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BLOOD AND HOPE
JON LEE ANDERSON

What is a revolution? A Nicaraguan guerrilla once told me that for him 

it was like an earthquake, a force that “shakes everything up.” In the 

hot Syrian midsummer of 2012, as rebels fought fi ercely to bring about 

the downfall of their country’s dictator Bashar al-Assad, one of them 

described the eff ort as an opportunity to live “a new life.” Th e Oxford 

English Dictionary defi nes a revolution as “a forcible overthrow of 

a government or social order, in favor of a new system.” Few people 

would argue with any of these interpretations, but, of course, there are 

many more. For some, revolution is not a fi nite thing at all, but an ideal 

way of life, the point at which ideals and action merge in a near mysti-

cal state of earthly nirvana. Fidel Castro considers his revolution to be 

ongoing, and a heroic exercise, “a struggle to the death between the 

future and the past.” His late comrade Ernesto “Che” Guevara said that 

a true revolutionary had to be “guided by a great feeling of love,” while 

also training himself to become “a cold, selective killing machine, 

motivated by pure hate.”

Guevara’s two dictums bear out the paradoxical essences of most 

revolutions, which is that in order to carry out their goals—invariably 

to preserve, protect, and improve the quality of human life—revolu-

tions must also frequently infl ict death. An Irish Republican bomber 

once told me that he killed in order for his children to grow up in 

“a kinder, gentler Ireland.” Love and hatred are opposite emotions, 

but, as we know from the all-too-common state of mind that leads 

people the world over to commit crimes of passion, they are not always 

mutually exclusive. In revolutions, as in ancient times, when human 

sacrifi ces ensured a good harvest, blood is the fertilizer for the soil from 

which new life will spring.

Th e French Revolution eradicated France’s monarchy and dramat-

ically altered French society in the space of a few tumultuous years. 

On February 5, 1794, revolutionary Maximilien Robespierre described 

what he and his comrades were doing as an eff ort to transform France, 

“to substitute morality for egotism, integrity for formal codes of honor, 

principles for customs, a sense of duty for one of mere propriety, the 

rule of reason for the tyranny of fashion, scorn of vice for scorn of the 

unlucky, self-respect for insolence, grandeur of soul over vanity, love 

of glory for the love of money, good people in place of good society.” 

Revolution, in other words, was an unassailable force for good, a tem-

poral Godhead. 

Robespierre went on to warn that France’s revolution was at risk 

from its enemies, and should be safeguarded through the use of terror. 

“If the mainspring of popular government in peacetime is virtue, amid 

revolution it is at once virtue and terror. Terror is nothing but prompt, 

severe, infl exible justice; it is therefore an emanation of virtue.”

Virtuous terror, then, became the new revolutionary reality. Amongst 

the fi rst to be executed by public guillotine to quench the ire of the rev-

olutionary mobs was France’s King Louis XVI. Next came his queen 

Marie Antoinette, royal courtiers, aristocrats, and clergymen. Th e list of 

enemies of the revolution grew, and soon the killing spread out of con-

trol. By the time the Reign of Terror was over, tens of thousands of people 

had died, and it had claimed the life of Robespierre himself, guillotined by 

his comrades for the crime of insuffi  cient radicalism. Th e experience gave 

birth to a historic aphorism that has applied to revolutions ever since: 

“Th e revolution devours its own children.” Th e man who uttered those 

words, at his own hastily convened trial, was Robespierre’s comrade 

Georges Danton, guillotined a few months before him. 

In the two centuries that have transpired since the French Revolu-

tion, revolutionaries from Lenin to Pol Pot have echoed Robespierre’s 

lofty sentiments while also putting into practice the kind of terror he 

extolled. But not all revolutionaries are monsters. Nelson Mandela and 

Martin McGuinness both used violence to pursue their aims, eventually 

abandoning it in favor of dialogue. But it was violence, not peace, that 

fi rst attracted the attention of their foes. 

Th e French Revolution was a successful precedent for forcible 

social and political change that had a profound impact on Europe on 

the eve of the eighteenth century. It also led to revolutionary ferment 

throughout the nineteenth century in the colonies of the New World, 

as “republicans” inspired by France overthrew the European monarchs 

who ruled them from afar. In a series of revolts, they gained their inde-

pendence, one after the other, from Haiti to Argentina. Th e fi nal death 

knell to the old European order of monarchical power and dynas-

tic succession, however, came in the awesome destruction wrought 

by World War I, and in the new forces unleashed by the Russian 

Revolution of 1917, which overthrew tsarist rule and led to the creation 

of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. In the next three decades, 

the world was further reshaped by the great totalitarian duel between 

Communism and Fascism, climaxing in the Spanish Civil War (1936–39) 

and the genocidal horrors of World War II (1939–45). 

As a devastated postwar Europe sought to rebuild itself, its over-

seas colonies in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East demanded their inde-

pendence. Th e coming years saw the birth of scores of new nations and 

the emergence of rival nuclear superpowers, the United States and the 

Soviet Union. Th e two engaged in an international competition for 

infl uence that became known as the Cold War. Over the next forty-fi ve 

years, as they competed with one another on the global chessboard, 

fi ghting proxy wars and aiding and abetting regimes and revolutionar-

ies to do their bidding, the world was in constant upheaval. 

In 1947, in Paris, a group of four photojournalists founded Magnum 

Photos. It was to be the world’s fi rst cooperative for freelance photog-

raphers. Each of the founding photographers had experienced World 

War II fi rsthand and been transformed by it. Th ey were Hungarian-

born Robert Capa, the Frenchman Henri Cartier-Bresson, the Briton 

George Rodger, and Polish-born David “Chim” Seymour. 

Capa, who had come up with the idea for Magnum, was already a 

renowned veteran of the Spanish Civil War—which he covered with his 
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partner Gerda Taro—and World War II; he had covered the Normandy 

invasion at Omaha Beach; his photos were legendary. A handsome 

man, and still only in his mid-thirties, Capa personifi ed the dashing, 

brave war photographer. 

Seymour had also covered Spain, and during WWII, after emigrating 

to the United States and becoming an American citizen, had enlisted 

in the US Army and served as a war photographer in Europe. Back in 

Poland, his parents died in the Nazi death camps. 

Cartier-Bresson was the scion of a wealthy French Catholic fam-

ily. A Surrealist turned photographer, he shared a studio in prewar 

Paris with Capa and Seymour; they were all friends. When Germany 

invaded France, Cartier-Bresson enlisted in the French army as a com-

bat photo grapher. He was captured, however, and spent three years 

as a prisoner of war before escaping to join the French underground. 

Rodger was an adventurous Briton who went to sea after high 

school. After a stint as a merchant marine that took him around the 

world, Rodger returned home and found work as a photographer. After 

World War II began, he documented the Blitz, was hired by Life mag-

azine, and spent the rest of the war on assignment in Africa, Europe, 

Burma, and China. At war’s end, Rodger was one of the fi rst photo g-

raphers to arrive at Bergen-Belsen, producing some of the fi rst visual 

evidence of the Nazi death camps. Rodger was forever haunted by the 

experience. Unlike the other Magnum founders, he vowed to never 

again cover war, and he didn’t.

Th e men of Magnum divided up the world between them into dif-

ferent geographic zones, and went to work. In 1954, Capa died when 

he stepped on a landmine in Indochina. Two years later, Seymour died 

from Egyptian machine-gun fi re while cover-

ing the 1956 Suez Crisis. Rodger lived a long time, 

dying in 1995 at the age of eighty-seven. Born the 

same year, Cartier-Bresson lived nearly a decade 

longer. He died in 2004, at the age of ninety-six. 

Over the past sixty-fi ve years, as new photog-

raphers have joined Magnum and others have died 

or retired, its members have continued to docu-

ment a world in confl ict. Th is book is about a time 

of revolution, beginning with the present-day 

Twitter-age revolutions that began to convulse 

the Arab world in 2011, and ending at the height of 

the Cold War with the Hungarian uprising of 1956, 

chronicled by Magnum members and accompanied 

by select bodies of work of non-members from the 

agency’s archives. It is a stunning reminder of how 

much the world has been transformed within the 

span of a human lifetime, and also how little.

Th e Budapest glimpsed in Eric Lessing’s black-

and-white pictures depict a seemingly long-ago 

city of smoke and winter mist, of wooden houses and bricked streets, 

and men with long winter coats and cloth caps. Th eir carbines are sim-

ple weapons that belong to a diff erent era. We see the Hungarian revo-

lutionaries, soon to be crushed, at the very crest of their revolutionary 

euphoria, invading a government building, removing the portrait of 

their dictator. In Burt Glinn’s sequence of images of a shootout on a 

Havana street corner on New Year’s Day 1959, we witness the confused 

moments as the Cuban capital falls to Fidel Castro’s rebel forces. Glinn 

could not have known it then, but the revolution underway in the 

Caribbean island nation was soon to have earth-shaking consequences. 

One of the commanders of the triumphant rebels was a still relatively 

unknown Argentine calling himself “Che.” Che Guevara’s portrait by 

René Burri, shot in Havana a couple of years later, shows him at the 

height of his powers, a minister in Fidel Castro’s Communist regime 

and a man determined to change the world by force of arms in order to 

create “new Socialist man.”

Cuba’s success gave new potency to the idea of revolution at a time 

of global tumult, and its example sparked off  like-minded eff orts 

throughout the world. In a world of spreading confl ict, Castro’s alli-

ance with Moscow brought the superpower rivals to the brink of 

nuclear war in the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis. In Asia and in Africa, 

driven by exploding nationalisms in countries where the colonial pow-

ers were loath to leave, armed revolts broke out everywhere. In Algeria, 

a revolution began against the French, a bitter and bloody confl ict that 

Nicolas Tikhomiroff , Marc Riboud, and Kryn Taconis, among others, 

all chronicled for Magnum. Th e revolutionaries depicted in the sun-

struck streets of Algiers are trim, clean-shaven men; their leaders wear 
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moustaches and suits and have pomaded hair and heavy horned-

rimmed glasses. In this Algeria of yesteryear, there are no bearded men, 

no tracksuits, and women wear veils but have short robes that reveal 

the calves of their legs. Photographically speaking, it is still a black-

and-white world. 

Th e creation of the state of Israel in 1948 ushered in a new 

traumatic history for the Palestinian people, one that has also had 

a profound eff ect on the rest of the world. Th roughout the confl ict, 

Magnum photo graphers such as Bruno Barbey, Larry Towell, Abbas, 

Paolo Pellegrin, Chris Anderson, Antoine d’Agata, and correspon-

dent Micha Bar-Am have been on the scene and documented what 

they saw. 

For some photographers, long-running confl icts like Palestine’s 

have absorbed the full span of their working lives, and they have 

returned once and again to photograph the changes. Ian Berry was in 

South Africa in the early sixties for the beginning of its long uprising 

against apartheid, and he was also there thirty years later at the end, 

after Nelson Mandela’s historic release from prison. 

In Prague, in 1968, in an echo of Hungary’s doomed uprising, a new 

revolt took place against Soviet domination. Th ere too it was quashed by 

force, its leaders jailed, and their aspirations suppressed as the coun-

try’s Communist rulers tightened their grip. Josef Koudelka’s photo-

graphs from the streets of Prague are iconic, groundbreaking images 

that we have seen repeated later on, in other revolts, in other coun-

tries: young men waving fl ags, shouting; unarmed civilians beseeching 

soldiers aboard tanks; stupefi ed citizens watching their city burn as its 

streets become the battleground in a new war zone. 

Th at same year in Paris, where 

it had all begun, in a sense, two 

centuries before, students occu-

pied buildings and issued mani-

festos and threw rocks at police 

from behind impromptu bar-

ricades. Photographers Guy Le 

Querrec, Bruno Barbey, Martine 

Franck, and Henri Cartier- 

Bresson were all there. Much like 

the protests also sweeping the 

United States at the time, theirs 

was a youthful revolt against 

entrenched social and political 

orthodoxies. As unarmed eff orts, 

these uprisings were ultimately 

more revolutionary perfor-

mance than actual revolution, 

but they did have their eff ects. 

Th e era of the sixties “radicals” 

soon died out in a series of mutual compromises that saw most West-

ern democracies adopt more liberal social policies while the traditional 

elites remained in control. 

After helping Cuba’s revolution get underway, Che Guevara had 

become convinced that the catastrophic Vietnam War would become 

America’s downfall. A dedicated Marxist, Che was determined to help 

accelerate the process by sparking off  fraternal revolutions elsewhere. 

He left Cuba for the Congo, then onto Bolivia, where he was killed. 

Despite the failure of Che’s personal mission, Latin America became a 

battleground for the revolutionaries he had helped inspire. Th rough-

out the seventies and eighties, as the guerrillas fought for power, civil 

wars raged through Central America. Larry Towell photographed the 

violence in El Salvador, while in Nicaragua, Susan Meiselas made her 

now-classic images of the Sandinista revolution. 

In 1979, militant Islam unexpectedly appeared at the center of the 

world stage with the overthrow of the Shah of Iran by the followers 

of an elderly Shiite cleric, Ayatollah Khomeini, who installed a radical 

theocratic dictatorship in Iran, and then sought to export its model. In 

Abbas’s remarkable photos we see the revolution unfold and, simulta-

neously, the birth of a new kind of revolutionary—the Islamist zealot. 

Th at same year, the Soviets invaded Afghanistan to shore up Afghan 

Communist rule. Th e attempt to impose socialism by force in a deeply 

traditional Muslim society sparked off  a nationwide rebellion that 

was met with brutal repression. In the confl ict, which lasted nearly 

ten years, and in which the mujahideen, as the anti-Soviet guerrillas 

called themselves, received covert backing from the United States, 

Saudi Arabia, and Pakistan, the Russians were ultimately defeated. 
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01 China, April 1938. Second Sino- 

Japanese War (1937–1945). Robert 

Capa holding his 35mm Contax 

camera on a Japanese tank captured 

at the Battle of Tai’erzhuang. © Inter-

national Center of Photography.

02 Elliott Erwitt. 1956. David Seymour.

03 George Rodger. Chad, 1949. 

© Georges Rodger

04 George Hoyningen-Huene. New York 

City, 1935. Henri Cartier-Bresson. 

© Collection HCB/FRM. 

BLOOD AND HOPE05 Robert Capa. Spain, Córdoba front, 

September 5, 1936. Falling soldier. 

© Robert Capa
/
International Center 

of Photo g raphy

 06 Gerda Taro. Spain, August 1936. 

Republican militiawoman. © Inter-

national Center of Photography

07 David Seymour. Spain, Extremadura, 

1936. A peasant woman listens atten-

tively to a political speech. 
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Th eir troop withdrawal from Afghanistan in 1988–89 was an ignomini-

ous chapter for a superpower that had previously experienced only 

victories. From that moment on, the image of inviolable power that 

had sustained the Soviet Union for six decades began to crumble, and 

soon imploded. Afghanistan, too, had been permanently altered by the 

experience. Before long, the violence that had been unleashed there 

would fi nd expression in new and unexpected ways.

Th e public dismantling of the Berlin Wall in 1989 was the unexpected 

coup de théâtre in a drama that brought about the collapse of Com-

munism and the end of the Soviet Union itself a mere two years later. 

Magnum veterans Burt Glinn and René Burri were on hand in Berlin to 

document the historic occasion, alongside younger members Raymond 

Depardon and Mark Power. Freed from the toxic fog of repression and 

enforced homogeneity that had concealed the mosaic of diverse reli-

gions, ethnicities, and nationalities within the old USSR, fi fteen new 

nations emerged; so did new confl icts, and new revolutions. In the 

rump regimes of the Soviet bloc, in countries like Poland, Romania, 

Czechoslovakia, and Hungary, the winds of change also swept away the 

old guard. Magnum phot ographers Ian Berry, John Vink, Jean Gaumy, 

and Leonard Freed chronicled the rapidly unfolding events. Most 

extraordinarily, these revolutions were largely violence-free.

Th e peaceful Tiananmen Square protest by students and activists 

calling for a democratic opening in China also occurred that year, but 

with a vastly diff erent outcome to the uprisings in Europe. Th e seven-

week-long protest in central Beijing was the fi rst such event to take place 

in China in view of the outside world since Mao’s 1949 revolutionary 

victory. It ended, of course, amidst tanks and 

gunfi re, with many hundreds of protesters 

dead and thousands more imprisoned. Stuart 

Franklin and Patrick Zachmann were both on 

hand to capture the fl eeting moment of hope. 

Within a few years, China would have another 

revolution, but it would be economic, not polit-

ical, and be commanded by the very same 

leaders who had ordered the tanks into Tianan-

men Square. 

In the continuing chaos of Afghanistan of the 

early nineties, the Islamist “holy warriors” who 

had fought and beaten the Soviets in Afghan-

istan found themselves at the vanguard of 

a growing network of militant Islam. Disgrun-

tled Muslims from around the world began fol-

lowing the jihadist ideals of the wealthy Saudi 

radical Osama bin Laden, who had gained fi ght-

ing experience in Afghanistan and formed an 

organization known as Al Qaeda. As bin Laden 

launched his spectacular anti-Western terror-

ist strikes across the world in the coming years—eventually reach-

ing as far away as New York City and Washington, D.C.—his army of 

followers also expanded. Th ese extremists, who regard themselves as 

legitimate revolutionaries, have violently altered today’s world, with 

consequences yet to come.

Afghanistan itself has become a battleground of history, a place of 

endless confl ict. Magnum veterans like Steve McCurry, Abbas, and 

Larry Towell, who began photographing there decades ago, continue to 

chronicle its miseries today, joined by Magnum newcomers like Chris 

Steele-Perkins, Th omas Dworzak, and others. 

Th e latest generation of Magnum photographers, who range in age 

from their late twenties to their early forties, were mostly still school-

children when Communism collapsed. Th ey learned their craft in 

the complex proving ground that became its messy aftermath in the 

Caucasus, in the breakup of Yugoslavia, and in the wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan that followed the terrorist attacks of 9/11. Even as those 

confl icts came and went, the unresolved stresses of the Soviet breakup 

has—like shifting tectonic plates setting off  tremors—provoked a series of 

so-called Color Revolutions against the entrenched autocracies in places 

like Georgia (Rose) and Ukraine (Orange) and Kyrgyzstan (Pink), each 

documented closely by the German-born Th omas Dworzak.

In early 2011, revolution unexpectedly swept the Arab world. It 

began in Tunisia with the suicide protest of a Tunisian fruit vendor, 

and within weeks the country’s dictator had been toppled. Th e unrest 

quickly spread throughout North Africa and the Middle East to Egypt, 

Bahrain, Libya, Yemen, and Syria in a revolt that became known as 
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the Arab Spring. Since the beginning, 

Dworzak and contemporaries like Alex 

Majoli, Moises Saman, Paolo Pellegrin, 

associate Peter van Agtmael, and nominee 

Dominic Nahr have spread out to cover 

the remarkable phenomenon. 

In April 2011, along with an American 

photographer friend, Chris Hondros, the 

British photographer Tim Hetherington, a 

Magnum initiate, was killed while cover-

ing the siege of the Libyan city of Misrata 

by Qaddafi ’s forces. It was a tragic loss of 

a talented young man just entering his 

prime, a reminder that revolutions can be 

dramatic, life-changing events, and also, 

for all too many, life-ending.

In the end, with stunning visual 

potency, this book reveals that what we 

think of as “revolution” has not really 

changed in the past sixty-fi ve years. 

From the carbine-wielding youngsters of 

Budapest to the slogan-chanting crowds 

in Tahrir Square, it comes down to a public confrontation between a sig-

nifi cant minority of civilians with their rulers, often at the risk of their 

lives. Other aspects of revolution have changed dramatically. What 

would the Hungarian rebels in 1956 have been able to do with Twitter, 

Facebook, or YouTube at their disposal? Or with access to the 24-hour 

television broadcasts on Al Jazeera and CNN? For that matter, what 

would the Syrians, Libyans, and the Egyptians of the Arab Spring have 

done without them? 

Th e capture and gruesome public murder in October 2011 of Libya’s 

fugitive despot Muammar Qaddafi  at the hands of Libyan revolu tionaries 

was perhaps the most eloquent example of how, to quote the nine-

teenth-century French novelist Alphonse Karr, “the more things 

change, the more they stay the same.” Qaddafi  was discovered hiding in 

a drainage pipe and dragged out by his captors, who then beat, stabbed, 

and fi nally shot him to 

death in the ignoble, time- 

honored ways of all violent 

mobs. Around Qaddafi  men 

screamed and keened with 

bloodlust like human wolves 

at a kill, and all of it, bar a 

few blank moments here 

and there, was recorded on 

camera phones, in videos 

and still shots, and then 

circulated around the world—much of it in near-real time. What we 

must conclude is this: whatever the means to revolution at our disposal, 

however possessed we are of digital-age technology, we are still com-

posed of blood and guts, and that, in the end, is the stuff  that most revo-

lutions, for better or worse, are made from. 

No Magnum photographer was there on the grubby outskirts of 

Sirte to witness and record Qaddafi ’s fi nal moments of life, but we all 

saw what happened anyway. Th is, increasingly, is how the up-close-

and-personal realities of modern confl ict are being covered, either by 

ordinary citizens or the combatants themselves, fi lming what they are 

seeing and doing, and then uploading it and making it instantly avail-

able to millions of viewers via the Internet. 

Is it possible that this revolution in technology will make Magnum’s 

extraordinary group of photojournalists redundant within a few years 

time? Perhaps. It is still too early to know. Th is book, meanwhile, is 

a testament to a remarkable period in human history, one that was 

chronicled by an equally remarkable group of men and women. We may 

not see anything like it again. 
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08 René Burri. Cuba, Havana, 1963. 

Ernesto “Che” Guevara, Argentine 

politician and Cuban minister of 

industry (1961–65), during an 

exclusive interview in his offi ce.

09 Tim Hetherington. Libya, April 2011. 

Self-portrait.

10 Moises Saman. Syria, Aleppo, 

July 2012.
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PAOLO PELLEGRIN

Paolo Pellegrin was born in Rome in 

1964. He studied architecture at 

L’Università la Sapienza in his hometown, 

but after three years he decided to 

change career directions and left to study 

photography.

From 1991 to 2001, Pellegrin was rep-

resented by Agence Vu. He became 

a Magnum nominee in 2001 and a full 

member in 2005. He is a contract photo g-

rapher for Newsweek magazine. 

Pellegrin is winner of many awards, 

including nine World Press Photo awards 

and numerous Photographer of the Year 

awards, a Leica Medal of Excellence, an 

Olivier Rebbot Award, the Hansel Meith 

Prize, and the Robert Capa Gold Medal 

Award. In 2006, he was assigned the W. 

Eugene Smith Grant in Humanistic Pho-

tog raphy.

His books include Paolo Pellegrin 

(2012), Dies Irae (2011), Paolo Pellegrin 

(2010); As I Was Dying (2007), Double 

Blind (2007), Kosovo 1999–2000: The 

Flight of Reason (2002), L’au delà est 

là (2001), Cambogia (1998), and Bambini 

(1997).

01−03 Egypt, Cairo, February 2
−13, 

2011. Anti-Mubarak demonstrations 

in Tahrir Square.

04–10 Tunisia-Libya border, February 

26
–
March 1, 2011. Tunisian, Egyptian, 

and other nationals fl ee Libya during 

fi ghting between rebels and pro-

Qaddafi  forces and arrive at the border 

crossing in Ras Jdir near Ben Gardane.

THE BEGINNING

With a single slap, a Tunisian bylaw offi cer unleashed a force so powerful that dictators fi rmly ensconced in 

Arab palaces for decades suddenly began to topple like rotten trees.

Mohamed Bou’azizi scratched out a living hawking fruits and vegetables from a pushcart on the streets 

of Sidi Bouzid, a dead-end town smack in the center of Tunisia. At age twenty-six he was like most young 

men there, unable to fi nd a good job in an economy that was a fi efdom for President Zine El Abidine Ben 

Ali, his relatives, and the rest of the ruling elite. On December 17, 2010, Bou’azizi was selling his fruit when 

Faida Hamdy, a forty-fi ve-year-old inspector with an exemplary record as a civic employee, decided to 

tell Bou’azizi to shove off. There was a tussle as Hamdy tried to seize Bou’azizi’s apples and he struggled 

to retain what was rightfully his, along with any dignity he had left. Two other offi cers intervened and left 

with the hawker’s electronic scales. He went to the municipal authorities with other vendors as backup to 

reclaim his property, but the system slapped him down again. So Bou’azizi went and got some gasoline, 

doused himself, and set himself on fi re. Fortunately for history, and the long, painful struggle for democracy 

across the Arab world, several people who watched the self-immolation in horror also clicked on their cell-

phone cameras. For, if not for twenty-fi rst-century technology and social networking, the age-old humili-

ation of a slap and the sacrifi cial scream for justice that followed probably would have passed unnoticed 

beyond the dusty streets of Sidi Bouzid.

Ben Ali’s regime certainly tried to keep it all quiet. And after enjoying years of warm support from West-

ern democracies, Bou’azizi and the fi rst local protests that his death inspired couldn’t have seemed like 

much more than a minor annoyance. But videos posted on the Internet quickly drew viewers from across 

the country, through the Arab region, and around the world. Ben Ali stood his ground through a month of 

protest, declaring a state of emergency in a pathetic defense of twenty-three years of dictatorship. The 

revolution fi nally succeeded on January 14, 2011, when the deposed president tried to fl ee to France with 

his wife Leïla and their three children. Their plane was denied permission to land. They ended up in Saudi 

Arabia. Tunisian authorities asked for Ben Ali’s return on charges of drug traffi cking and money laundering. 

The couple has been sentenced in absentia to lengthy prison sentences for crimes including murder and 

inciting violence. The revolution Bou’azizi sparked, with a simple decision not to turn the other cheek any 

more, would engulf several Arab dictatorships and bring freedom to millions.
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TAHRIR SQUARE

Just like the biblical David versus Goliath, Egypt’s revolution was all 

about the little guys armed with rocks defeating a giant of a dicta-

tor. Inspired by another North African uprising, in Tunisia, Egyp-

tians fl ooded central Cairo’s Tahrir Square on January 25, 2011. Tens of 

thousands of demonstrators converged on the square from all direc-

tions, demanding their president of thirty years step down, and Hosni 

Mubarak did what dictators do. He tried to strike fear in them, sending 

in legions of riot police to beat, tear-gas, and stun them with concus-

sion grenades. Mubarak had always proven a skilled master of cowing 

his people, but not this time. While many fl ed that fi rst onslaught, many 

others dug in for a long fi ght to the fi nish. Struggling to hold the square 

in those early hours, soon dodging live bullets, the protesters built up 

the arsenal that would set them free: an endless supply of rocks. Many 

of their fi rst missiles were stones that had surrounded gardens in the 

square. Others were broken pieces of concrete from a nearby building 

site or chunks of the curb ripped out by the bare hands of young men 

who would not surrender. Th ey built barricades of twisted steel rail-

ings, even corrugated metal, fl imsy enough to fl ap in a stiff  breeze. Paolo 

Pellegrin photographed one man who had taken a small, thin piece of 

board, added some twine, and strapped it to his forearm as a shield. 

“It spoke to the essence of this revolution, which was truly one of the 

people,” the photographer says. “Especially initially, these were for the 

most part young people, students, and also regular employees, just nor-

mal people with no association with any sorts of extremist groups.”

As Mubarak teetered, civilians were fi ghting civilians in lethal 

melees. Crowds of his supporters fought toe to toe with protest-

ers determined to topple a ruthless, former military man, a survivor 

who had long enjoyed the backing of the world’s most powerful coun-

tries. He opened up the jails to let hardened criminals help fi ght his last 

battles for him. Like medieval armies, surging forward, falling back, 

regaining ground, the protesters fought for every inch of the square. 

And the core of the revolutionaries didn’t fl inch, not as the death toll 

mounted, not even when Mubarak’s fi ghter planes buzzed low over 

the square in a desperate show of force. “It became, in those weeks, 

the center of the country, a factual and symbolic space where this fi nal 

struggle was taking place,” Pellegrin says.

It took eighteen days, and many casualties, for the revolution to suc-

ceed. But as soon as Mubarak had announced he was ceding power, and 

the more civic-minded protesters began replacing the rocks around 

Tahrir Square’s gardens, the uneasy questions began: Did the yelling 

people chase Mubarak out, or did the military quietly push him aside. 

Was it a revolution or a coup?
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Born in Ravenna, Italy in 1971, Alex Majoli 

joined the F45 Studio in Ravenna at the 

age of fi fteen, working alongside Daniele 

Casadio. While studying at the art insti-

tute in his hometown he joined the Grazia 

Neri Agency and traveled to Yugoslavia to 

document the confl ict. He returned to the 

region many times over the next few 

years, covering major events in Kosovo 

and Albania. 

Majoli graduated from art school in 

1991. Three years later, he made an inti-

mate portrayal of the closing of an insane 

asylum on the island of Leros, Greece, 

which became his fi rst book, Leros (1999). 

In 1995 Majoli went to South America for 

several months to photograph for his on-

going personal project, Requiem in Samba, 

and in 1998 he started the project Hotel 

Marinum, on life in harbor cities around the 

world, and also began working on a series 

of short fi lms and documentaries. 

After becoming a full member of 

Magnum Photos in 2001, Majoli covered 

the fall of the Taliban regime in Afghani-

stan, and two years later the invasion of 

Iraq. He continues to document various 

confl icts worldwide for Newsweek, the 

New York Times Magazine, Granta, and 

National Geographic.

Majoli participated in the successful 

exhibition and installation Off Broadway 

in New York in 2004, which subsequently 

traveled to France and Germany. He also 

participated in a project for the French 

Ministry of Culture entitled BPS, or Bio-

Position System, about the social trans-

formation of the city of Marseilles. A proj-

ect completed in 2010, Libera me, is a 

refl ection on the human condition.

11 Tunisia, Tunis, January 18, 2011. Riots 

between police and demonstrators.

12 Egypt, Cairo, February 4, 2011. Anti-

government protesters clash with 

Mubarak supporters.

13 Tunisia, Tunis, January 18, 2011. Riots 

between police and demonstrators.

14 Egypt, Cairo, November 2011. 

Mohamed Mahmoud Street.

15 Egypt, Cairo, February 5, 2011. Almost 

two weeks after the uprising began, 

protesters were back in Tahrir Square.

16 Egypt, Cairo, November 2011. 

Mohamed Mahmoud Street, one of the 

main streets leading to Tahrir Square.

17 Tunisia-Libya border, Ras Jdir border 

crossing, March 3, 2011. Egyptian 

workers who had been residing in Libya 

cross the border into Tunisia. They were 

desperate to get onto a bus after days 

of traveling to escape fi ghting in Libya. 

18 Libya, Tripoli, 2011. Inside the control 

room of the Istikhbarat, the former 

security service.

THE FACEBOOK REVOLUTION

Th e pressures that exploded into revolution in Tunisia built for decades. What changed before the revolt was 

a new generation’s discovery of social media’s power. Like shotgun barrels, they channeled forces for change 

into blasts strong enough to topple a well-entrenched regime. Arab youth, frustrated by unemployment and 

a kleptocratic elite, were hardly unique to Tunisia. A key diff erence there in 2011 was the breadth of and depth 

of education, which produced a well-established intelligentsia with a world view, photographer Alex Majoli 

says. “Th ere have always been political activists, who have never been repressed the way they were in Libya 

or Egypt, for instance,” he says. “Th ere has always been a link between French society and Tunisia in cultural 

and intellectual exchanges. In bars, they talk about social and political issues. And they care.” While people 

across the Arab world were certainly aware they didn’t enjoy the same rights as people in democratic soci-

eties, the Internet brought the gaping chasm into stark relief. Th en it was harder to puff  on the café shisha, 

shrug your soldiers, and sigh “Inshallah,” God willing, tomorrow might be a brighter day, Majoli says. “Th e 

young generation, the Facebook generation, were most of the people on the street,” he recalls. “Th e old peo-

ple supported them, I would not say physically, but morally. Before, they didn’t have the structure, and orga-

nization, that social media give you. Th e secret police were really effi  cient.”

Tunisia also gave Majoli an early glimpse of the chaos when neighboring Libya’s dictatorship began to 

unravel. Th e lowest people on the economic ladder were foreign laborers, the cleaners, garbage collectors, con-

struction workers, and others who did the “dirty jobs.” Th ey came from numerous countries, including Egypt 

and China, but those from Bangladesh were among the worst off  as they fl ed the fi ghting with little hope of help 

from their government. “Many of the Bangladeshis arrived without passports. Th ey’d been robbed, they had 

no representation in Tunisia and they were stuck in a kind of limbo. Th ey were refugees of modern slavery.”

As the refugees did whatever they could to escape Libya, Majoli worked to get in, which he managed to 

do from Egypt. He moved with an unlikely rebel force made up largely of students, teachers, engineers, and 

shopkeepers, the sort of people who had never held guns before but were now battling heavy armor and 

rockets. Journalists who knew more of war often had to tell them how to fi ght on a front line. “Without the 

foreign countries’ bombing, the Libyan rebels wouldn’t have made a single step forward,” Majoli says. Th e 

purest moment of revolution for him was in Cairo’s Tahrir Square, when dictator Hosni Mubarak announced 

he would cede power, and, for a moment, the people could celebrate victory.
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MUBARAK’S FALL

The Arab world of the 1950s and 1960s was seething with revolu-

tionary fervor. A favorite saying, which described a kind of intellectual 

division of labor as radical new ideas fl ourished across the region, 

proffered that “Cairo writes, Beirut prints, and Baghdad reads.”

Egypt’s capital was a hotbed of dissent that threatened regimes 

across the region, foremost among them the vision of pan-Arab unity 

trumpeted by Egypt’s then-president Gamal Abdel Nasser. Arab 

dis unity won out, but Cairo remained fertile ground for seditious 

thought and writing, with Islamists now dominating the discussion 

instead of leftists. Propped up by Western aid, Egyptian governments 

banned, and drove underground, organizations such as the Muslim 

Brotherhood, which argued that more faithful adherence to Islam in 

government and daily life would solve the myriad problems facing Arab 

societies. On October 6, 1981, a little over two years after he made a 

historic peace with Israel, President Anwar Sadat was assassinated by 

militant Islamists as he watched the annual national parade. Vice 

President Hosni Mubarak immediately assumed power, and did every-

thing he could to hold onto it for close to thirty years. 

Mubarak rose to the top through the ranks of the military, long the 

power behind the throne in Egypt. The former Air Force commander 

was a trusted American ally, which helped Mubarak grease the wheels 

of repression with billions of dollars in military and development aid. 

But as Mubarak and his cronies enriched themselves, Egypt’s econ-

omy stagnated. In Cairo, a chaotic city of some nine million people, 

more than half of the jobless had a basic university degree or better, 

according to the Egyptian government. That growing, stifl ed class of 

young and educated yet chronically unemployed Egyptians was at a 

boiling point when Tunisians rewrote the old saying about Cairo writ-

ers leading the way. In the second decade of the twenty-fi rst century, 

revolutionary change was driven by web blogs, tweets, and videos 

racing in real time across the Internet. It started with mass protests in 

Tunisia, sparked by the self-immolation of a humiliated street hawker 

in December 2010. Among many veteran observers, the early read-

ing of Tunisia’s Jasmine Revolution was that it likely wouldn’t spread 

far. Mubarak seemed as safe as ever. The military, and Western allies, 

were comfortable with him, so he needn’t worry, the thinking went. 

Tens of thousands of anti-Mubarak demonstrators occupied down-

town Cairo’s Tahrir Square on January 25, 2011. Within days, the 

crowd had swollen to an estimated half a million people despite gov-

ernment intimidation and efforts to sever Internet social networks. 

On February 11, Mubarak announced he would relinquish power. It 

seemed People Power had triumphed again. But what many thought 

was a revolution, began to look more like a cynically orchestrated 

military coup.
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