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Beyond (and Before) the 
Transnational Turn

Recovering Civil Disobedience 
as Decolonizing Praxis

Erin Pineda

	 Abstract: Can civil disobedience be transnationalized? This question 
presumes civil disobedience to be a fundamentally domestic concept—one 
constitutively tied to both the nation-state and the normative underpinnings 
of liberal, constitutional democracies. This article shows how this assump-
tion mistakes one version of civil disobedience’s twentieth-century intellec-
tual history for the whole of it, and risks reproducing binaries (domestic vs. 
international, democracies vs. non-democracies) that trouble attempts to 
theorize the transnational. Turning to an alternative intellectual history—a 
network of civil rights and anticolonial activists—reveals a novel theory of 
civil disobedience as decolonizing praxis, as well the stakes of these binaries: 
the disavowal of white supremacy as pervasive and durable global structure 
of governance, linking the domestic to the international, and democratic 
rule to domination.

	 Keywords: anticolonialism, civil disobedience, civil rights movement, 
Gandhi, John Rawls, liberal democracy, Martin Luther King, Jr., transnational

Civil Disobedience and the Transnational Turn

Can civil disobedience be transnationalized? This is the urgent question 
posed by scholars about the current landscape of grassroots dissent, as 
people across the globe confront poverty, violence, and statelessness; the 
unaccountable power of exploitative and extractive global industries; 
and ecological crisis at a truly planetary scale. From unauthorized bor-
der-crossings to transnational labor solidarity to climate change activ-
ism, the very movement of contemporary movements transgresses state 
boundaries and the challenges the logics of citizenship, civility, obliga-
tion, and popular sovereignty that are frequently attached to civil dis-
obedience. Consequently, the attention of theorists of civil disobedience 
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12 Democratic Theory � Winter 2022

has recently—and increasingly—turned toward the transnational, in 
order to address struggles over immigration and migrant criminaliza-
tion, against austerity and the unaccountability of supranational finan-
cial and governance institutions, and in the midst of political inaction to 
address the climate crisis (Aitchison 2021; Allen 2011, 2017; Cabrera 2010; 
Celikates 2015, 2019; Cooke 2021; Niesen 2019; Ogunye 2015; O’Sullivan, 
McCausland & Brenton 2017; Scheuerman 2015, 2018, 2019; Smith 2017; 
Smith and Cabrera 2015; Volk 2019).

Yet within this scholarship the application of civil disobedience to 
transnational struggles presents a puzzle: civil disobedience, though long 
deployed by activists across and beyond state boundaries, appears nor-
matively tied to the form of the nation-state—and in particular to the 
justificatory logics, membership conditions, and civic life of liberal, con-
stitutional democracies. Within this framework, civil disobedience is a 
disruptive, dramatic, but ultimately democratic practice that relies on 
the ties between fellow citizens and each other (such that civil disobedi-
ents address themselves to those with whom they share civic relations 
and the status of free, equal members) as well as between citizens and 
the state (such that civil disobedients position themselves as among the 
rightful, collective authors of legitimate laws and policies). The problem, 
as Peter Niesen suggests, is that civil disobedience was “specifically tai-
lored for statist polities,” and formulated as a way to address “citizens’ 
disagreement with existing law” (Niesen 2019: 37). Thus, the question 
is not simply whether civil disobedience can operate transnationally (it 
plainly and obviously does), but how it can be justified and more fully 
conceptualized in this global context given the its specifically, meaning-
fully domestic, normative logic.

This article is an invitation to question the assumptions that pro-
duce the question of transnationalizing civil disobedience as a question 
at all—the idea that civil disobedience is, in some fundamental way, a 
constitutively domestic concept that now requires spatial and normative 
stretching so that it can step beyond borders, and out of its nation-state 
containers. This assumption, while familiar and even unremarkable to 
political philosophers, is striking in the context of a history of civil dis-
obedience—as deployed by activists around the world—that has long 
been transnational, as activists travelled to, strategized with, and adapted 
from one another, and as they conceptualized and sat within structures 
of worldwide scope. Similarly, it stands in stark contrast to decades of em-
pirical political science and sociology research on the strategies, norms, 
and dynamics of transnational activism, which has included amongst its 
“repertoires of contention” direct action, nonviolent resistance, and civil 
disobedience (e.g., Keck and Sikkink 1998; Khagram, Riker, and Sikkink 
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Pineda � Beyond (and Before) the Transnational Turn 13

2002; Olesen 2005, 2011; Tarrow 2012). Why has this transnational, intel-
lectual inheritance not mattered more, or featured more prominently, in 
accounts which attempt to attend to contemporary global structures of 
injustice, or movements which cut across polities and borders?

In what follows, I suggest that the dilemma of transnationalization 
encountered by normative theorists of disobedience is, at least in part, 
a manufactured one—a product of the practices and assumptions of 
political philosophy rather than a necessary entailment of the concept 
itself. I contend that theorists have implicitly constructed civil disobedi-
ence within a “Westphalian frame” (Fraser 2009; Scheuerman 2015) that 
shapes the concept’s context, role, and justification. In part, they have 
done so by prioritizing one particular intellectual history of the concept 
of civil disobedience (its development out of a liberal Rawlsian frame-
work) over and against an under-explored alternative (its development of 
civil disobedience through an interconnected network of civil rights and 
anticolonial activist praxis). The particularities of the former—structured 
by sharp distinctions between the domestic and the international and 
between liberal democratic states and non-liberal-democratic states—
produce civil disobedience as a particular kind of domestic concept, one 
that both stands in need of transnationalization and also resists it. In this 
way, the reliance on a (broadly) Rawlsian starting point for conceptualiz-
ing civil disobedience stymies efforts to think the transnational in two 
ways: first, by ignoring a rich intellectual history of activist praxis as a 
source of political theoretic insight; and second, by reproducing and im-
plicitly solidifying the very binaries (domestic/international; democratic/
non-democratic states) that an account of transnational disobedience 
must scrutinize and destabilize.

To trouble these binaries and multiply the conceptual resources avail-
able for transnationalizing civil disobedience, I suggest that we pluralize 
its history of political thought, taking seriously the idea that disobedi-
ent activists themselves produce political theories of their own—whose 
orienting frameworks, motivating questions, and normative vocabular-
ies may depart significantly from those adopted by scholars, even those 
scholars writing about them (on this, see e.g., Celikates 2015; Inouye 2021; 
Kelley 2003; Livingston 2018; Pineda 2015, 2021).1 I then provide one ex-
ample of how we might go about this pluralization, by revisiting the way 
that civil rights and anticolonial activists moved across seemingly dispa-
rate contexts to construct a world in motion against linked structures 
of racist imperialism, colonial rule, apartheid, and Jim Crow, producing 
a novel account of civil disobedience. Across decades of exchange and 
transit, civil disobedience emerged as a decolonizing praxis—a form of ac-
tion that could liberate oneself and others from the fear and violence 
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that defined global white supremacy, and transform the structures and 
relations of racist, colonial domination. Rather than producing a domes-
tic concept that needs to be stretched to accommodate an era of trans-
national activism, this alternative lineage offers novel resources for the 
theory and practice of civil disobedience in the present.

From Domestic to Transnational

How is the concept of civil disobedience contained within and defined by 
the political form of the nation-state? What history of political thought 
produces the nation-state as the presumed, proper context for interpret-
ing and justifying civil disobedience? At the broadest level, contemporary 
theories of civil disobedience have been informed by the same “Westpha-
lian political imaginary” that Nancy Fraser identifies in public sphere the-
ory more generally: theorists of disobedience have “tacitly assumed the 
frame of a bounded political community with its own territorial state” 
(Fraser 2009: 77; see also Dryzek 2012). As one variant of a broader “meth-
odological nationalism” (Wimmer and Schiller 2002) that remains perva-
sive in political science, this Westphalian frame provides the normative 
context within which civil disobedience appears as a problem in need of 
philosophical investigation, and shapes the core pieces of its political role 
and justification. While theories of civil disobedience are many and var-
ied, many presume that the locus of public political authority lies within 
the sovereign state, and that disobedient protesters are acting in their 
capacity as citizens addressing one another and the state. Moreover, it is 
only where laws are presumed to be the product of legitimate processes 
of collective, democratic decision-making that their violation in protest 
becomes normatively troubling and requires special defense. Thus, not 
just the nation-state, but the domestic liberal-democratic order, supplies 
the proper context for constructing the problem of disobedience (law-
breaking that violates a citizen’s obligation to follow the same rules as 
their fellow citizens) and for understanding its democratic resolution 
(constructing civil disobedience such that it supports rather than destabi-
lizes legitimate public authority and democratic decision-making).

We can better appreciate how this operates by examining one par-
ticularly influential form of this argument. Over the past fifty years, 
scholarship on civil disobedience has often proceeded by arguing with 
and against the influential “liberal model” developed in mid-century 
Anglo-American political philosophy, most notably, in the work of John 
Rawls.2 For Rawls, the state is not just one political institution or associa-
tion among others; due to its coercive capacities and primacy over other 
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associations, the state’s legal order can be said to have “final authority 
over a certain well-defined territory.” As he writes in A Theory of Justice, 
“What distinguishes a legal system is its comprehensive scope and its 
regulative powers with respect to other associations. The constitutional 
agencies that it defines generally have the exclusive legal right to at least 
the more extreme forms of coercion” (Rawls 1971, 236). The state not only 
wields these “more extreme” coercive powers over us, but also provides 
a set of “public rules” that regulate individual conduct in order to enable 
and maintain the conditions of social cooperation. In this way, states put 
citizens into particular relations with each other: the legal order of states 
“constitute grounds upon which persons can rely on one another and 
rightly object when their expectations are not fulfilled” (ibid. 235). It is, 
in part, because the state “permanently impacts our life prospects more 
decisively than other institutions,” William Scheuerman notes of Rawls, 
that “politics ultimately concerns the question of how best to shape gov-
ernment and its laws” (Scheuerman 2018: 71). Civil disobedience, then, 
is a means of last resort for citizens to engage in this question—how to 
reshape their government and its laws—under conditions of injustice.

Yet the state is more than a merely coercive entity; it is also, for 
Rawls, a normative one. Although a wide range of states may lay claim to 
primacy—the ability, if not the right, to exercise final, coercive power over 
other forms of association—it is a particular kind of state that can lay 
claim to exercising legitimate authority. It is in these settings that civil dis-
obedience becomes a question at all—a morally intelligible, potentially 
effective form of action that nevertheless requires special justification. 
“The problem of civil disobedience,” as Rawls puts it, “arises only within 
a more or less just democratic state for those citizens who recognize and 
accept the legitimacy of the constitution” (Rawls 1971: 363). In states that 
are “well-ordered for the most part”—those that largely protect the fun-
damental interests and basic rights of free and equal citizens, and secure 
the terms of fair social cooperation between them, however imperfectly—
citizens have an obligation to obey the law, owing to the natural duty to 
maintain and support just institutions. These states are marked by a dual 
nature: on the one hand, they are mostly just, and so cultivate in citizens 
a “commonly shared conception of justice” (ibid. 365) and an identifica-
tion with core, constitutional principles that express that sense; on the 
other hand, “some serious violations of justice nevertheless do occur,” 
including sustained and systemic violations of basic rights and liberties 
(ibid. 363, 365–66). It is because of the latter possibility that breaking the 
law in protest can be justified, and may indeed be crucial for the stability 
of just institutions over time; it is because of the former condition that 
civil disobedience can succeed at all, or be received as a significant moral 
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appeal worthy of its designation as “civil”—something more than a coer-
cive effort on the part of a minority to override the democratic decisions 
of a majority.

In contrast to other theorists of political obligation and civil disobe-
dience, Rawls does not tie the duty to obey the law to citizen’s mem-
bership in the polity but instead to a natural duty of justice. Even so, 
the boundaries of the liberal-democratic state fully define his view of 
civil disobedience—its proper objects (the domestic laws and policies of 
a largely well-ordered and bounded polity) as well as its rightful practi-
tioners (citizens of the polity, bound by its laws and shaped by its insti-
tutions) and audiences (the majority of fellow citizens, as well as state 
officials, who mutually identify with the same constitutional ideals). This 
way of framing the philosophical question of civil disobedience—the con-
texts in which it does, and does not, pose a normative problem—likewise 
shapes the kinds of claims, the forms of action, and the normative vo-
cabulary presumably available to disobedients within the constitutional 
nation-state, and sets the terms of their proper interpretation. Claims are 
limited, for Rawls, to laws that violate equal liberties and the principle of 
equal opportunity; and such claims are properly interpreted by citizens 
as well as theorists as appeals to the majority’s sense of justice, and to 
the principles of the constitutional order. Action is likewise limited: civil 
disobedience must express what Rawls famously called “fidelity to law,” 
or the idea that disobedient activists remain committed to the existing 
order and to the rule of law. Activists communicate this commitment “by 
the public and nonviolent nature of the act, by the willingness to accept 
the legal consequences of one’s conduct” (Rawls 1971: 366). Necessary 
transformations occur, in the wake of civil disobedience, because using 
these means, activists successfully appeal to the “sense of justice” of a 
democratic majority: disrupting politics-as-usual and dramatizing the gap 
between shared ideals and an unjust reality persuades majorities of the 
importance of the matter, while remaining nonviolent and demonstrat-
ing commitment to the rule of law distinguishes disobedient democrats 
from criminals and rebels alike. While Rawls alludes to the need for and 
potential justifiability of more militant forms of rebellion outside this 
context, whether in the international realm or in other kinds of states, 
he has little to say about these cases. For him, the “nearly just state” is a 
domestic condition as well as a liberal-democratic one, and it alone is the 
proper context for civil disobedience.

Though enormously influential, Rawls’s theory of civil disobedience 
has been criticized for its narrowness since its first publication (e.g., Ar-
endt 1972; Singer 1973; Zinn 1968). Democratic theorists, in particular, 
have long taken issue with the limitations Rawls places on the kinds of 
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claims that can be made—ruling out disobedience over economic inequal-
ities or the deficits of democratic institutions, for instance—as well as the 
role it can play—serving as a liberal check against democratic majorities 
rather than an expression of popular sovereignty or an avenue for demo-
cratic participation, contestation, and deliberative engagement (see, e.g., 
Habermas 1985; Markovits 2005; Smith 2004, 2015). Yet as Scheuerman 
(2018: 76) points out, many of the features of civil disobedience—its defin-
ing forms of action—at the heart of the Rawlsian theory remain central for 
many of these theorists, along with the statist assumptions underpinning 
them, albeit reformulated and meaningfully democratized. Indeed, some 
versions of democratic disobedience are more firmly tied to the domestic 
context of constitutional democracy than their Rawlsian alternative: by 
drawing on conceptions of political obligation that rely on the principle 
of fair play amongst participants in a democratic order (e.g., Singer 1973) 
or by linking the justifiability of civil disobedience to citizens’ authorship 
of laws or their right to participate in the deliberative processes that form 
them (e.g., Markovits 2005; Smith 2004, 2015), many democratic theorists 
have explicitly made civil disobedience a question for the demos as such. 
What matters for these theorists is not simply membership within a par-
ticular political community bound by law, but the specific ties that mem-
bers of democratic communities enjoy with each other and the state—as 
joint authors and subjects of a law that is legitimate, and thus should not 
be violated but for good reason and in the right way (typically, nonvio-
lently and with acceptance of legal punishment). In this way, as Niesen 
argues, “the term ‘civil’ in civil disobedience . . . seems to entail a mem-
bership condition: All and only members of the collective subjected to 
its laws are entitled to contest those laws in this function” (Niesen 2019: 
37). Consequently, the challenge of the transnational context is that it 
remains unclear “whether constellations beyond states provide suitable, 
functionally equivalent status conditions” (ibid.).

This is the intellectual lineage that necessitates, but also structures, 
much of the “transnational turn” in civil disobedience theory. Even as it 
produces the need for a category of global or transnational civil disobedi-
ence, it simultaneously reaffirms the status of civil disobedience proper 
(free from globalizing modifiers) as a domestic, bounded concept with 
constitutive connections to liberal, constitutional democracies. In this 
way, many efforts to globalize civil disobedience are marked by dual strat-
egies of extension and discontinuity, which together maintain the binaries 
between the domestic and inter- or transnational liberal democracy and 
non-liberal democracy that shaped the Rawlsian theory.3 Below, I show 
how the logic of extension and discontinuity both require and undercut 
each other.
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Extension and Discontinuity

The logic of extension operates by first reaffirming the core features of 
the liberal-democratic account of domestic disobedience, and then find-
ing plausible analogues at the global level. In the absence of a singular, 
shared, global legal and political order, the fit is never exact; there is no 
transnational equivalent to the sovereign state or democratic constitu-
tion, and there can be no strong assumptions about a globally shared po-
litical culture, identity, or “sense of justice.” Even so, the strategy builds 
on the credibility and legitimacy of the domestic account to try to as-
semble a convincing set of close-enough equivalents beyond the state. 
William Smith’s (2017) theory of civil disobedience as “transnational dis-
ruption” is illustrative here.4

After rehearsing the Rawlsian account and noting its statist assump-
tions, Smith traces the challenges for conceptualizing transnational dis-
obedience, given the institutional, normative, and political complexity 
of the international realm. As he argues, at the inter-and transnational 
level, societies—and the peoples who live within them—are interre-
lated through webs of treaties, networks, and international institutions, 
through the movement of people and capital flows across borders, and 
through shared (but uneven) vulnerability to “global risks such as cli-
mate change, devastation of ecosystems, transnational crime and terror-
ism, and cross-border financial and economic activity and instability” 
(Smith 2017: 480). Owing to this complexity, Smith adapts the dynamics 
of domestic disobedience to suit these internationalized and multilay-
ered conditions: where domestic disobedience is directed toward a na-
tional majority’s sense of justice, transnational disobedience can speak 
to multiple publics at different scales (national, international, global); 
where domestic disobedience dramatizes a failure to live up to constitu-
tional principles at the heart of a liberal democratic order, transnational 
disobedience appeals to the normative values implicit in the “treaties, 
conventions or other regulatory norms” (ibid. 500) that are the “appro-
priate source of authority in international or global contexts” (ibid. 485). 
While Smith makes other adjustments, he nevertheless retains Rawls’s 
definition of civil disobedience (a “public, nonviolent, conscientious and 
unlawful mode of address”) (Smith 2017: 479), and likewise positions 
transnational disobedience as an expression of “fidelity to law”—an ap-
peal to global and international norms still in formation, which provide 
“latent resources that can be tapped by social critics to facilitate self-cor-
rection, progress and reform” (ibid. 485–486).

Thus, the strategy of extension produces a concept of transnational dis-
obedience that functions in near-parallel ways to its domestic counterpart 
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and is consequently justifiable for analogous reasons. This enables Smith 
and others to piggyback off of the widely accepted legitimacy of civil dis-
obedience in the domestic, liberal-democratic case in order to make an 
argument for legitimacy in the transnational one. But note that this strat-
egy also entails imposing discontinuities between the domestic/democratic 
and the transnational: Where the international order is a complex web of 
states, non-state institutions, peoples, publics, and processes whose inter-
actions produce multi-scalar, overlapping, and often conflicting sources 
of norms and authority, the domestic democratic order remains simple: 
a single society oriented around a singular source of normative author-
ity (the democratic state and its laws), comprised of a singular public, 
and sharing in a singular set of public, political principles. The dynam-
ics of globalization and what Smith calls “internationalization” have not 
disturbed the straightforward, Rawlsian interpretation of domestic dis-
obedience, nor the straightforward Rawlsian interpretation of the state. 
Just as Temi Ogunye (2015) preserves the “nearly just state” as the proper 
interpretive and political context for domestic disobedience in order 
to extend a reformulated notion of this concept into the international 
sphere, Smith imagines transnational disobedience from the perspec-
tive “of persons in society that are internally structured on more or less 
democratic lines,” and which are then embedded in relations with other 
societies internationally (Smith 2017: 480). Though Smith does not clar-
ify why he theorizes the international order as comprised of democratic 
states, this move serves an important, if unstated, purpose: it reaffirms 
the necessary connection between civil disobedience and the particular 
context of the liberal-democratic state, so that the theoretical, normative 
resources provided by the account of domestic disobedience can be both 
preserved and projected (in modified fashion) into a non-democratic in-
ternational realm. At the same time, the problem of transnationalization 
as it is understood—how to take a democratic, domestic concept and apply it to 
a non-democratic international context?—demands that the domestic and the 
international (as well as the democratic and non-democratic) be concep-
tualized as discontinuous.5

As Christian Volk argues, the contemporary “transnational constel-
lation” necessarily disrupts the bases for these discontinuities, and—I 
would argue—renders the prospects of extension equally suspect. “Today, 
the globalized financial economy,” Volk writes, following Manuel Castells 
(2003: 236), “operates through and beyond distinct spatial settings, dis-
solves traditional and well-established binary patterns and boundaries 
(local vs global, territorialized vs de-territorialized, digital vs non-digital, 
institutionalized vs non-institutionalized), and establishes translocal to-
pographies of financial-economic action around the world” (Volk 2019: 
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102). The nature of state authority, domestic citizenship, and the rule of 
law—crucial linkages between Rawlsian civil disobedience and the domes-
tic context—have been thoroughly transformed, producing new forms of 
domination within and across states.6 At the same time, and owing to 
these same transformations, we might be skeptical of transnationalized 
Rawlsian conceptions of disobedience because of the way they tend to 
prospectively constitutionalize the international, pegging the legitimacy 
of transnational disobedience to its approximate correspondence to con-
stitutionalized domestic disobedience. Such approaches partake in and 
reinforce what Merve Fejzula has called “methodological republicanism,” 
or the “tendency to see constitutional, liberal democratic republican state 
forms”—or their suitably cosmopolitan-ized equivalents—“and their at-
tendant political imaginaries as the primary expression” of transnational 
activism and struggles for decolonization (Fejzula 2021: 479).7

If one set of objections to this form of the transnational turn focuses 
on the peculiar conditions of contemporary global financialization, we 
might similarly note how the twentieth-century Rawlsian account of do-
mestic disobedience was already inadequate to the shape of the world it 
purported to theorize. While disobedience theorists of the transnational 
turn sometimes proceed as if globalization and transnational movements 
were new phenomena that have only recently forced a problematization 
of the assumptions of a Westphalian frame, global interdependence, 
transnational networks, and cross-border activism are not at all new 
(Rucht 1999). Rawls theorized a politics internal to well-ordered, bounded 
liberal democratic states, yet he theorized amidst a world that had been 
structured not just by sovereign, democratic nation-states and according 
to constitutional principle, but by different configurations of empire and 
according to the techniques of racialized colonial rule and racial-capitalist 
logics of extraction and exploitation (Mills 1997; Getachew 2019). While 
this mismatch—between the Rawlsian frame of the nearly just domestic 
order and the movements against segregation and colonialism contempo-
rary to its development—has been well-noted by recent scholarship (see, 
e.g., Celikates 2016; Livingston 2018; Lyons 1998; Pineda 2021), the logic 
of extension and discontinuity outlined above has the odd effect of re-en-
trenching the domestic frame even while attempting to move beyond it. 
The puzzle of “transnationalizing civil disobedience” domesticates the 
past so that the present can be transnationalized—but transnationalized 
through an extension of a familiar, domestic logic.

In what follows, I turn to an alternative source of theorizing civil 
disobedience through the networks of activist praxis linking Black 
civil rights activists in the United States to anti-colonial activists across 
multiple continents, across four decades of the twentieth century.8 It is 
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my contention that revisiting this history of political thought reveals 
not just a novel theory of civil disobedience—what I label decolonizing 
praxis—but also provides insight into a distinctly anticolonial practice of 
transnational theorizing, one which helps us identify and challenge the 
ideological purpose of the binaries that drive the logic of extension and 
discontinuity: the disavowal of white supremacy as a pervasive and dura-
ble global structure of governance, linking the domestic to the interna-
tional and democratic rule to domination. What is at stake, therefore, is 
both the form of action thought to be constitutive of civil disobedience—
the modes of comportment, proper targets, and theory of change—as 
well as the normative frame and epistemologies through which we make 
sense of it.

Empires of Fear and Violence

From within the horizons of civil disobedience theory as I have detailed it 
here, it would seem that the civil rights movement would be an unlikely 
place to look for an account of transnational disobedience, given that 
it is typically taken to be “the definitive case of domestic civil disobedi-
ence,” its connections to Gandhi notwithstanding (let alone Gandhi’s con-
nections to South Africa and beyond) (Allen 2011: 135; see also Markovits 
2005). That assessment has a long political history but is in part driven by 
the subsumption of civil rights activism within the Rawlsian theory and 
liberal-democratic theory more generally—the way it has been taken up 
(and quite literally domesticated) as an example of “fidelity to law,” public 
reason, deliberation, or constitutional patriotism (Pineda 2021). While the 
connection between the movement and Gandhi is often acknowledged 
as contributing to a distinctive form of nonviolent activism, the fact that 
Gandhi’s campaigns were anticolonial ones does not seem to matter at 
all: the movement may have adapted Gandhian “repertoires” of nonvi-
olence, but it is portrayed as acting firmly within domestic boundaries, 
and entirely within its presumed normative context of the liberal-demo-
cratic state. Indeed, as Nikhil Pal Singh (2004: 42–43) has argued, this do-
mestication of the movement has served to disavow “the recurrent force 
of white supremacy” in the United States by situating civil rights activists 
and Black radical intellectuals as operating wholly within the discursive, 
ideological, and political boundaries of US civic nationalism and “Amer-
ican universalism.” This maneuver both misconstrues the content and 
form of Black activism while also severing the US from “the genealogy 
of domination and resistance produced by the expansion of colonial (and 
neocolonial) capitalism” (Singh 2004: 53).
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What follows challenges this presentation, in the spirit of Singh’s 
critique and in the footsteps of scholars who have reconstructed the 
transnational and anticolonial character of Black activism in the US (e.g., 
Getachew 2019; Horne 2008; Kelley 2003; Shilliam 2015; Singh 2004; 
Slate 2011; Tillery 2011). Below, I place the movement within a shared 
world constituted by civil rights and anticolonial activists, out of which 
emerged a new frame for thinking about civil disobedience—not polit-
ical obligation or the justifiability of law-breaking, but the transforma-
tion of subjects and relations defined by global structures of racialized 
domination. In doing this work, activists could not appeal exclusively or 
even primarily to the normative resources already provided by a national 
or international legal-political order, as those had been constitutively 
shaped by imperialism, violence, and racism. Instead, they looked to the 
transformative practice of civil disobedience itself as emancipatory and 
world-building action.

To see this, it is crucial to understand the “problem-space”—the “en-
semble of questions and answers around which a horizon of identifiable 
stakes (conceptual as well as ideological-political stakes) hangs”—within 
which civil rights and anticolonial activists engaged with the question of 
civil disobedience (Scott 2004: 4). In the twentieth century, the conversa-
tion about whether civil disobedience should be used to fight Jim Crow 
in the United States began in earnest, at a national level, with the Indian 
non-cooperation campaign of 1920. The Indian independence movement 
was a matter of sustained, decades-long interest amongst Black Americans, 
as news frequently circulated through the African American press, gen-
erating considerable debate about the relevance of Gandhi’s campaigns 
of nonviolent resistance and civil disobedience for the racial order in the 
United States (Kapur 1992). Gandhi had proposed mass non-cooperation as 
a response to the April 1919 massacre at Amritsar, in which British colonial 
officers fired on thousands of demonstrators convened in violation of a 
ban against political gatherings, killing hundreds. In the months after the 
massacre, the Indian National Congress adopted swaraj—self-rule—as its 
goal for the first time, and Gandhi announced the launch of a large-scale 
noncooperation campaign, marking a final shift away from “an internal 
critique of British rule on grounds of exclusion and inequality” to a more 
radical critique of the “pathologies resulting from the very fact of empire,” 
and a more expansive vision of emancipation (Mantena 2016: 318–319). In 
concert with the Congress and the Islamic Khalifat movement, Gandhi de-
vised a multi-stage program of withdrawal from British-controlled insti-
tutions: beginning with the surrender of titles and offices and the boycott 
of foreign and imported goods; followed by mass resignation from jobs 
with the government, military, and police; and concluding, if necessary, 
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with society-wide tax revolt and other forms of civil disobedience. When 
Gandhi issued the call to escalate the campaign to its final stage of tax 
disobedience in early 1922, demonstrators in Chauri Chaura clashed with 
police, who opened fire. In response, thousands of villagers descended 
on the police station and burned it, killing the policemen trapped inside. 
Gandhi and the Congress immediately suspended the campaign. The Brit-
ish colonial government, meanwhile, arrested Gandhi in March for his 
role in leading noncooperation, and sentenced him to a six-year term. The 
movement was, for the time being, over.

Even so, Indian non-cooperation generated widespread interest in 
the United States, as news circulated through the mainstream and Black 
presses, igniting a conversation about its relevance for the problem of 
American racial hierarchy. The deadly violence wielded by the British was 
all too familiar to Black Americans, who encountered the news through 
the lens of their own vulnerability to racial terror—both state violence and 
sanctioned (tacitly or explicitly) white civilian violence. A few years prior, 
William J. Simmons had announced—with cross aflame—the revival of 
the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, timed with the release of D.W. Griffith’s 
paean to the old Klan in The Birth of a Nation, a film famously screened 
at the White House and praised by Woodrow Wilson. By 1922, the Klan 
boasted over a million members, and its ranks would only continue to 
swell (Rothman 2016). The same set of years were marked by enormous 
anti-Black violence—some of it at the hands of Klansmen, some not. As 
Indian subjects of the Raj were facing down deadly gunfire at Amritsar, 
what civil rights activist James Weldon Johnson would later dub the “Red 
Summer” of 1919 was well underway in the United States—a months-long 
wave of white supremacist violence across more than a dozen cities, com-
prised of massacres, lynching, and white mob action, euphemistically 
reported and remembered as “race riots” (Johnson 1935: 341). With one 
eye on the flow of blood in Black neighborhoods across the country, and 
another on anticolonial agitation in India and Ireland, Johnson mused in 
the pages of New York Age about the consequences should Gandhi prove 
successful: “it will mean a new hope for independence and self-determi-
nation on the part of those peoples and groups who are prohibited the 
possession of the implements of force.” The triumph of nonviolent resis-
tance over the British in India could signal nothing less than the end of 
white domination: “If non-cooperation brings the British to their knees 
in India,” he concluded, “there is no reason why it should not bring them 
to their knees in Africa, nor is there any reason why it should not bring 
the white man to his knees in the South” (Johnson 1922: 4).

There were, of course, notable differences between the Indian con-
text and the United States that raised doubts about the applicability of 
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Gandhi’s methods to the “empire of Jim Crow”—though they were not 
the differences that we might expect (Horne 2008: 17). What worried com-
mentators like sociologist E. Franklin Frazier was not that India was a 
colony and America a democracy, but that by comparison to the regular 
excesses of Jim Crow violence, the British Raj appeared both measured 
and restrained. What would mass nonviolence do, Frazier worried, but 
loudly announce that Black Americans would not defend themselves 
from physical attacks and assaults—that they were voluntarily abdicat-
ing a right to defend themselves? How else, he asked, “are we to meet 
the attitude of those supposedly civilized intellectuals of the South, who, 
according to Frank Tannenbaum, would resort to a general slaughter of 
Negroes rather than give them justice, but show a greater reluctance in 
the face of the growing disposition on the part of Negroes to retaliate?” 
(Frazier 1924: 58). Frazier’s reference here is to Darker Phases of the South, 
Tannenbaum’s 1922 investigation of the rise of the new Ku Klux Klan in 
which he argued that white racial violence was based on a deep-seated 
fear. “There is an underlying current of apprehension that the South will 
be outstripped in population by the colored against the white,” Tannen-
baum wrote in that work. “It is fear of losing grip upon the world, of 
losing caste, of losing control. . . . It is the factor that underlies much of 
the talk of inferiority—of pointing a moral why it [desegregation] must 
not, why it cannot, why it may not happen” (Tannenbaum 1922: 162). 
In Tannenbaum’s estimation, it was this bedrock fear that animated the 
persistent racial terror of Klan rule—a fear so powerful and yet so discon-
nected from social reality that it continually overwhelmed the potential 
of moral suasion, education, or law to restrain it. As he reported, “I recall 
talking to a man—a man of high standing in his State, a scholar of much 
learning, and he said to me: ‘We will paint this State red before we paint 
it black’” (Tannenbaum 1922: 162–163).9

It was this precise coupling of fear and violence that convinced Fra-
zier of the inadequacy of nonviolent resistance and civil disobedience: 
“Suppose,” he granted, “there should arise a Negro Gandhi to lead Ne-
groes without hate in their hearts to stop tilling the fields of the South 
under the peonage system; to cease paying their taxes to States that keep 
their children in ignorance; and to ignore the iniquitous disenfranchise-
ment of Jim-Crow laws” (Frazier 1924: 59). The result, Frazier suggested, 
would not be freedom or even reform, but a bloodletting of unrivaled 
brutality: “I fear we would witness an unprecedented massacre of de-
fenseless black men and women in the name of Law and Order and there 
would scarcely be enough Christian sentiment in America to stay the 
flood of blood” (ibid.). In the midst of decades of lynch law and witness-
ing a virulent Klan revival, Frazier’s concerns were certainly weighty. The 
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plausibility of nonviolent struggle in the context of the American racial 
order—with its nightrider vigilantes and official acceptance of extreme 
anti-Black violence—was neither obvious nor inevitable. Frazier’s press-
ing concern demanded an answer: if white Americans fundamentally 
feared Black power, and that fear routinely led to violence, how could 
nonviolence offer a way to press demands without leaving Black com-
munities thoroughly disarmed in the face of reprisals? Making the case 
for mass civil disobedience akin to Gandhi’s satyagraha would require a 
significant amount of work in order to establish a basic commonality 
between the plight of Indians and African Americans: a common state of 
subjection to racialized oppression, and thus mutual participation in a 
task that was “world wide,” as another commentator put it (Jackson 1921: 
16). It required activists to imagine, create, and sustain a shared world.

A Decolonizing Praxis

In a 1959 article for Ebony magazine, Martin Luther King, Jr.—newly re-
turned from a trip to India—recounted the warm reception he received 
there in the following terms: “We were looked upon as brothers with the 
color of our skin as something of an asset.” This seemingly simple state-
ment of racial fraternity in fact reflected years of forged solidarities, ex-
perimental activism, and political exchange between Black America and 
India. King’s statements tapped into an idea of a shared struggle against 
linked problems—making common cause against a common cause—that 
had been decades in the making. As he continued in his article, “[t]he 
strongest bond of fraternity was the common cause of minority and co-
lonial peoples in America, Africa, and Asia who now struggle to throw 
off racialism and imperialism.” While referencing, in brief, the potential 
structural differences between “minority” and “colonial” peoples, King 
nevertheless depicted them as united, joined in a common fight against 
a shared set of problems: “racialism” and “imperialism.” King was one 
of a long line of prominent African American leaders to think in these 
terms; many perceived in the Indian independence movement “a strug-
gle that was also theirs” (Kapur 1992: 70). For King, moreover, the lessons 
of this bond were clear: “I left India more convinced than ever before that 
non-violent resistance is the most potent weapon available to oppressed 
people in their struggle for freedom” (King 2005: 65).

King’s statements are reflective of what historian Nico Slate has called 
“colored cosmopolitanism,” a project that linked African Americans and 
Indians from the First World War through Indian independence. In these 
years, as Slate argues, “African Americans and Indians helped engineer 
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one of the most creative and politically significant redefinitions of racial 
borders in the twentieth century—the invention of the colored world” 
(Slate 2011: 65). Even so, the story is also more complicated than a direct 
line between Black America and India might suggest. King’s statements 
about the “common cause” reflect not a simple lineage, but a further wid-
ening of the world of anticolonial struggle in the years after World War II, 
and a shift of its center of gravity from Asia to Africa. King’s imagination 
of the world of nonviolent struggle thus came not just from India, but 
through the circuits of transit and exchange between the United States, 
South Africa, and Ghana that occurred throughout the1950s—transit that 
refashioned the identification of African Americans to Africa, enabling a 
reconstruction of colonization and Jim Crow as related conditions, and 
sustaining the idea of nonviolent civil disobedience as a viable means of 
transforming both.

Through these circuits of transit—which reflected not merely the 
diffusion of tactics or strategies, but the construction of a transnational 
context and so, an entirely new world—figures like Benjamin Mays, Bayard 
Rustin, and ultimately King developed an analysis of “racialism” and “im-
perialism” as domination sustained through fear and violence, and devel-
oped an understanding of mass civil disobedience as a form of action that 
alone could confront and transform those conditions. When, for example, 
Benjamin Mays, dean of Howard’s School of Religion and later president of 
Morehouse College, returned from India in 1937, he focused on the effect 
of Gandhi’s efforts on racial pride and moving a subject population past 
fear. “Mr. Gandhi has gone a long way towards making the Indian people 
proud of their race and proud of their great history,” freeing them from 
years of domination and imposed racial inferiority, Mays wrote—a lesson 
that “Negroes in America can understand and appreciate” (Mays 1937c: 
A9). Mays argued in a series of articles that this newfound pride stemmed 
from the “new conception of courage” that comes from breaking free of 
the “imperialism built on racialism” that defined the British presence in 
India, and learning “to face death, to die, to go to jail for the cause without 
fear and without resorting to violence.” Moreover, because the “problem 
of race is world-wide,” as Mays put it (echoing Jackson before him), the 
Indian example had special pertinence for the “natives of South Africa and 
the Negroes of the United States” who were subject to the most violent 
forms of “race prejudice.” According to him, therefore, the lesson that the 
world ought to learn from “India’s little Brown man” is plain: “when an 
oppressed race ceases to be afraid, it is free” (Mays 1937a: 140–142).

In drawing on the language of fear, fearlessness, and pride, Mays pre-
sented nonviolent action as a demanding choice of the courageous—a 
means of asserting dignity, racial pride, and strength while contesting 
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injustice—rather than the default weapon of the weak. Building a non-
violent movement entailed conquering fear of violence, fear of reprisal, 
fear of death; it entailed identifying and calling out white supremacy as 
an empire of fear, maintained as much through the frightened cruelty of 
the oppressor as through the frightened acquiescence of the oppressed. 
In a world built on racist violence, Mays suggested, the nonviolent might, 
in fact, have the strategic edge: “the world is accustomed to dealing with 
men who strike back physically, men who are mentally cruel and men 
who are saturated with fear” (Mays 1937b: 8). Mays’ analysis traveled some 
distance in supplying an answer to the concern that nonviolent direct ac-
tion only left the vulnerable open to outright massacre, and located non-
violence within an empowering and resonant language of self-liberation: 
for him, the Indian example demonstrated how powerful the seemingly 
powerless could be when organized along Gandhian lines, wielding non-
violence against the twinned evils of colonialism and segregation. If the 
language here sounds like Martin Luther King, it is likely not accidental; 
Mays would later become one of King’s key advisors, beginning with his 
years at Morehouse and extending through the end of his life.

This analysis was deepened and extended through engagement with 
the escalation of the South African antiapartheid struggle in the early 
1950s, in the form of the 1952 Defiance Campaign. As political scientist 
Alvin Tillery has argued, in that moment South Africa became “an im-
portant flashpoint in the global confrontation between white suprem-
acy and black equality” (Tillery 2011: 110)—one that held particular 
significance for African Americans interested in nonviolence. The case 
suggested that civil disobedience had force beyond the Indian context; 
and that it had potential applicability under conditions that looked far 
more like Jim Crow than anything African Americans saw in the British 
Raj. Analogies between Jim Crow and apartheid seemed rather straight-
forward to make—as journalists, activists, and politicians routinely ce-
mented the comparability of the South African and US Southern systems 
of white supremacy by rendering “apartheid” as “Jim Crow” in countless 
headlines and articles throughout the years.10 The South African govern-
ment’s apartheid policies were, after all, easily cognizable as Jim Crow 
segregation statutes. At a deeper level, however, many identified in apart-
heid something quite familiar to African Americans: the bedrock of white 
anxiety—the deep-seated fear of losing power—that motivated racial hi-
erarchy and its violent enforcement. As Rustin would later write of the 
Mississippi Delta, “Fear in the Delta is Kenya’s fear; reaction to fear in the 
Delta is South Africa’s reaction” (Rustin 1956: 2).

What activists and organizers like Bayard Rustin (later, the force be-
hind the 1963 March on Washington and a crucial advisor to King) saw 
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through the window of the Defiance Campaign was a continent in mo-
tion against the racial order of colonial rule—and a constellation of move-
ments waging the fight non-violently. As Rustin reported to the readers 
of the Baltimore Afro-American upon returning from his trip to Africa: “The 
continent of Africa is afire. From the Suez Canal to the Cape of Good 
Hope, colonial imperialists face unrest, threats, arson, and open rebel-
lion. Their often proclaimed promise of ‘freedom in time’ is as suspect 
throughout Africa as the ‘time-will-take-care-of-it’ theory is among the 
masses of colored Americans” (Rustin 1952: A5). Though Rustin acknowl-
edged the diversity of tactics being employed on the continent in the 
fight for “freedom now,” in writing that the methods “range from Ghan-
di-like [sic] non-violence to murder and burning” (ibid.)—the former, a 
reference to the Defiance campaign; the latter, the armed struggle of the 
Mau Mau rebellion in Kenya—Rustin made his preferences for the South 
African-style of struggle clear. Sounding notes that would be repeated, all 
but verbatim, to describe the sit-ins that spread throughout the American 
South less than a decade later, Rustin pointed to the use of non-violence 
in South Africa:

Hundreds of men and women, singing a song of freedom, go willingly to 
prison. They refuse to pay fines. In a well-disciplined campaign of civil 
disobedience and non-co-operation, they dare to challenge the oppres-
sive Malan government. Yes, from the Mediterranean to the Cape, Africa 
is afire. (Rustin 1952: A5)

For Rustin, as for Benjamin Mays before him, nonviolent direct action 
offered the possibility of rising up against a militarily-strong oppressor, 
while minimizing the risk of either brutal annihilation or an ever-esca-
lating cycle of retaliatory violence. Challenging racial hierarchy, colonial 
power, and the entrenched interests of white supremacy, Rustin believed, 
would inevitably provoke violence; even the use of non-violence could not 
eliminate this probability. But buoyed by the success of the Indian exam-
ple and its apparent reverberations through South Africa, Rustin thought 
that mass civil disobedience might shift the terms of the struggle off of 
the familiar ground of offensive and defensive violence—the ground that 
segregationists and colonial powers understood and anticipated—while 
opening space for liberation (see D’Emilio 2003: 166–167). Issuing a reply 
to Frazier’s worries three decades before, Rustin intimated that white fear 
was the ultimate source of racist, retaliatory violence—and that white 
fear of armed black movements would only exacerbate this violence. But 
nonviolent direct action also addressed and transformed an equally im-
portant form of fear integral to the maintenance of white supremacy: the 
fear of the oppressed, made to acquiesce to oppression or face the costs of 
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violence unto death (Livingston 2018; Pineda 2015). Nonviolence was not 
submission but defiance in the face of the threat of death—an active, as-
sertive means of action that could both confront and diffuse white racist 
fear; a decolonizing praxis that acted directly on the psychological and 
relational bases of white supremacy in order to transform them.

Thus, the world built by anticolonial and civil rights activists pro-
duced a novel epistemological frame for understanding civil disobedi-
ence—for interpreting its forms of action and defining its logic of change. 
What later looked to Rawls like “fidelity to law” and an appeal to the 
principles of a democratically-constituted domestic order, was something 
else entirely. The enactment of civil disobedience offered a means of 
self-emancipation—a way of transforming the colonized self by enacting 
defiance and courage, even in the very spaces that most viscerally defined 
the problem of colonization: spaces of incarceration and confinement, 
spaces of racial terror and control, spaces of routine humiliation and def-
erence. At the same time, civil disobedience would do its decolonizing 
work outwardly, on white structures, relations, and persons: intervening 
in practices of domination, disrupting daily functioning, arresting pub-
lic attention, and disclosing the otherwise ignored realities of systemic, 
violent, racial rule, so that white citizens were forced to confront their 
complicity. Given white material and psychic investments in hierarchy, 
activists knew that any form of defiance would meet with resistance, and 
likely violent resistance. Yet, guided by the frame of nonviolence as a tool 
of anticolonial liberation, civil disobedience offered a means of using the 
inevitability of this violence against itself. The provocation of civil dis-
obedience, met with a disproportionate and brutal reaction, would reveal 
white rule to itself—shattering the veneer of democratic legitimacy and 
moral integrity that stabilized the political life of the US’s particular form 
of white supremacy.

This is not to say that South Africa—or India, for that matter—was 
particularly on Rosa Parks’s mind when she initiated a year-long rebel-
lion against Montgomery, Alabama’s segregated public transit in 1955—
though both she and E. D. Nixon, one of the organizing forces behind the 
Montgomery Improvement Association, did have their own individual 
links to Gandhian initiatives to use civil disobedience and direct action 
against Jim Crow. Though while anticolonial struggle did not cause an 
American uprising against Jim Crow, Parks and others acted in the midst 
of an “entire world in motion,” as A. Philip Randolph (1942) once put it, 
in which debates played out publicly through the course of decades over 
the terms of anticolonial struggles elsewhere in the world and their rela-
tionship to the fight at home. The anticolonial frame was not a theoret-
ical construct devised and imposed entirely by movement leaders from 
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above, but a live context that connected the domestic grassroots to re-
lated fields of action across a world constructed through this action. This 
context shaped the way that many activists talked about nonviolence and 
disobedience, the way they imagined a universe of global struggle—and 
located their own place within it. They were situated in and active pro-
ducers of an imaginary that linked the two as individual pieces of a larger 
conflict over the fate of white supremacy in all its forms. The question 
that this imaginary provokes is, at some basic level, about what we take 
civil disobedience to be—the logic of it, as well as its point. Is it an answer 
to the dilemma generated by purposeful lawbreaking in a well-ordered 
democracy, within the political context as we already take it to be consti-
tuted? Or can it be, as Volk (2019) has likewise suggested, a world-building 
activity—as well as a means for the dominated to confront and transform 
domination on their own terms?

Conclusion

There was always some irony in the insistence that civil disobedience, a 
form of action popularly identified with an idiosyncratic, transtemporal, 
transnational constellation linking King to Gandhi, Thoreau, and Socra-
tes, is inherently domestic and necessarily tied to liberal democracies (on 
this constellation, see Livingston 2018). As I have argued, activists of the 
civil rights movement encountered civil disobedience through transna-
tional linkages with anticolonial movements; it was those connections 
that constituted the world in which civil disobedience appeared as a 
meaningful, transformative form of action. The domestication of the civil 
rights movement has long served an ideological function: by containing 
the civil rights movement within the geographic boundaries of the United 
States, severing it from the anticolonial struggles with which activists 
identified, the movement is more readily interpretable as an agenda for 
domestic reform within the boundaries of an already largely well-ordered 
democracy. This interpretation preserves and further shores up the idea 
that white supremacy was always only exceptional to the deep structure 
of American political life—an idea that remains politically relevant and 
widely in use today (Mills 1997; Singh 2004; Pineda 2021).

At a more abstract level, severing the domestic from the interna-
tional, and liberal democracies from other political orders, imposes a 
particular set of interpretive frames—ones so widely accepted and nat-
uralized so as to appear less like an interpretive choice and more like a 
neutral description of what is—without accounting for the loss entailed 
by doing so. What frames and interpretive possibilities are ruled out, and 
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with them, alternative practices of theorizing and conceptual resources? 
The dynamics of extension and discontinuity that I identified within 
some efforts to transnationalize civil disobedience reinforce and rein-
scribe this problem—preserving “liberal democracy” as a fount of norma-
tivity untouched by global structures of imperialism, white supremacy, 
and capitalism, so that its logics can be scaled upward and outward to 
tame (or should we say, domesticate?) the transnational. In response, I 
have offered an alternative: an attempt to reconstruct one site of trans-
national theorizing, and with it, an alternative set of questions about the 
logic of civil disobedience itself. Operating across what we might assume 
to be radically different political contexts (a liberal democracy, on the 
one hand, and a colonial order, on the other) calling for vastly different 
political projects (integration and reform versus decolonization), civil 
rights and anticolonial activists nevertheless found common cause and 
constructed a world in which their problems and their struggles were 
shared ones. Their histories of political thought challenge some of politi-
cal theory’s well-worn assumptions about the scale of democratic politics, 
its proper normative context and constitutive vocabularies, and the very 
shape of the world activists move within.

My point is not that civil disobedience should be, everywhere and 
always, understood as decolonizing praxis, or that the transnational prac-
tices of the activists I reference here provide the magic key for inter-
preting contemporary transnational activism. Rather, and much more 
modestly, I turn to this example to understand the stakes of reaffirming 
the binaries in play, and in order to pluralize the intellectual resources 
that are taken to be the stuff of political theory, and to which we might 
turn in the face of an entire world in motion.
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	 NoTEs

 1. As will become clear, my critique of political theories of civil disobedience 
is directed primarily at theories emerging out of mainstream liberal-demo-
cratic political philosophy/theory. This familiar but discipline-specific use of 
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“political theory” and “history of political thought” to refer to works operat-
ing within what empirical social scientists describe as “normative theory” is 
not meant to suggest that political theorizing about civil disobedience occurs 
only within this subfield. Indeed, a different avenue for an article such as this 
would be to explore how “normative” accounts of civil disobedience would 
have to change if they were to engage with empirical social movement work 
as part of its histories of political thought, though I cannot pursue that here. 
Excellent examples of what such work might entail include Hayward (2020) 
and Woodly (2015, 2022).

 2. See Forrester (2019, Chapter 2) for one account of how Rawls’s account of 
civil disobedience became one of the most predominant ones within con-
temporary political philosophy. While in this article I examine Rawls to illus-
trate how a “Westphalian” imaginary haunts efforts to transnationalize civil 
disobedience, the problem is not limited to Rawls. As Fraser (2009) illumi-
nates, it also characterizes Jurgen Habermas’s influential work on the public 
sphere and deliberative democracy (and thus deliberative readings of civil 
disobedience).

 3. My use of “extension” and “discontinuity” here builds on McKean’s critique 
of liberal egalitarian theories of global justice that rely on a “marked discon-
tinuity between domestic and international justice” (McKean 2020: 190).

 4. I draw on Smith here, but Ogunye’s (2015) reinterpretation of the global order 
as a “piecewise just society” and Cooke’s (2021) reformulation of civility and 
civil society function in similar ways. On a “piecewise just society” and its 
relationship to Rawls’s notion of the nearly just state, see Sabl (2001).

 5. This discontinuity likewise seems implicit in work that sets (Rawlsian/liberal) 
civil disobedience aside as inappropriate or inapt for cases of transnational 
activism, but preserves it as a sufficient framework for particular domestic 
cases.

 6. McKean (2020) makes a similar case for understanding the contemporary 
conditions of neoliberalism.

 7. This dynamic is similar to what Volk (2019: 113–114) identifies as a “public 
law bias” in Niesen’s (2019) turn to constituent power. We can likewise see it 
in Scheuerman’s (2019) reading of a “fidelity to law” in the context of post-
nationalization. In this way, the frame of methodological republicanism ap-
pears not just within Rawlsian accounts but within some radical-democratic 
and critical theory ones as well.

 8. The following two sections are adapted from material within Pineda (2021, 
Chapter 2) and appear by permission of Oxford University Press.

 9. Frazier also connects the logic of racial rule in the American South with ra-
cialized colonial domination in India, Ireland, and the Belgian Congo, as well 
as the genocidal settler colonialism of the United States.

10. E.g., “Capetown Commuting on ‘Jim Crow’ basis,” The New York Times, 17 
August 1948, page 8; “Segregation Protested: South Africans Demonstrate 
against Jim Crow Law,” The New York Times, 6 September 1948, page 3; Albion 
Ross, “Johannesburg Like Home to American,” The New York Times, 2 February 
1953, page 8.

Democratic Theory 9-2 Winter 2022.indb   32 9/26/2022   10:38:22 AM



Pineda � Beyond (and Before) the Transnational Turn 33

	 REFERENCEs

Aitchison, Guy. 2021. “Border-Crossing: Immigration, Law, Racism and Justified Re-
sistance.” Political Studies 0 (0): 1–19. https://doi.org/10.1177/00323217211030184.

Allen, Michael. 2011. “Civil Disobedience, Transnational.” In Encyclopedia of Global 
Justice, ed. Deen K. Chatterjee, 135–137. Dordrecht: Springer.

Allen, Michael. 2017. Civil Disobedience in Global Perspective: Decency and Dissent over 
Borders, Inequities, and Government Secrecy. Dordrecht: Springer.

Arendt, Hannah. 1972. Crises of the Republic. New York: Harcourt Brace.
Cabrera, Luis. 2010. The Practice of Global Citizenship. New York: Cambridge.
Castells, Manuel. 2003 “Global Informational Capitalism.” In Global Transformations 

Reader: An Introduction to the Globalization Debate, eds. David Held and Anthony 
McGrew, 311–334. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Celikates, Robin. 2015. “Learning from the Streets: Civil Disobedience in Theory 
and Practice.” In global aCtIVISm: Art and Conflict in the 21st Century, ed. Peter 
Weibel, 65–72. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Celikates, Robin. 2016. “Democratizing Civil Disobedience.” Philosophy & Social Crit-
icism 42 (10): 982–994.

Celikates, Robin. 2019. “Constituent Power Beyond Exceptionalism: Irregular Mi-
gration, Disobedience, and (Re-)constitution.” Journal of International Political 
Theory 15 (1): 67–81.

Cooke, Steve. 2021. “Cosmopolitan Disobedience.” Journal of International Political 
Theory 17 (3): 222–239.

D’Emilio, John. 2003. Lost Prophet: The Life and Times of Bayard Rustin. New York: Free 
Press.

Dryzek, John. 2012. “Global Civil Society: The Progress of Post-Westphalian Poli-
tics.” Annual Reviews of Political Science 15: 101–119.

Fejzula, Merve. 2021. “The Cosmopolitan Historiography of Twentieth-Century 
Federalism.” The Historical Journal 64 (2): 477–500.

Forrester, 2019. In the Shadow of Justice: Postwar Liberalism and the Remaking of Political 
Philosophy. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Fraser, Nancy. 2009. Scales of Justice: Reimagining Political Space in a Globalizing World. 
New York: Columbia University Press.

Frazier, E. Franklin. 1924. “The Negro and Non-resistance.” The Crisis 28 (2): 58– 
59.

Getachew, Adom. 2019. Worldmaking after Empire: The Rise and Fall of Self-Determina-
tion. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Habermas, Jurgen. 1985. “Civil Disobedience: Litmus Test for the Democratic Con-
stitutional State.” Berkeley Journal of Sociology 30: 95–116.

Hayward, Clarissa Rile. 2020. “Disruption: What is it Good for?” Journal of Politics 
82 (2): 448–459.

Horne, Gerald. 2008. The End of Empires: African Americans and India. Philadelphia, 
PA: Temple University Press.

Inouye, Mie. 2021. “Starting with People Where They Are: Ella Baker’s Theory 
of Political Organizing.” American Political Science Review, 1–14. https://doi.
org/10.1017/S0003055421001015.

Democratic Theory 9-2 Winter 2022.indb   33 9/26/2022   10:38:22 AM



34 Democratic Theory � Winter 2022

Jackson, Alexander Louis. 1921. “The Onlooker: Mahatma Gandhi.” Chicago De-
fender, 24 December.

Johnson, James Weldon. 1922. “Gandhi a Prisoner,” New York Age, 25 March.
Johnson, James Weldon. 1935. Along this Way. New York: Viking.
Kapur, Sudarshan. 1992. Raising Up a Prophet: The African-American Encounter with 

Gandhi. Boston: Beacon.
Keck, Margaret E. and Kathryn Sikkink. 1998. Activists beyond Borders: Advocacy Net-

works in International Politics. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
Kelley, Robin D.G. 2003. Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination. Boston: 

Beacon.
King, Martin Luther, Jr. 2005. “My trip to the land of Gandhi.” In The Papers of Mar-

tin Luther King, Jr., Volume V: Threshold of a New Decade, January 1959—December 
1960, ed. by Clayborne Carson, 233. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Khagram, Sanjeev, James V. Riker, and Kathryn Sikkink, eds. 2002. Restructuring 
World Politics: Transnational Social Movements, Networks, and Norms. Minneapolis, 
MN: University of Minnesota Press.

Livingston, Alexander. 2018. “Fidelity to Truth: Gandhi and the Genealogy of Civil 
Disobedience.” Political Theory 46 (4): 511–536.

Lyons, David. 1998. “Moral Judgment, Historical Reality, and Civil Disobedience.” 
Philosophy & Public Affairs 27 (1): 31–49.

Mantena, Karuna. 2016. “Popular Sovereignty and Anticolonialism.” In Popular 
Sovereignty in Historical Perspective, ed. Richard Bourke and Quentin Skinner, 
297–319. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Markovits, Daniel. 2005. “Democratic Disobedience.” Yale Law Journal 114: 
1897–1952.

Mays, Benjamin. 1937a. “The Color Line around the World.” Journal of Negro Educa-
tion 6 (April): 134–143.

Mays, Benjamin. 1937b. “Gandhi and Non-violence.” Norfolk Journal and Guide, 22 May.
Mays, Benjamin. 1937c. “Gandhi rekindled spirit of race pride in India, Dr. Mays 

finds.” Norfolk Journal and Guide, 29 May.
McKean, Benjamin. 2020. Disorienting Neoliberalism: Global Justice and the Outer Limits 

of Freedom. New York: Oxford University Press.
Mills, Charles. 1997. The Racial Contract. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
Niesen, Peter. 2019. “Reframing Civil Disobedience: Constituent Power as a Lan-

guage of Transnational Protest.” Journal of International Political Theory 15 (1): 
31–48.

Ogunye, Temi. 2015. “Global Justice and Transnational Civil Disobedience.” Ethics 
& Global Politics 8 (1): 1–23.

Olesen, Thomas. 2005. “Transnational Publics: New Spaces of Social Movement 
Activism and the Problem of Global Long-Sightedness.” Current Sociology 53 
(3): 419–440.

Olesen, Thomas, ed. 2011. Power and Transnational Activism. Abingdon: Routledge.
O’Sullivan, Siobhan, Clare MacCausland & Scott Brenton. 2017. “Animal Activists, 

Civil Disobedience and Global Responses to Transnational Injustice.” Res Pu-
blica 23: 261–280.

Democratic Theory 9-2 Winter 2022.indb   34 9/26/2022   10:38:22 AM



Pineda � Beyond (and Before) the Transnational Turn 35

Pineda, Erin. 2015. “Civil Disobedience and Punishment: (Mis)reading Justification 
and Strategy from SNCC to Snowden.” History of the Present 5 (1): 1–30.

Pineda, Erin. 2021. Seeing Like an Activist: Civil Disobedience and the Civil Rights Move-
ment. New York: Oxford University Press.

Randolph, A. Philip. 1942. Address in Madison Square Garden, June 16, Box 39, 
Folder 1. A. Philip Randolph Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, 
Washington, DC.

Rawls, John. 1971. A Theory of Justice. Boston: Belknap.
Rothman, Joshua. 2016. “When Bigotry Paraded through the Streets.” The At-

lantic, 4 December. https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/12/
second-klan/509468/

Rucht, Dieter. 1999. “The Transnationalization of Social Movements: Trends, 
Causes, Problems.” In Social Movements in a Globalizing World, eds. Hanspeter 
Kriesi, Dieter Rucht, and Donatella della Porta, 206–222. New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan.

Rustin, Bayard. 1952. “All Africa is Aflame.” Baltimore Afro-American, 22 November.
Rustin, Bayard. 1956. “Fear in the Delta,” box 39, folder: Civil Rights, 1940s–1950s. 

Bayard Rustin Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, 
DC.

Sabl, Andrew. 2001. “Looking Forward to Justice: Rawlsian Civil Disobedience and 
its Non-Rawlsian Lessons.” The Journal of Political Philosophy 9 (3): 307–330.

Scheuerman, William. 2015. “Civil Disobedience in the Shadows of Postnational-
ization and Privatization.” Journal of International Political Theory 12 (3): 237–257.

Scheuerman, William. 2018. Civil Disobedience. Cambridge: Polity.
Scheuerman, William. 2019. “Constituent Power and Civil Disobedience: Beyond 

the Nation-State?” Journal of International Political Theory 15 (1): 49–66.
Scott, David. 2004. Conscripts of Modernity: The Tragedy of Colonial Enlightenment. 

Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
Shilliam, Robbie. 2015. The Black Pacific: Anti-Colonial Struggles and Oceanic Connec-

tions. London: Bloomsbury.
Singer, Peter. 1973. Democracy and Disobedience. New York: Clarendon.
Singh, Nikhil Pal. 2004. Black is a Country: Race and the Unfinished Struggle for Democ-

racy. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Slate, Nico. 2011. Colored Cosmopolitanism: The Shared Struggle for Freedom in the United 

States and India. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Smith, William. 2004. “Democracy, Deliberation and Disobedience.” Res Publica 

10: 353–377.
Smith, William. 2015. Civil Disobedience and Deliberative Democracy. Abingdon: 

Routledge.
Smith, William. 2017. “Civil Disobedience as Transnational Disruption.” Global 

Constitutionalism 6 (3): 477–504.
Smith, William and Luis Cabrera. 2015. “The Morality of Border Crossing.” Contem-

porary Political Theory 14: 90–99.
Tarrow, Sidney. 2012. The New Transnational Activism. New York: Cambridge Univer-

sity Press.

Democratic Theory 9-2 Winter 2022.indb   35 9/26/2022   10:38:22 AM



36 Democratic Theory � Winter 2022

Tillery, Alvin. 2011. Between Homeland and Motherland: Africa, US Foreign Policy, and 
Black Leadership in America. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Tannenbaum, Frank. 1922. Darker Phases of the South. New York: GP Putnam & Sons.
Volk, Christian. 2019. “Enacting a Parallel World: Political Protest against the 

Transnational Constellation.” Journal of International Political Theory (15) 1: 
100–118.

Wimmer, Andreas and Nina Glick Schiller. 2002. “Methodological Nationalism 
and Beyond: Nation-State Building, Migration, and the Social Sciences.” Global 
Networks 2 (4): 301–334.

Woodly, Deva. 2015. The Politics of Common Sense: How Social Movements Use Public Dis-
course to Change Politics and Win Acceptance. New York: Oxford University Press.

Woodly, Deva. 2022. Reckoning: Black Lives Matter and the Democratic Necessity of Social 
Movements. New York: Oxford University Press.

Zinn, Howard. 1968. Disobedience and Democracy: Nine Fallacies on Law and Order. Cam-
bridge: South End.

Democratic Theory 9-2 Winter 2022.indb   36 9/26/2022   10:38:22 AM


	Beyond (and Before) the Transnational Turn: Recovering Civil Disobedience as Decolonizing Praxis
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1728321447.pdf._tbt_

