communities,  and
international allies must keep pressure alive when political elites grow comfortable.
The conformist plateau is a coalition phenomenon, and only a coalition can prevent
it.

Rule 8. Prepare before the opening.
Transition plans should exist before the regime weakens. Reform sequencing should
not begin after victory. The movements that consolidate are the movements that
arrive at the opening with a written plan.

Rule 9. Treat fatigue as a strategic variable.
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Movements  must  rest,  rotate  leadership,  and  sustain  hope.  Fatigue  produces
conformism. A leadership group that does not manage fatigue institutionally will
lose its leaders to fatigue without admitting that is what happened.

Rule 10. Define the minimum depth of democracy in advance.
Before  entering  negotiation  or  transition,  define  the  minimum  reforms  without
which the process remains vulnerable. Movements that enter negotiations without a
minimum-depth definition tend to discover, after the fact, that they accepted less
than they would have considered acceptable in advance.

■  ■  ■

CONCLUS ION

Victory is cumulative, and so is its defense
Principle  11  is  a  doctrine  against  magical  thinking  and  against  premature
satisfaction. Authoritarian regimes do not fall because one tactic is brilliant. They
fall  when  multiple  pressures  accumulate,  reinforce  one  another,  and  exploit
vulnerabilities at the right time. Democracies do not consolidate because a dictator
leaves. They consolidate when reform momentum crosses the dangerous plateau
where systems prefer to stop,  and when movements have built  the institutional
discipline that resists the slow drift of conformism in both its forms.

The Theory of Democratic Conformism teaches that the most dangerous moment
may not be defeat.  It  may be partial  success.  The regime weakens, the streets
calm, the world applauds, elites negotiate, elections return, and society begins to
believe that the urgent work is over. But if  institutions remain shallow, if  courts
remain captured, if coercive structures remain unreformed, if  corruption remains
untouched, and if civil society demobilizes, the old system is already preparing its
return. The same logic, in mirror form, applies to movements before transition. The
visible  early  gains  have  been won.  The harder  work  begins.  Exhaustion is  real.
Realism is wisdom or surrender, and the discipline is to know which is which.

The task of the World Liberty Congress is to help movements resist both forms of
the  plateau,  before  transition  and  after,  through  the  architecture  of  multi-front
strategy,  the  reform  clock,  the  anti-conformist  coalition,  and  the  institutional
management of fatigue. The network exists in significant part because no single
movement can do this work alone, and because the lessons accumulated across
more than sixty countries are exactly what the discipline requires.

World Liberty Congress  ·  24



Playbook for Liberty  ·  Principle 11: No Silver Bullets

No silver bullets.
No premature peace.

No reform without depth.
No transition without institutional substance.

No democracy without the discipline to keep moving after the first success.

For WLC members, this principle opens Pillar IV. The next two principles complete it:
how  to  understand  repression  as  inevitable  and  make  it  backfire,  and  how  to
prepare for the future in order to win the present. Together, the three principles
compose the discipline of victory and the discipline of its defense, which are the
same discipline practiced at two horizons.
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CONTINUE  TO  PR INC IP LE  12
Principle 12 of the Playbook for Liberty is Understand Repression as Inevitable, and
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anticipate, absorb, and convert authoritarian repression into political cost for the
regime, drawing on the comparative literature on backfire effects and the WLC’s
working experience across more than sixty countries.
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