
Civil Disobedience/ 
Passive Resistance 

 
“ the ACTIVE, PROFESSED REFUSAL of a 
citizen to obey certain laws, demands, 
orders or commands of a government” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Active: It can’t be an accident; you 

must have considered your moral 

position before taking action 

Refusal: You must disobey a 

specific injustice, and by doing 

that, highlight the injustice. 

Professed: Everyone must know 

what you’re doing as you are 

doing it. It can’t be ‘covert’. 

Thinking about Contrasts: 

That same L.O. asks you to 

consider “someone who 

proposed the use of 

violence against an 

undemocratic state, such as 

Nelson Mandela”. But how 

could we think of those 

contrasts in a (Northern) 

Irish context? 

How is it seen in the spec? 

Learning Outcome 3.1 asks 

students to consider ways 

to make “a Positive impact 

on society”, including 

“Someone who used Civil 

Disobedience such as 

Gandhi.” But you must put 

them in context of other 

approaches… 

One of the earliest proponents of Civil Disobedience was Henry David Thoreau, who wrote a famous essay called 

“Resistance to Civil Government”, (‘Civil Disobedience’ for short), where he argues that individuals shouldn’t 

allow governments to overrule their personal consciences, and that they have a duty to stand up and not let the 

government to make them the “agents of injustice”.  

Key to this idea was: → To do nothing is to stop injustice is the same as actively supporting injustice.  

To find out more about Thoreau, watch the “School of Life” video & complete the worksheet on the next page. 

The person to take this to the next level was Mohandas K Gandhi, author of “Hind Swaraj” (“Indian Home 

Rule”) in 1909. Gandhi was an Indian-born, English trained lawyer. Initially, he used that legal training to 

promote the rights of Indians working in Colonial South Africa, before returning to India to work with the 

Indian “Congress” Party towards freeing India from its position within the British Empire. 

He used the term ‘Satyagraha’, which means ‘truth force’. 

One of Gandhi’s biographers says Satyagraha means ‘to be strong not with the strength of the brute but with the 
strength of the spark of God’.  Gandhi called it ‘the vindication of truth not by infliction of suffering on the 

opponent but on one’s self’. The goal is to convince the opponent and not to crush him, to convert the opponent, 
who must be ‘weaned from error by patience and sympathy’. 

 

Examine, and take notes on the following campaigns of Civil Disobedience that Gandhi organized: 

 

 
Protest against the “Asiatic 

Registration Bill” of 1906 

His use of “Hunger Strikes” in a 

number of different contexts  

His famous “Salt March” (1930) in 

protest at British Taxation 

In Hind Swaraj, and in his subsequent campaigns, Gandhi turned our normal understanding of political power 

on its head. It stops being seen as a binary – oppressor ‘vs’ oppressed and begins to work in a more complex 

manner. The goal of Civil Disobedience is NOT to turn the coercive power of the state against itself (as had 

been seen in other revolutions, such as the French ‘Reign of Terror’). 

 Imagine the following through process: 

Instead of seeking to 

‘attack’ the oppressor, 

the Civil Disobedience 

campaign INVITES the 

coercive power of the 

state to suppress the 

protestors themselves. 

They put their body on 

the line (literally) & invite 

suffering on themselves… 

By doing this, the 

campaign hopes to make 

the state reveal how 

much it relies on 

COERCION (the use of 

force) to oppress others. 

This might take the form 

of imprisonment, being 

beaten by riot police, or 

attacked in another way… 

By pulling back the veil, 

or pretence that they 

hold ‘liberal values’, this 

turns the question back 

onto the oppressors and 

asks “Can you live with 

this level of coercion?” By 

suppressing the 

campaign, the oppressors 

brutalize themselves… 

It also pressurizes those 

people supporting the 

oppressors (for Gandhi 

this was the British 

public) into seeing what 

was really happening. 

They can no longer 

deceive themselves. “Are 

you happy for the state to 

do this in your name?” 

In other words, the oppressed say: we can take whatever punishment you can mete out, how long can you 

keep this up, knowing that you look really bad when you do this? The AUDIENCE is crucial 



  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How might Gandhi’s ideas be seen in a different context? What about the case of Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King? 

Analysis 

 

AUDIENCE 

OPPRESSOR 

OPPRESSED 

In this case, the ‘Oppressors’ were the 

“segregationists” in the southern states in 

America who were enforcing “Jim Crow Laws” 

that actively discriminated against African 

Americans in a whole range of ways, like separate 

schools, water fountains, and seats on busses… 

The ‘Oppressed’ were the “African 

Americans” in the south who suffered that 

discrimination. They organized into groups 

like the NAACP, the SCLC, and the MIA to 

try and overcome their unequal treatment. 

Having read Gandhi, MLK thought that Civil 

Disobedience was the path to victory… 
The ‘Audience’ for these actions were 

threefold. Firstly, King wanted to show 

everyone in the south that their 

‘genteel’ lifestyle involved inflicting 

pain and indignity. Secondly, he wanted 

to show Americans in the Northern 

states the kind of country they were a 

part of. Thirdly, he wanted to show the 

world what was happening. On their 

marches, they would chant “The whole 

world is watching” (in this case on TV). 

Tactics: in order to achieve their goals, the Civil Rights movement used a wide range of tactics, 

like Rosa Parks being imprisoned for refusing to give up her seat, organizing marches where they 

knew the police would overreact and fire water cannons at them and set dogs on them. They 

also used the tactic of ‘Sit-Ins’ at segregated restaurants and ‘Freedom Rides’. While King was 

himself imprisoned in Alabama in 1963, he wrote the famous essay “Letter from Birmingham Jail” 

which has the famous phrase: “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.” 

One unavoidable fact emerges here. Both men, Gandhi and Reverend King were ultimately assassinated for their 

beliefs and action. The need for courage in this regard is not an ‘empty’ requirement, but one that takes dedication. 

What about the Irish Context? 

Both mass Civil Disobedience and plans of Passive Resistance are common throughout modern Irish history! 

 Investigate TWO instances of Civil Disobedience in Ireland from the 

following list: 

CD during the Irish War of Independence: 

(https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/mass-civil-disobedience-and-

the-war-of-independence-1.4194171) 

Extinction Rebellion and ‘Green’ Civil Disobedience 

(https://greennews.ie/time-to-rebel-a-call-for-civil-disobedience/) 

John Hume & Civil Rights protests: the Northern Ireland Civil Rights 

Association 

(https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2018/apr/22/lost-moment-

exhibition-northern-ireland-civil-rights-1968-troubles-what-if) 

The “Irish Water Meter” protests in Ireland 

(https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/sites/default/files/assets/docu

ment/TheIrishWaterwar_0.pdf) 

Investigate ONE instances of Hunger Strikes and 

Passive Resistance from the following list: 

Thomas Ashe after the 1916 Rising: 

(https://www.historyireland.com/volume-25/100-

years-ago-thomas-ashe-dies-force-feeding-25-

september-1917/ 

Cork Mayor Terence MacSwiney during the War of 

Independence: (https://www.corkcity.ie/en/cork-

public-museum/visit/upcoming-events/suffering-

the-most-the-life-and-times-of-terence-

macswiney.html) 

Bobby Sands, Political Prisoners, and ‘The Troubles’ 

(https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/timelin

e-of-1981-hunger-strike-1.2555682) 

 

Identify 3 STRENGTHS of the approach to Civil Disobedience 

and Passive Resistance identified by Gandhi and others: 

1. 

 

2. 

 

3. 

Identify 3 WEAKNESES of the approach to Civil Disobedience 

and Passive Resistance identified by Gandhi and others: 

1. 

 

2. 

 

3. 
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School of Life – Civil Disobedience Worksheet 
The YouTube clip can be found at the following link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gugnXTN6-D4 

1. What actions were taken by the newly elected President (James K. Polk) in 1845 that 

caused anger amongst a significant minority of Americans? 

Threatened war against ___________________________________________ 

Disputed the ownership of Oregon with ______________________________ 

2. Polk was a ‘vigorous defender’ of which (now abolished) institution? 

____________________________________________________________________ 

3. Which Massachusetts writer was an ‘especially committed’ opponent of President 

Polk? _______________________________________________________________  

4. Name 2 specific policies that he objected to?  

a. ___________________________________________ 

b. ___________________________________________ 

5. What was the name of the essay published in 1849? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

6. According to the writer, what was the duty of a good citizen? (delete as appropriate) 

a. Stay quiet and respect the will of the majority 

b. Follow their conscience by rejecting blind obedience 

7. What specific act of defiance/civil disobedience did Thoreau take in protest to the act 

of the government? What was the result of this action? 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

8. Complete the quotation: “Under a government which imprisons any unjustly, a true 

place for a just man is _________________________” 

9. Thoreau noted that many others also opposed slavery in their ‘opinions’, but did 

nothing about it. Which of your Pol-Soc key thinkers would share Thoreau’s 

frustrations about this kind of passivity?  

_____________________________________________________________________ 

10.  Thoreau mocked that most legislators, politicians, and lawyers were as likely to serve 

the __________________ instead of ______________________ without intending it. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gugnXTN6-D4


Now that you’ve had an opportunity to get your head around the idea of civil disobedience 

you’ll need to decide for yourself are their aspects of your own government’s actions that 

might require you to undertake a form of civil disobedience in protest. Ask yourself:  

“What would it take for me to feel strongly enough to feel obligated to act?” 
 

Think about how the ideas of Civil Disobedience ‘intersects’ with different parts of the 
course? How, for example, did ‘First Wave’ feminists employ tactics of civil disobedience in 
the pursuit of their goals? What about Vandana Shiva and the Chipko ‘Tree Huggers’?  

 

 
How does this civil disobedience manifest (show) itself in modern Ireland and the wider 
world? You may want to look into a few of the following stories to put them into context. 
(Divide into groups, choosing one article each and report back at the start of the next class.) 

a. Civil Disobedience following Brexit? 
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/nov/28/more-security-on-irish-border-
could-mean-civil-disobedience-sinn-fein-says 

b. Protests at US War Planes at Shannon Airport http://humanrights.ie/international-
lawinternational-human-rights/mary-kelly-and-protest-at-shannon/  

c. Civil Disobedience in Northern Ireland during the struggle for Civil Rights 
http://www.rte.ie/archives/exhibitions/1031-civil-rights-movement-1968-9/  

d. Occupy Wall St. Civil Disobedience activities. 
e. #BlackLivesMatter and their protests and Civil Disobedience 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/history/2020/06/to-enact-change-world-we-
must-protest/ 

f. Keystone pipeline protests: (https://grist.org/climate-energy/the-inside-story-of-
how-the-keystone-fight-was-won/ 
 

Thinking beyond the strict bounds of the course: 
As a final thought, watch this video of Matt Damon read a letter of Howard Zinn, about 
‘Civil Disobedience’ during the War in Vietnam. Do you agree with the author? 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9KxOVy52EiE (or search for ‘Matt Damon on Civil 
Disobedience’ in YouTube.) 
It contains the follow lines which should give you pause for thought:  

 
“Civil disobedience is not our problem. Our problem is civil obedience. Our problem is that people all over the world 
have obeyed the dictates of leaders…and millions have been killed because of this obedience…Our problem is that 
people are obedient all over the world in the face of poverty and starvation and stupidity, and war, and cruelty. Our 
problem is that people are obedient while the jails are full of petty thieves… (and) the grand thieves are running the 
country. That’s our problem.” 
 

As a final thought, for H1 students, you should consider looking into the work of Hannah 
Arendt, whose coverage of the trial of Nazi, Adolf Eichmann, on the charge of Crimes 
Against Humanity, led her to write the book “The Banality of Evil”. Think about this quote: 
“Evil comes from a failure to think. It defies thought for as soon as thought tries to engage itself with evil and 
examine the premises and principles from which it originates, it is frustrated because it finds nothing there. That is 
the banality of evil.” 

 
Finish by asking yourself: “How would Gandhi have responded in the face of Nazism or any 
of the Totalitarian regimes that you will have studied in Junior Cert History?” 
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