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Civil Disobedience and Civil Rights—Guide to Responding 
 

 
1. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Up until the 1960s, the United States generally accepted public and private acts of racial 
discrimination of African Americans.  The first included slavery, and after the Civil War 
this was transformed to include segregation, barriers to voting, inequality before the law, 
and other expressions of white supremacy.  While organized attempts to protest 
government inaction on these laws and practices had been underway both before and 
after slavery, the first full-scale civil rights movement, led by and for African Americans, 
occurred between approximately 1955 and 1968.   While millions around the country 
(and worldwide) were involved in this effort, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., is historically 
viewed as the preeminent leader of the American Civil Rights Movement.  The goal of 
the movement was to outlaw racial discrimination and voting rights to African 
Americans—a group who had been legally, socially, politically, and economically 
oppressed for hundreds of years. 
 
King dedicated himself to the principles of nonviolent resistance, believing that it was 
the most effective weapon against a racist and unjust social system.  As a result, the 
most critical aspect of the movement’s protests involved acts of mass civil 
disobedience—marches, enrolling black students in white-only public schools, sit-ins at 
segregated lunch counters, bus boycotts, and “freedom rides,” in which civil rights 
activists rode buses into the segregated South to challenge local laws or customs that 
enforced segregation.  Law enforcement generally responded to these breaches 
through mob violence, arrests, and police brutality.  Most of the South’s white population 
endorsed these responses, while many in the North were supportive of the movement 
as a whole and dismayed at witnessing the use of force on unarmed and peaceful 
protesters (much of which was played out on the evening news).  
 
Political leaders of the time reacted to the movement in various ways.  Some, fearful of 
alienating Southern voters, promoted the preservation of the status quo, while others, 
most notably President Lyndon Johnson, responded by making civil rights legislation a 
central component of public policy agenda.  The movement’s use of nonviolence was 
praised by its supporters and, in many cases, admired by opponents.  Eventually, the 
movement was able to gain enough social and political support (and sympathy) to 
achieve many of its goals.  Noted achievements of the civil rights movement included 
the judicial victory in the Brown v. Board of Education case, which nullified the legal 
article of “separate but equal” and made segregation legally impermissible; passage of 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which banned discrimination in employment practices; 
public accommodations’ passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which restored 
voting rights; and passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1968, which banned discrimination 
in the sale or rental of housing. 
 
2. Alice Paul 
Throughout most of U.S. history, women were not legally permitted to vote.  It was 
widely assumed that the political arena was not a proper place for women, whose roles 
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were relegated to taking care of the home and family.  To be sure, the legal rights of 
women, particularly voting rights, were not even worth a mention in the drafting of the 
U.S. Constitution.  However, there always existed women who advocated for suffrage 
rights and some were lawfully able to do so.  The first women to vote in the United 
States lived in New Jersey, immediately after 1776, when the state constitution's 
suffrage requirements included all “free inhabitants” meeting property requirements.  
Women with property used this loophole to vote in New Jersey until the state legislature 
ended women’s voting in 1807.  It was not until 1848 that women in the antislavery 
movement turned their sights on their own rights, most notably at the Seneca Falls 
Women’s Rights Convention.  It was here they adopted the “Declaration of Sentiments,” 
which was modeled after the Declaration of Independence.  However, suffrage was a 
still distant goal in 1848.  Instead, the women’s rights movement focused on expanding 
the legal rights of women within the family and guaranteeing their property rights. 
 
By the early twentieth century, a handful of states had extended suffrage rights to 
women.  By this time, the suffrage movement was more solidly organized.  A number of 
notable women were at the movement’s forefront, including Alice Paul, whose goal was 
for a constitutional amendment allowing women the right to vote.  After leaving the 
National American Women Suffrage Association, where her methods of agitation 
created tension, Paul and her colleagues formed the National Women’s Party (NWP) 
and began introducing some of the nonviolent resistance methods used by the 
suffragists in Britain.  The NWP staged the first political protest by picketing the White 
House.  The picketers, known as “Silent Sentinels,” held banners demanding the right to 
vote; they were subsequently arrested on charges of “obstructing traffic,” and they were 
convicted and incarcerated.  In protest of the jail’s conditions, Paul commenced a 
hunger strike, which led to her being moved to the prison’s psychiatric ward and force-
fed.  This, combined with the continuing demonstrations and attendant press coverage, 
kept pressure on the Woodrow Wilson administration.  In addition, many Americans 
were upset at the sight of peacefully protesting middle- and upper-class white women 
receiving such rough treatment by police.   
 
In January 1918, Wilson announced that women’s suffrage was urgently needed as a 
“war measure,” and he strongly urged Congress to pass the legislation.  In 1920, after 
coming down to one vote in the state of Tennessee, the Nineteenth Amendment to the 
U.S. Constitution secured the vote for women.  Alice Paul and the NWP aimed at 
winning dramatic publicity for their cause, which eventually helped them gain support 
and achieve their goal.  
 
3. Nelson Mandela 
Apartheid was a system of racial segregation enforced in South Africa between 1948 
and 1994, under which the rights of the majority “nonwhite” inhabitants of South Africa 
were curtailed and white supremacy and Afrikaner (white) minority rule was maintained.  
Apartheid, as an official policy, was introduced in 1948.  New legislation classified 
inhabitants into racial groups, and residential areas were segregated, sometimes by 
means of forced removals.  Nonwhite political representation was completely abolished 
in 1970, and black people were deprived of their citizenship, legally becoming citizens of 
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one of ten tribally based self-governing homelands. The government segregated 
education, medical care, beaches, and other public services. 
 
Apartheid sparked significant internal resistance and violence as well as a long trade 
embargo against South Africa.  Since the 1950s, a series of popular uprisings and 
protests were met with the banning of opposition movements and the imprisonment of 
anti-apartheid leaders.  As unrest spread and became more violent, the government 
responded with increasing repression and state-sponsored violence.  Nelson Mandela 
initially was not a pacifist. In 1961, he became leader of the armed wing of the African 
National Congress (ANC), a political organization which felt violence was necessary to 
combat what passive protest had failed to quell.  Subsequently, Mandela was arrested, 
convicted, and sentenced to life in prison.  He served 27 years. 
 
It was during these years of imprisonment when Mandela embraced civil disobedience 
and nonviolent resistance.  At this time, the vision of Gandhi and the belief in the 
Satyagraha (truth-power) had particular resonance in South Africa, which had a likewise 
oppressed Indian population.  With the philosophy of Gandhi as his guide, he meditated 
on how to better the social situation in Africa.  Mandela turned down numerous offers of 
freedom in return for accepting political compromises that fell short of fully dismantling 
the system of apartheid.   
 
From the 1960s to the mid-1980s, the government continued to implement a series of 
reforms to further oppress South Africans.  These actions were criticized internationally 
and helped to win anti-apartheid favor around the world.  From his prison cell, Mandela 
organized such notable events as the 1989 Purple Rain Protest and the Cape Town 
Peace March.  Afterward, Mandela pushed the government to engage in conversations 
with exiled ANC leaders.  President F. W. de Klerk made the decision to release 
Mandela in 1990.  Soon after, de Klerk began negotiations to end apartheid, culminating 
in multiracial democratic elections in 1994, in which Mandela was elected president.  In 
a life of personal sacrifice, he dedicated himself to the struggle against apartheid in 
South Africa, using civil disobedience as his spiritual guide.  
 
4.  Mohandas Gandhi 
Before the beginning of the Indian independence movement, which lasted from 1857 
until 1947, India had never known political freedom.  Foreign rulers had occupied the 
country for its entire history.  By the time the British took over the area, the natives of 
India had grown restless with having no say in any political decisions.  The natives were 
subject to racism and the enforcement of Christianity by the British.  The first major step 
that the Indians took toward their freedom was forming the Indian National Congress, 
which showed the British that the Indians were serious about achieving their freedom.  
 
Although Gandhi was not the originator of the principle of civil disobedience, he was the 
first to apply it in the political field on a large scale.  Gandhi also strove to practice 
nonviolence and truth in all situations, and he advocated that others do the same.  He 
first employed nonviolent civil disobedience as a lawyer in South Africa, where he spent 
20 years opposing discriminatory legislation against the resident Indian community.  
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After his return to India, he set about organizing peasants, farmers, and urban laborers 
in protesting excessive land taxes and discrimination.  Assuming leadership of the 
Indian National Congress in 1921, Gandhi led nationwide campaigns for easing poverty, 
expanding women’s rights, building religious and ethnic solidarity, ending untouchability, 
increasing economic self-reliance, and above all, for achieving Swaraj—the 
independence of India from foreign domination.  Gandhi used various tactics to protest 
for Indian independence, which included week-long fasts, marches, and most 
importantly, nonviolence.  The government responded by arresting masses of 
protesters, including Gandhi, who was sent to prison four times.   
 
Gandhi famously led Indians in protesting the British-imposed salt tax with the 250-mile 
Dandi Salt March in 1930 and later in calling for the British to “Quit India”—a campaign 
calling for immediate independence—in 1942.  Although this campaign had moderate 
success in its objective, the ruthless suppression by British officials combined with the 
newly elected Labour government’s hostility to imperialism, the British gave clear 
indications that power would be transferred to Indian hands.  Additionally, the British 
people seemed unwilling to back a policy of repression in India after World War II.   
 
The work of Gandhi and other independence activists led ultimately to the Indian 
Independence Act of 1947, which created the independent dominions of India and 
Pakistan.  The act witnessed a displacement of up to 12.5 million people in India with an 
estimated 500,000 deaths.  But for Gandhi’s teachings of civil disobedience, the efforts 
of his followers, and his own presence, there would have been much more bloodshed 
during this time and throughout the struggle for independence.  
 
5. Leymah Gbowee 
In 1980, the government of the West African nation of Liberia was overthrown after food 
price riots.  The coup marked the end of dominance by the minority Americo-Liberians, 
who had ruled since the country’s independence, but it also heralded a period of 
instability.  By the late 1980s, arbitrary rule, economic instability, a struggle to control 
natural resources, and deep-rooted rivalries among various ethnic groups culminated in 
civil war.  President Charles Taylor, a ruthless warlord, and his militia overran much of 
the country.  Fighting intensified as rebels splintered and battled each other.  With only 
brief respites, the war lasted from 1989 to 2003, when Taylor was forced into exile.  
 
In  2002, Leymah Gbowee was recognized as the spokeswoman and inspirational 
leader of the Women of Liberia Mass Action for Peace, described as a peace movement 
that started with local women praying and singing in a fish market.  Working across 
religious and ethnic lines, Gbowee led thousands of Christian and Muslim women to 
gather and pray for peace.  They eventually held daily nonviolent demonstrations and 
sit-ins in defiance of orders from President Taylor.  In a highly risky move, the women 
finally occupied a field that Taylor traveled twice daily.  To make themselves more 
recognizable as a group, all of the women wore white hair ties along with T-shirts that 
were white, signifying peace, with the WIPNET logo. Taylor finally granted a hearing for 
the women on April 23, 2003.  With more than 2,000 women massed outside his 
mansion, Gbowee was the person designated to make their case to him. 



  
  The Saylor Foundation 5  

 
Gbowee also led a delegation of Liberian women to Ghana to put pressure on the 
warring factions during the peace-talk process.  First sitting outside, with no progress 
made and violence continuing in Liberia, Gbowee led dozens of women, eventually 
swelling to hundreds, inside the hotel where they held signs.  Gbowee passed a 
message to the lead mediator, that the women would interlock their arms and remain 
seated in the hallway, holding the delegates “hostage” until a peace agreement was 
reached.  When the men tried to leave the hall, Gbowee and her allies threatened to rip 
their clothes off, fully aware that it was considered a curse in Africa for a married or 
elderly woman to deliberately bare herself.  With the mediator’s support, the women 
remained sitting outside the negotiating room during the following days, ensuring that 
the peace talks would continue in good faith.  The Liberian war officially ended weeks 
later, with the signing of the Accra Comprehensive Peace Agreement in 2003.  Gbowee 
and the other Liberian women activists were treated as national heroines by Liberians 
for weeks following the signing of the peace agreement.  In recognition of her 
"nonviolent struggle for the safety of women and for women’s rights to full participation 
in peace-building work,” Gbowee was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2011. 
 
 
 
 
 


