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Activists use civil disobedience as a means of putting social justice into practice.
Psychologists can engage in civil disobedience to enact psychology’s ethical principles, sup-
port marginalized communities, promote social welfare, and contest injustice. Drawing from
the work of minoritized scholars within and outside of psychology, the American
Psychological Association (APA) Ethics Code, social constructionism, intersectionality, and
social justice movements, our article aims to empower psychologists to understand and use
civil disobedience and advocates for expanding civil disobedience in the profession.
Because psychologists’ identities and contexts will inform their own civil disobedience, we
utilize a social justice issue germane to our own work supporting transgender people as an
exemplar where our ethical principles would conflict with law; thus, warranting civil disobe-
dience. This example concerns Ohio House Bill 658, which, if enacted, would have man-
dated that psychologists “immediately notify, in writing, each of [a] child’s parents if the
child shows symptoms of gender dysphoria or otherwise demonstrates a desire to be treated
in a manner opposite of the child’s biological sex.” We return to Ohio HB 658 and explore
other contemporary social justice issues throughout to reveal how psychologists can concep-
tualize and enact civil disobedience in pursuit of transformative change.

Public Significance Statement
This article draws from the work of historically marginalized scholars, activists, and
social justice movements to help psychologists understand and employ civil disobedience
as a practice for transformative change. Additionally, it advocates for expanding the
capacity for civil disobedience in professional psychology.
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Five decades ago, at a time of heightened social tumult and
change, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. addressed the American

Psychological Association’s (APA) 75th annual convention.
King (1968) described racism in the United States as “gigantic
in extent, and chaotic in detail,” and urged psychologists to
play an active role in ending it: “there are some things in our
society . . . to which we should never be adjusted. There are
some things . . . to which we must always be maladjusted if we
are to be people of good will” (King, 1968, p. 11). King
believed that psychologists have an important role to play in
sustaining the civil rights movement through civil disobedience
(King, 1968). Roughly, civil disobedience comprises inten-
tional violation of policy or law in service of higher principles
or interests. Communities who face exploitation, marginaliza-
tion, powerlessness, cultural domination, or violence have used
civil disobedience to reorient society's moral parameters, con-
test entrenched power structures, and exact concessions in sup-
port of social justice (Chenoweth & Stephan, 2011). In his plea
to psychologists, King advocated for “study and analysis to
avoid mistakes of the past when [civil disobedience] was
employed on too small a scale and sustained too briefly” (King,
1968, p. 2). Nested in historic and contemporary currents of
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social justice, this article aims to heed King’s call by embolden-
ing civil disobedience in psychology as a practice for transfor-
mative change.
Both before King’s speech and in the decades since, racial

and ethnic minority, feminist, queer and trans, and disabled
activists and psychologists have led efforts to expand social
justice in our field (Nadal, 2017). Despite historic marginal-
ization (Fine, 2018) these efforts have broken into the
mainstream of psychology in recent years (Nadal, 2017;
Thomas, 2004). Indeed, preceded by efforts in feminist
and multicultural psychology (Enns et al., 2013), public
psychology entails a groundswell within our professional
mainstream to promote social transformation (Nadal,
2017) through critical research methodology (e.g., Fine,
2018), clinical practice (e.g., Enns et al., 2013), educa-
tion, systemic intervention, and public advocacy. APA
has shown a propensity toward social justice and public
psychology across multiple past presidents, divisions,
initiatives, and within its bylaws and ethical principles
(Vasquez, 2012). Contemporary research on the social
determinants of health calls for structural intervention to
address disparities that emerge from historic oppression
(Chavez et al., 2007). Scholars of social constructionism
critically examine the oppressive effects of meaning-
making processes (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).1 Else-
where, psychologists using intersectionality leverage
critical methods to confront structures that systematically
marginalize groups of people (e.g., racism, sexism, trans-
phobia; Adames et al., 2018; Cole, 2009; Lewis et al.,
2017).2 Indeed, intersectionality offers powerful analytical
frameworks (Crenshaw, 1991) for psychology (Cole, 2009).
Even the present special issue of American Psychologist

reflects an emergent mainstream commitment within our field
long held by minoritized scholars: to promote social justice.
To actualize that commitment, psychologists will need effec-
tive practices (Bautista et al., 2019). Given civil disobedien-
ce’s historic role in societal transformation, it offers an
impactful practice for public psychology.
In the era of Black Lives Matter, it is critical that psychol-

ogists proactively take account of how antiracist demands
align with our discipline’s social justice values (Mosley et
al., 2020). Other recent events, such as Immigration and
Customs Enforcement’s weaponization of confidential psy-
chotherapy notes against undocumented youth (APA, 2020)
highlight that psychologists’ core ethical commitments can
and often do conflict with policy or law (Knapp et al., 2007;
Pope, 2008). These instances may warrant civil disobedi-
ence to enact psychology’s ethical principles (e.g., Justice,
Nonmaleficence; APA, 2017a), to protect our clients, stu-
dents, research participants, and communities, and to pro-
mote social welfare. While (albeit antiquated) data suggest
that psychologists support and engage in civil disobedience
(Pope & Bajt, 1988), mainstream resources to support them
in this practice (e.g., APA’s ethical principles; APA, 2017a)
are often vague, contradictory, or otherwise limited. Despite
demand from trainees, programs of study in psychology of-
ten overlook social justice activism (Nadal, 2017) and con-
flicts between law and ethical principles (Pope & Bajt,
1988). Noting these gaps, we conclude that existing insights
toward civil disobedience in psychology provide necessary
but insufficient guidance. To put public psychology into
practice, psychologists will require further support and
resources for civil disobedience in the profession.
To that end, this article synthesizes existing perspec-

tives on civil disobedience in psychology, explores how
APA’s Ethical Standards for Psychologists and Codes of
Conduct (hereinafter referred to as the Ethics Code;
APA, 2017a) succeeds and fails to speak to the ethical
contours of civil disobedience, shares insights on civil
disobedience from social constructionism, intersectional-
ity, and contemporary social justice movements, and pro-
vides additional recommendations for psychologists and
APA toward expanding civil disobedience in psychology.
At this threshold, we acknowledge the rich literature
exploring the psychology of obedience and unjust author-
ity (e.g., Bocchiaro & Zimbardo, 2017). While we recog-
nize that there are a variety of complex human factors
that influence how psychologists, like all people, make
decisions to disobey, our focus is more narrowly about

Anthony W. P.
Flynn

1 A theory of knowledge that posits that meaning is created socially,
rather than individually or universally (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).

2 Rooted in Black feminist activism and scholarship, this term describes the
study and critique of complex social inequities across convergent systems of
oppression and privilege, including race, gender, sexuality, social class,
nation, age, religion, and ability (Cole, 2009; Crenshaw, 1991).
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facilitating psychologists and APA to respond to injus-
tice by embracing civil disobedience.
Given that psychologists’ identities and professional con-

texts will inform their civil disobedience, we further high-
light an ethical dilemma raised by Ohio House Bill 658
(HB 658; Ohio House Bill 658, 2018) because of its rele-
vance to our own work supporting transgender people.3

Under the guise of protecting vulnerable kids, HB 658
aimed to carve out dangerous exceptions to privacy, educa-
tion, and health laws that put trans youth in peril by requir-
ing psychologists to, “immediately notify, in writing. . . [a]
child’s parents if the child shows symptoms of gender dys-
phoria or otherwise demonstrates a desire to be treated in a
manner opposite of the child’s biological sex” (Ohio House
Bill 658, 2018, p. 3).4 HB 658 would have mandated that
providers harm trans youth and treat them differently than
other clients (O’Hara, 2018). Although HB 658 failed to
pass, state legislators continue to introduce others like it
(Levin, 2020). These bills will conflict with the ethical prin-
ciples governing psychology (Bizub & Allen, 2020) and
present opportunities for psychologists to respond with civil
disobedience. Along with returning to HB 658 throughout,
we uplift other contemporary issues germane to both clini-
cal and nonclinical psychologists who engage in civil dis-
obedience. Our aim here is twofold–to acknowledge diverse
contexts that raise ethical dilemmas in psychology, and to
inform and empower psychologists to respond to those
dilemmas with civil disobedience.
To that end, as you read this article, we encourage you to

consider the following scenario. Imagine that you have
been treating a minor client for three weeks. Their mental
health symptoms include nonsuicidal self-injury, disordered

eating, lethargy, and substance misuse. While you would
ordinarily suspect a mood disorder when encountering these
symptoms, this client feels different. After talking with the
client further, they disclose that they are transgender, and
their symptoms relate to gender dysphoria they are experi-
encing. After learning from your client that they are trans-
gender, you experience a pang of anxiety because you
recall that state law requires you to disclose the minor’s
gender identity to their parents. Based on your client’s dis-
closures, you believe that if their parents learn that their
child is transgender, they would respond with rejection or
even violence. You are ultimately faced with two options:
(a) obey the law by informing the client’s hostile parents,
putting the client’s confidentiality, safety, and welfare at
risk (Klein & Golub, 2016); or (b) disobey the law by pro-
tecting the client’s gender-related information, putting your-
self at risk for felony charges.

Constructing Civil Disobedience

APA provides a prototypical definition of civil disobedi-
ence: “public, nonviolent opposition or protest, usually on the
grounds of conscience, to a government or its policies that
takes the form of refusing to obey certain laws” (APA, n.d.).
However, this narrow definition obscures the roots of and
establishes rigid prototypes for civil disobedience, limits psy-
chologists’ conceptions of civil disobedience, and neglects
contextual factors crucial in discerning what it means to do
civil disobedience. In this section, we address limitations to
popular conceptions of civil disobedience by invoking a con-
structionist orientation (Berger & Luckmann, 1966) and
attending to nuances of context and history. Here, an account
of history, context, and the social construction of civil disobe-
dience discourse can encourage psychologists to appreciate
diverse methods of civil disobedience.
Henry David Thoreau’s 1848 essay “Resistance to Civil

Government” introduced and popularized the term civil dis-
obedience (Thoreau, 1849/2014). However, civil disobedi-
ence cannot—nor should it—be traced through a single
intellectual or activist history. The practice of civil disobe-
dience predates Thoreau’s account and benefits from the
intentional use of a wide array of methods to respond to
injustice. Western audiences often invoke the Boston Tea
Party, Suffragette demonstrations, Gandhi’s campaign for
Indian Independence, Vietnam War protests, the Egyptian
Revolution of 1919, the 1989 Purple Rain Protest, and
Ampo Demonstrations during the summer of 1960. How-
ever, this invocation often tokenizes such instances for their
high-profile nature and civility (i.e., Nonviolence), which

Sergio Domínguez
Jr.

3We use the terms transgender and trans to refer to people whose
current gender differs from that which was assigned at birth.

4 Distress related to the discrepancy between the gender they were
assigned at birth and their own gendered self-image (Ashley, 2019b,
2019c).

CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE IN PSYCHOLOGY

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
ti
s
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

Ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
lA

ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le
is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al
us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al
us
er

an
d
is
no
tt
o
be

di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.

1219



can depoliticize civil disobedience, limit its transformative
power, and neglect contextual factors imperative to under-
standing civil disobedience across contexts (Celikates,
2016).
Within civil disobedience discourse, public perception and

nonviolence remain highly controversial issues, particularly
within descriptive paradigms that attempt to dictate what
civil disobedience is and is not (Celikates, 2016). Notably,
debates around whether civil disobedience can include spe-
cific acts perceived as violent (e.g., property damage, sabo-
tage) have resurfaced in the wake of Black Lives Matter
uprisings responding to the police murders of Daunte
Wright, George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Tony McDade, Mi-
chael Lorenzo Dean, Layleen Polanco, Dominique Clayton,
Atatiana Jefferson, Eric Reason, and Tony Robinson, among
unacceptably many others (Crenshaw, 2020). Here we en-
courage psychologists to think critically about the effects of
privileging certain acts of civil disobedience over others on
the basis of decontextualized tactics alone, such as the asser-
tion that property destruction invariably denotes a protest
tactic outside the bounds of civil disobedience (e.g., Ygle-
sias, 2020). Here, it may be natural to center civility as a uni-
versal value worth defending and upholding (Bates, 2019).
Nevertheless, it is important to consider that the socially con-
structed boundary between righteous civil disobedience and
unjust violence is neither arbitrary nor consistent.
To illustrate this point, we attend to popular narratives

concerning “violence” at contemporary protests. These nar-
ratives often frame the occasional destruction of property
by protesters (e.g., smashing windows, graffiti) as unjust vi-
olence, while excusing or justifying violent and dispropor-
tionate state repression against those who dare challenge

the status quo (e.g., dousing protestors with pepper spray,
shooting them with impact munitions, or worse; Adler-Bell,
2017) and overlooking the systemic violence that begets
protest in the first place (e.g., the aforementioned police
murders of Black people). While this analysis may feel less
readily apparent when applied to the present, it may reso-
nate deeper with the hindsight of history. For example,
modern consensus hails Dr. King as a paragon of justice
and nonviolent civil disobedience and derides violent state
responses to the 1960s civil rights movement. However,
during King’s lifetime, the U.S. government and a scornful
public disapproved of his tactics, maligned him for property
damage that sometimes accompanied protests, and levied
violent repression against the movement under the guise of
restoring “law and order” (Ali, 2020, p. 1). These examples
encourage psychologists to consider how rigid narratives to-
ward violence and civility are constructed by and reinforce
systems of oppression (e.g., White supremacy, capitalism,
and cisheteropatriarchy).5 This construction vilifies actions
that threaten the status quo as violent, while presenting
(comparatively more severe) actions that enact, protect, and
embolden systems of oppression as neutral or just (Adler-
Bell, 2017).
In the context of the current movement moment (Adams &

Rameau, 2016) an emphasis on civility can distract from the
alarming pervasiveness of anti-Blackness while reinforcing an
ongoing inability to recognize Black humanity (ross, 2020).
Ironically, this preoccupation with civility can obscure count-
less instances of nonviolent protest that have and continue to
resist social injustice (e.g., Ali, 2020). That is, emphasis on
civility often fails to appreciate that when civil disobedience
adheres to cultural norms of civility (as is the case for a vast
majority of Black Lives Matter protests), it is often met with
profound silence or even state violence (Ali, 2020; Celikates,
2016). Notwithstanding nuanced debates within minoritized
communities about the utility of certain tactics over others
(e.g., nonviolence; Ali, 2020), societal investment in maintain-
ing civility can function to maintain status quos (Bates, 2019),
and undermine the power of civil disobedience to build new
means of observing and contesting social injustices.
Here, it is also important for psychologists to consider the

misuse of civil disobedience rhetoric by defenders of the
status quo to counter social justice movements and impede
progressive change. For example, right wing groups may
present armed conflict as a viable civil disobedience tactic
(Jackson, 2019) to fight against reproductive rights (e.g.,
antiabortion clinic protestors; Arey, 2020; Lentjes et al.,
2020); thereby, exercising domination and control over
others’ autonomy. Elsewhere, antimask advocates invoked
civil disobedience in the wake of the coronavirus disease

Ree Ae S. Jordan

5 Intersecting systems that privilege and reinforce power of cisgender
heterosexual men through the exploitation and oppression of women and
gender and sexual minorities (McLean, 2014).
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2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, framing life-saving mask
mandates as an affront to personal liberty (Cox Media
Group National Content Desk, 2021). Perhaps most salient
in recent history is the extreme damage, physical harm, loss
of life, and collective trauma of the 1/6 U.S. Capitol insur-
rection (see Ocasio-Cortez, 2021). Many perpetrators of 1/6
(White supremacists, neo-confederates, Proud Boys, neo-
Nazis, off-duty police officers, former military, and state
lawmakers among them; Diaz & Triesman, 2021), claim to
have acted under the guise of civil disobedience.
Regarding 1/6, such appeals to civil disobedience conflict

with a prevailing conceptualization of civil disobedience as
a firebreak between the strategic poles of legal protest and
insurrection (e.g., Hall, 2006). This perspective draws a
sharp distinction between insurrection (particularly, violent
insurrection) and civil disobedience on the basis of goals:
insurrection aims to overthrow a government, whereas civil
disobedience aims to beget (albeit, often radical) reforms
(Keeton, 1964). Historic perspectives on civil disobedience
and revolutionary movements notwithstanding (e.g., Martin,
1970), such consensus suggests that the perpetrators of 1/6
acted outside the bounds of civil disobedience, in what one
commentator described as a “misappropriation of the right
of democratic revolt” (Kuttner, 2021, p. 1).
Returning to the broader misuse of civil disobedience rheto-

ric, rather than responding to systemic injustice, such appeals
feign oppression and victimhood, aim to protect or increase
the power of privileged groups (e.g., attempting to nullify an
election to maintain the regime of an outgoing President), and
further detract from efforts to elevate minoritized commun-
ities. Here, intersectionality provides an instructive analysis of

power relations (Cole, 2009) that reveals when acts presented
as civil disobedience respond to real, material, and convergent
oppression (e.g., Black women’s experiences of gendered rac-
ism; Crenshaw, 1991), rather than reinforcing systems of ex-
ploitation or emboldening the interests of the powerful.
In response to these factors, two dimensions that can guide

psychologists’ conceptions of civil disobedience are contesta-
tion (Celikates, 2016) and communication. How civil disobe-
dience works depends on the context in which it is
constructed, as well as how it is constructed. This dynamic
construction provides an entryway for psychologists toward
conceptualizing civil disobedience as something built situa-
tionally rather than merely a state of being. The real question,
then, is not whether conscientious use of specific methods
constitute civil disobedience in an ontological sense. Rather,
two more appropriate questions are: (1) Under what condi-
tions (when) do specific methods contest injustice? and (2) to
what extent (how) do these methods communicate a desire or
vision for change? We encourage psychologists to center these
questions when considering civil disobedience.
Putting this analysis into practice, if the psychologist

in our ethical dilemma were to protect a trans minor’s
gender-related information, legislative proponents of HB
658 may deem that act as a violent affront to parents’
rights and ascribe victimhood to such parents. Further, if
the psychologist were to protest HB 658 by damaging
property (e.g., destroying records), such proponents may
label that as violent. However, if a trans child were to ex-
perience harm under HB 658, such as a denial of serv-
ices, exposure to conversion therapy, and limits to their
gender identity and expression, powerful lawmakers,
media, and public consensus may not be so quick to label
HB 658 as violent. Such inconsistent and decontextual-
ized perspectives on violence are built by and reinforce
systems of exploitation and marginalization. In the case
of HB 658, those systems include one where facilitating
thoughtful decision-making and preserving personal
authority is a commodity to be gatekept by health pro-
viders, rather than a human right (Ashley, 2019a, 2019b).
Civil disobedience that contests pathologization and
dehumanization of trans identities (Ashley, 2019a) can
shift public consciousness to examine the inherent vio-
lence of limiting someone’s ability to make informed
decisions while discovering, understanding, and creating
gender (Ashley, 2019a, 2019b); thereby, communicating
a vision for change. That same civil disobedience simul-
taneously disrupts the commodification of informed deci-
sion-making and communicates to others that it is
possible (and necessary) to continue disrupting. In addi-
tion to creating new ways to observe and contest social
injustices, this act of civil disobedience contributes to the
humanization of people who, within present systems, are
otherwise dehumanized (Ashley, 2019a).

Rachel L. Dyer
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The Ethics Code

While contexts surrounding their civil disobedience will
vary widely, APA asserts its expectations for all psychologists
via the Ethics Code (APA, 2017a). While psychologists may
need to look beyond the Ethics Code to inform their civil dis-
obedience, nevertheless it illuminates our shared context of
psychology. In this section we highlight how the Ethics Code
succeeds and fails to speak to the needs of psychologists who
are considering civil disobedience.

Codes of Conduct: Standards 1.02 and 1.03

The Ethics Code (APA, 2017a) consists of two structures,
General Principles and Codes of Conduct. Psychologists are
likely to first look to the enforceable Codes of Conduct (APA,
2017a) when they enact civil disobedience, particularly when
considering actionable expectations for their behavior and the
risks civil disobedience may expose them to within the profes-
sion. Here, standard, 1.02: Conflicts Between Ethics and Law,
Regulations, or Other Governing Legal Authority and 1.03:
Conflicts Between Ethics and Organizational Demands (APA,
2017a) are particularly relevant. The current versions of stand-
ards 1.02 and 1.03 are a product of controversy and revision
over the last two decades. By attending here to a history of
these revisions we hope to further contextualize civil disobedi-
ence in psychology.
Less than a year after 9/11, APA’s council of representa-

tives adopted a new edition of the Ethics Code that loosened
expectations for psychologists to reject institutional demands
that cause harm (Hoffman et al., 2015; Pope, 2008). Under

this new edition, APA updated Standard 1.02 to read: “If . . .
conflict [between law and the Ethics Code] is unresolvable . . .
psychologists may adhere to the requirements of the law,
regulations, or other governing legal authority” (emphasis
added; APA, 2017a, p. 16). Further, in the new edition, APA
amended 1.03 to read, “to the extent feasible, [psychologists]
resolve [conflicts between organizational demands and profes-
sional ethics] in a way that permits adherence to the Ethics
Code” (emphasis added; APA, 2017a, p. 16). Under these
standards, APA endorsed deference to law or institutional
demands (Pope, 2008), and discouraged psychologists from
civil disobedience grounded in their ethical principles. Further,
the 2002 versions of 1.02 and 1.03 ran at odds with the Nur-
emberg principle, a cornerstone of professional ethics that
entails that members of an institution cannot set aside personal
responsibility on the basis of just following laws or orders
(Pope, 2008). In response to such critiques, members of
APA’s Ethics Committee cited consensus that “there are laws
one must not follow,” while also arguing that “[f]inding the
right language to identify which laws one may never follow is
not so easily done” (Hoffman et al., 2015, p. 455). Further, the
Committee argued that previous resolutions “affirmed and
reaffirmed” civil disobedience’s compatibility with the Ethics
Code (APA, 2009, p. 5). APA emphasized member discretion
in conflicts between ethics and law by allowing, but not
requiring civil disobedience (APA, 2009). Despite these
responses, criticism persisted within psychology, including
from APA Ethics Committee chair Kenneth Pope (2008). In
2008, Pope withdrew from APA in protest, arguing that defer-
ence to law clashed with psychology’s ethical foundations and
values (Pope, 2008).
The 2015 Hoffman et al. report ultimately validated

Pope’s criticisms, finding that the Ethics Code failed to pro-
tect the public and permitted unethical conduct from psy-
chologists, including participation in U.S. Department of
Defense torture programs. This report and ensuing outcry in
psychology beget revisions to standards 1.02 and 1.03 to
their current reading (Nadal, 2017). They now state that in
the event of a conflict between the Ethics Code and law,
regulations, governing legal authority, or organizational
demands, “psychologists clarify the nature of the conflict,
make known their commitment to the Ethics Code, and take
reasonable steps to resolve the conflict consistent with the
General Principles and Ethical Standards of the Ethics
Code” (APA, 2017a, p. 16). Further, both now state, “under
no circumstances may this standard be used to justify or
defend violating human rights” (APA, 2017a, p. 16). With
the removal of “psychologists may adhere to the require-
ments of the law, regulations, or other governing legal
authority” (APA, 2017a, p. 16), the present standards pro-
vide greater support for psychologists dissenting to injustice
than the 2002 iterations, as they no longer explicitly endorse
deference to law or policy. Indeed, APA’s Committee on
Legal Issues argued that the revisions “have the benefit of
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removing any doubt about the primacy of the Ethics Code
in circumstances where the ethical standards and law [con-
flict]” (APA, 2009, p. 3).
The revised versions of 1.02 and 1.03 further promote civil

disobedience specifically when the law or policy in question
entails violation of human rights. While they stop short of man-
dating civil disobedience, these codes are no longer an affirma-
tive defense for any psychologist who remains complicit in
human rights violations. Accordingly, contemporary human
rights standards can inform psychologists’ civil disobedience.
For example, responding to HB 658 you may consider turning
to the Yogyakarta Principles plus 10, concerning human rights
and gender identity (Grinspan et al., 2017). That said, it is im-
portant to consider that human rights are broadly contested and
structures intended to maintain human rights (e.g., international
standards, treaties) are often constructed and selectively
enforced to serve the interests of the powerful (Shirazi et al.,
2017). Further, by requiring psychologists to make known their
commitment to the Ethics Code, the revised standards echo sup-
port for limited conceptions of civil disobedience as a public
act. Thus, 1.02 and 1.03 may be less instructive for and affirm-
ing of civil disobedience than they initially appear.
Ultimately, our review of standards 1.02 and 1.03 can en-

courage psychologists to consider how history impacts the con-
texts where they create civil disobedience. The process of
revisions to 1.02 and 1.03 demonstrates that psychologists can
confront ways that our field contributes to injustice and (con-
gruent with the aims of this article) shift our institutions to
empower civil disobedience. However, despite revisions, issues
persist regarding how standards 1.02 and 1.03 can inform civil
disobedience in psychology. It remains unclear whether the
locus of ethical responsibility and accountability belongs to
individual psychologists or APA itself, and thus, whether it is
appropriate for APA to require psychologists to engage in civil
disobedience (APA, 2009). While the Ethics Code’s introduc-
tion demands that psychologists adhere to the Ethics Code if it
“establishes a higher standard of conduct than is required by
law” (2017, p. 2), this requirement fails to speak to the limits of
the Ethics Code as a product of its historical context and
appears within the Ethics Code’s unenforceable General Princi-
ples, rather than enforceable standards. Nevertheless, APA
expects psychologists to consider the General Principles when
arriving at an ethical course of action (Vasquez, 2012), these
Principles can inform civil disobedience in psychology.

Principle A: Beneficence and Nonmaleficence

Principle A, Beneficence and Nonmaleficence concerns psy-
chologists’ response to conflicts inherent to civil disobedience
(APA, 2017a). It states, “when conflicts occur among psycholo-
gists’ obligations or concerns, they attempt to resolve these con-
flicts in a responsible fashion that avoids or minimizes harm”
(APA, 2017a, p. 3). Through the lens of civil disobedience,
we read this principle as encouraging psychologists to center

minimizing harm in their choice to disobey. Indeed, when
psychologists choose to conscientiously disobey law, miti-
gating harm to their clients may be their primary rationale
(Pope & Bajt, 1988). That said, Principle A offers limited
guidance, given that psychologists vary in what they con-
sider “harmful,” policies often enact disparate harm, and pol-
icies intended to minimize harm can often have unintended
harmful consequences. For instance, police intervention in
response to mental health crises, while ostensibly meant to
address clients’ risk for harm, can nevertheless put them at
greater risk for trauma, injury, and death, especially for those
who are Black, Indigenous and Native, or people of color
(Cooke, 2020). One particularly tragic example is the murder
of Kayla Moore. In 2013, Moore, a Black transgender
woman, was experiencing a mental health crisis. Her room-
mate was concerned for Moore’s wellbeing and called
Berkeley police. Instead of escorting Moore to a medical fa-
cility, the officers attempted to arrest her, physically over-
powered her in her bedroom, and suffocated her to death in
the process (Crenshaw et al., 2015, p. 17). Here it bears not-
ing that Black and other minoritized communities have
developed viable alternatives to police intervention in mental
health crises (e.g., Climer & Glicker, 2021) and contempo-
rary policing itself (e.g., Adams & Rameau, 2016), that psy-
chologists can embrace.
Further, notions of harm in psychology are nested in his-

tory. For example, there is greater consensus today that
accumulation of scientific knowledge cannot justify harm to
research participants (Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2018). And
yet, there are myriad historic examples of researchers enact-
ing vast (and at the time, considered acceptable) harm on
participants under the guise of scientific knowledge, such as
the Tuskegee syphilis study and U.S. Government human
radiation experiments on prisoners and children with dis-
abilities (Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2018). While today,
Institutional Review Boards (IRB) still compare participant
risks and benefits with anticipated gains in scientific knowl-
edge, IRB cannot consider future application of this knowl-
edge, such as in public policy (Yanow & Schwartz-Shea,
2018).
Harm also manifests in nuanced ways across contexts. For

example, ordinarily, it could be harmful to refer to your trans
client using a pronoun (e.g., she, they, he, or ze) that does not
correctly reflect their gender identity. However, in our ethical
dilemma concerning HB 658, if the client’s hostile parents are
present, using the client’s correct pronouns could effectively
out them; thereby, exposing them to even greater harm. This
underscores the importance of, when feasible, preempting this
situation by collaborating with your client to plan how to navi-
gate pronoun use. The circumstances may demand that (with
the client’s prior consent) you enact momentary harm by mis-
gendering your client to avoid the larger harm of outing them
to their parents. Otherwise, an adept therapist may, with the
client’s prior consent, forego pronouns (e.g., use name only,
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shift sentence structure) or use pronouns in a way that goes
unnoticed. Ultimately, these exemplars encourage psycholo-
gists to emphasize flexibility, and to consider how history and
context limit the extent to which Principle A and the Ethics
Code at large speak to their needs concerning civil
disobedience.

Principle B: Fidelity and Responsibility

Principle B, Fidelity and Responsibility, states: “Psychol-
ogists uphold professional standards of conduct, clarify
their professional roles and obligations, [and] accept appro-
priate responsibility for their behavior . . .” (APA, 2017a, p.
3). Here, Principle B runs congruent with APA’s narrow
definition of civil disobedience entailing open and public
acts. Indeed, Knapp and colleagues (2007) endorse this pub-
lic-focused framing, suggesting that psychologists who
engage in civil disobedience must be prepared to accept the
consequences of their actions willingly and openly. Further,
they advocate for engaging in civil disobedience to a degree
that minimizes violation of the law (Knapp et al., 2007).
However, these open, public, and minimized approaches
may inherently undermine psychologists’ ability to contest
injustice or otherwise compromise the values they aim to
uphold through civil disobedience (Pope & Bajt, 1988).
Responding to HB 658, you cannot publicly refuse to dis-
close your client’s gender identity to their parents without
undermining the client’s confidentiality or the effectiveness
of your refusal. If you were to publicly refuse to obey HB
658, there may be workplace repercussions that inhibit you
from practicing; your advocacy for clients requires that you
be able to have clients. Finally, your methods of civil dis-
obedience may rely on a degree of contestation or disrup-
tion that goes beyond minimal violation of the law. These
challenges again illustrate the limits of popular conceptions
of civil disobedience, and highlight connections between
psychologists’ contexts, principles, and chosen methods of
civil disobedience.
Elsewhere, Principle B states, “psychologists . . . cooperate

with other professional institutions to the extent needed to
serve the best interest of those with whom they work” (APA,
2017a, p. 3). This section affirms psychologists’ ethical com-
mitments toward the interests of their clients, students,
research participants, communities, and others, above and
beyond imperatives to cooperate with institutions. Thus, in
their civil disobedience, psychologists can leverage Principle
B as a means of favoring the interests of who they serve over
institutional demands. For example, in late September 2020,
then President Trump empowered the federal government to
cancel contracts that organize antiracist and other diversity
trainings (Exec. Order No. 13950, 2020). Fearing a loss of
federal funding, academic institutions swiftly canceled diver-
sity and inclusion trainings (Fuchs, 2020). However, this
response may have come at the detriment of multiple parties

(e.g., students, research collaborators, or the institutions them-
selves), presenting an opportunity for civil disobedience to
maintain antiracist trainings.
Regarding such multiple parties, psychologists reflecting on

Principle B when considering civil disobedience may errone-
ously assume they have an ethical responsibility to only one
discreet person or entity (Fisher, 2009). Embodied in the ques-
tion, “Who is the client?,” this framing fails to account for
many psychologists’ professional settings (e.g., schools, com-
munities) where the “client” could be multiple individuals,
groups, or institutions (Fisher, 2009, p. 1). Rather, psycholo-
gists must ask “what are my ethical responsibilities to each of
the parties involved?” (Fisher, 2009, p. 1). Here, following the
lead of prevention professionals and community-based partici-
patory action researchers, psychologists can also broaden the
definition of whom they serve to include communities at large,
and reflect on their responsibilities toward these communities
to dismantle systems of oppression.

Principle C: Integrity

Principle C: Integrity bolsters the notion that psychologists
can engage in civil disobedience that entails secret (rather than
open and public) violation of policy or law. While encourag-
ing psychologists to promote honesty and truthfulness, Princi-
ple C also states: “deception may be ethically justifiable to
maximize benefits and minimize harm” (APA, 2017a, p. 4).
Further, it instructs psychologists to “consider the need for,
the possible consequences of, and their responsibility to cor-
rect any resulting mistrust or other harmful effects that arise
from (deception, subterfuge, or intentional misrepresentation
of fact)” (APA, 2017a, p. 4). While Principle C holds particu-
lar salience in the realm of research methodology (e.g., the
use of confederates in experimental research), we also read it
as authorizing clandestine methods to contest injustice (e.g.,
deception, evasion) when these methods maximize benefits
and minimize harm. Further Principle C emphasizes the
notion that clandestine methods of civil disobedience pose
additional risks for psychologists and thus, demand careful
consideration and tactful execution. Returning to the HB 658
example, we see Principle C’s emphasis on integrity as sup-
porting your decision to refuse to disclose your client’s gender
identity if, upon careful consideration, you conclude it will
protect the youth’s wellbeing.

Principles D: Justice and E: Respect for People’s Rights
and Dignity

Principle D, Justice, states, “Psychologists recognize that
fairness and justice entitle all persons to access and benefit
from the contributions of psychology and to equal quality in
the processes, procedures, and services being conducted by
psychologists” (APA, 2017a, p. 4). Principle D converges
with Principle E (Respect for People’s Rights and Dignity),
which notes,
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Psychologists are aware of and respect cultural, individual, and role
differences . . . based on age, gender, gender identity, race, ethnicity,
culture, national origin, religion, sexual orientation, disability, lan-
guage, and socioeconomic status, and consider these factors when
working with members of such groups. Psychologists try to eliminate
the effect on their work of biases based on those factors, and they do
not knowingly participate in or condone activities of others based
upon such prejudices. (APA, 2017a, p. 4)

Principles D and E generally encourage psychologists to
take on the mantle of public psychology and refuse com-
plicity with discriminatory laws like HB 658. Further, they
encourage psychologists to limit the impact of their own
biases and reflect on how psychology has disparately bene-
fited and harmed individuals across privileged and margi-
nalized identities, respectively. Indeed, the neglect of study
of certain populations (e.g., Black women), results in a
faulty, inadequate, and incomplete psychological knowl-
edge base that further entrenches injustice (Thomas, 2004).
That said, while principles D and E can inform forays into
civil disobedience, they are insufficient. Here, we echo criti-
cism from representatives of the Ethnic Minority Psycho-
logical Associations that the Ethics Code fails to reflect the
struggles, needs, cultural values, and sociopolitical histories
of minoritized communities (Morse & Blume, 2013).

Civil Disobedience as Professional Activity

Given that APA has traditionally viewed independent po-
litical acts as ethically protected private conduct exempt
from the Ethics Code (Allen & Dodd, 2018), psychologists
may ultimately question the degree to which the Ethics
Code concerns politicized acts of civil disobedience.
Indeed, APA asserts that the Ethics Code “applies” only to
psychologists’ “professional domain,” including clinical
practice, supervision, assessment, research, program evalua-
tion, public service, and social intervention (APA, 2017a, p.
2). Thus, it may initially appear that the Ethics Code can
only empower civil disobedience birthed in what are tradi-
tionally considered psychologist’ workplace contexts,
duties, and roles, such as refusing to engage in mandated
reporting to protect client welfare (Pope & Bajt, 1988) or
sharing access to paywalled research articles. That said,
limiting the application of the Ethics Code to the workplace
fails to account for psychologists’ actual and potential roles
in social justice work. Indeed, Allen and Dodd (2018) argue
that political action in our profession challenges artificial
barriers between personal and professional activity, and
thus, the Ethics Code should apply to politicized activities
outside of psychologists’ workplaces. Examples of civil dis-
obedience under this domain could include disrupting traffic
during an unpermitted march or sheltering community
members targeted by law enforcement (Finch & Barnes,
2020).

While it is hardly exhaustive, the Ethics Code can
empower psychologists to enact public psychology through
civil disobedience. Given APA’s assertion that civil disobe-
dience is “entirely compatible” with the Ethics Code (APA,
2009, p. 5), we encourage psychologists to utilize the Ethics
Code to inform how they contest social injustices regardless
of whether that contestation takes place on or off the pro-
verbial “clock.” Our ethical responsibilities to clients, stu-
dents, research participants, and communities do not end
when we are outside of the clinic, classroom, lab, or office
(see Behnke, 2008). Psychologists can look to the Ethics
Code as an invitation to explore how ethics permeates all
that we do (including civil disobedience) and to examine
relationships between our personal, professional, and politi-
cal lives (Behnke, 2008).

Recommendations

When faced with dilemmas where ethics and legal struc-
tures conflict, we have often felt unsure of how to proceed.
While the Ethics Code and other insights within psychology
are instructive, at times they fail to speak to the varied con-
texts in which psychologists will enact civil disobedience.
Accordingly, psychologists will require further guidance to
engage in civil disobedience. Below, we synthesize recom-
mendations that may be instructive to empower civil dis-
obedience in our field. To honor Black feminists and other
activists and scholars who preceded us, shape our personal
understandings of identity, and model how to engage tact-
fully in this work, we end each recommendation with a
direct quotation. Black and other minority psychologists
have championed this work for decades (Fine, 2018; Nadal,
2017), but psychology’s mainstream has only embraced it
in recent years (Thomas, 2004). While we draw from spe-
cific paradigms throughout this section and article at large,
we humbly appreciate that other frameworks, methods, and
scholars could have synthesized similar conclusions.

Follow the Lead of, Support, and Build Equitable
Partnerships With Social Justice Movements in the
Pursuit of Civil Disobedience

Civil disobedience is rooted in social justice movements
with long and complex histories. Justice-oriented activists
and scholars have challenged oppressive systems for as long
as they have existed. These very systems do not merely
allow injustices to occur—they encourage injustices that ret-
rospectively incite shudders and pronouncements that they
will happen “never again.” We encourage psychologists to
acknowledge that we stand on the shoulders of multiply
marginalized activists who came before us, to stand
shoulder-to-shoulder with today’s activists, and to build plat-
forms for those who come after us. Research in itself is not
activism, and neither is applied psychology. It is up to us to
follow the lead of and build intentional partnerships with
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activists, communities, policymakers, organizers, youth, and
elders engaged in revolutionary change (Fine, 2018; Trujillo,
2018). Such partnerships demand the “circulation of capi-
tals” to advance communities’ initiatives, both in the sense
of financial support, and through social and relational invest-
ment of legitimacy, knowledge, power, protection, credibil-
ity, and status (Trujillo, 2018, p. 443). These partnerships
will also demand vulnerability from psychologists: having
the courage to contest injustice even when it feels like there
is limited control over outcomes, acknowledging when we
make mistakes in civil disobedience, proceeding with grace
and humility, taking the correction, learning the lesson, and
trying again (Hargons et al., 2017).
Here we encourage psychologists to consider the work of

scholars who have long partnered with communities and
collective movements. This includes (but is not limited to)
Chavez and colleagues’ framework for community organiz-
ing to promote wellbeing (Chavez et al., 2007), Escudero
and Pallares’ ethnographic field work with undocumented
activists (Escudero & Pallares, 2021) that contextualizes
civil disobedience in the U.S. immigrant rights movement,
McKibban and Steltenpohl’s, collaboration with the YMCA
Caldwell Center (McKibban & Steltenpohl, 2019) that gar-
nered funding in support of racially and economically
diverse constituencies, and Vera and colleagues’ partner-
ships with Chicago urban schools (e.g., Vera et al., 2007)
that foster resilience among culturally and linguistically
diverse youth and their families. Elsewhere, psychologists
seeking more holistic ethical frameworks for social justice
in psychology can turn to guidance from Ethnic Minority
Psychological Associations (e.g., Association of Black Psy-
chologists, 2019; Straits et al., 2012) the APA Multicultural
Guidelines (APA, 2017b), and Nadal (2017). Further,
regarding specific civil disobedience tactics, we direct psy-
chologists to AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power (n.d.) and
American Disabled for Attendant Programs Today (n.d.) for
detailed guidance on nonviolent direct action and risking
arrest. Finally, in an effort to honor our own contexts, we
highlight two organizations doing impactful local work in
Madison, WI: the Community Lab for Intentional Practice,
which develops abolitionist, coconspirator, and restorative
justice practices to eliminate racial disparities (CLIP, 2020)
and Freedom Inc., whose civil disobedience and intersec-
tional organizing campaigns lead to the removal of police
from Madison Public Schools (Fox, 2020). Ultimately,
these examples are hardly exhaustive. To contest injustice
through civil disobedience, we encourage psychologists to
build equitable partnerships of solidarity with communities
local and beyond.

With a sense of critical optimism, by interrogating and filling in the link-
ages that bond global to local, history to present, and elites and quasi-
elites to marginalized communities, we might begin to understand the

circuits of dispossession, but also the circuits of solidarity that need to be
connected in the march toward social justice. (Fine, 2016, p. 356)

Challenge Prototypes for Civil Disobedience by
Respecting, Turning to, and Intentionally Drawing
From Diverse Methods

APA’s Ethics Committee has previously questioned how
support for civil disobedience should vary based on the
methods of civil disobedience psychologists use (APA,
2009). From 54-mile marches to picking salt out of mud,
activists throughout history have demonstrated that civil
disobedience can be enacted by intentionally using a wide
range of methods to communicate dissent and contest injus-
tice. Rather than limiting what civil disobedience can be,
psychologists and APA can appreciate a diversity of tactics
(X, 1964). Civil disobedience can occur in private and pub-
lic arenas, and within spontaneous moments wherever
opportunities emerge. We can enact it in classroom discus-
sions, within our teaching, the material we focus on, voices
we uplift and interests we center; in personal, professional,
academic, or clinical contexts; with clients, students,
research participants and community members; through let-
ters, occupations, demonstrations, strikes, boycotts, labor
organizing, public speaking, mutual aid, and day-to-day
acts of defiance. Civil disobedience can put a more just
vision for the world into practice wherever we are able.

. . . people have made the mistake of confusing the methods with the
objectives. As long as we agree on objectives, we should never fall out
with each other just because we believe in different methods or tactics
or strategy to reach a common goal. (X, 1964, p. 51)

Engage in Collective Acts of Civil Disobedience
Intentionally and Tactfully, Taking Into Account Not
Only Identities and Contexts, but Your Responsibility in
Creating Structural Change

Psychology and academia have been created by and for a
limited demographic of people holding privileged identities
(e.g., upper class, able-bodied, White, and cisgender; Guthrie,
2003). While psychologists are afforded a degree of privilege
by virtue of their professional status, as discourse on social
justice proliferates in the mainstream of psychology, an
unspoken assumption may emerge: all psychologists hold the
same privileges. Not so. Personal identities and contextual fac-
tors will affect how psychologists can exercise civil disobedi-
ence. For some engaging in this work, particularly Black and
Brown people, there will be greater risks, including to one's
job, health, security, freedom, and even their life (Fine, 2018).
These risks notwithstanding, civil disobedience as a form of
activism can also empower individuals, build relationships,
and promote personal and community wellbeing (Chavez et
al., 2007). Accordingly, civil disobedience is complex and
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flexible, especially for those of us holding multiple minori-
tized identities, whose mere existence in systems of power
can be revolutionary. Here, we can look to the inspiration of
forebears in psychology who dared to confront injustice in
the face of dire consequences, including Marie Jahoda,
Muzafer Sherif, Milton Schweibel, Leon Kamin, Morton
Deutsch, Carolyn Payton, and Ignacio Martín-Baró (Fine,
2018). Psychologists can also bear witness to contemporary
activists, including Erika Andiola, Daniela Vargas, and Lulu
Martinez. Despite being at greater risk for deportation, their
acts of resistance embolden immigrant communities’ collec-
tive strength (Escudero & Pallares, 2021). Invoking intersec-
tionality, Zheng (2018) further encourages us to “take
seriously the variety of oppressions that make up structural
injustice [and] the ways in which the same agent may be
simultaneously perpetrator, bystander, and victim, and hence
possess cross-cutting and different degrees of power, privi-
lege, interest, and collective ability” (p. 879). Thus, civil dis-
obedience will be both personal and social as psychologists
simultaneously act within and recreate systems of inequity.
While reflections on individual identity dimensions and

biases can inform and empower civil disobedience, we chal-
lenge psychologists to further consider the ways that sys-
tems of power and oppression are maintained through
institutions, influence each of us within those institutions,
and in turn how we each contribute to structural processes
of injustice (Zheng, 2018). While potentially anxiety-evok-
ing, this perspective can help psychologists recognize our
ethical and moral responsibilities to respond not just to dis-
crete events (e.g., a police shooting), but to the social and
institutional structures that allow those events to take place
(e.g., anti-Black stereotypes, racial ghettoization, austere
economic conditions in which poverty begets crime; Zheng,
2018). Structural analyses of power will be critical to
address systemic impediments to wellness that psycholo-
gists see throughout their work (e.g., Chavez et al., 2007).
Rather than simply designating, diffusing, or shifting
responsibility away from privileged individuals or groups,
all parties are responsible for cultivating structural change
(Young, 2011). However, the beauty of a structural analysis
is that no single individual is held responsible for fixing an
entire structural injustice; that responsibility is held collec-
tively (Young, 2011). Thus, we encourage psychologists to
consider their personal (and psychology’s collective)
responsibility to interrogate, contest, and disrupt structural
injustice (e.g., ableism, classism, racism). All institutions in
the United States are born from White supremacy and capi-
talism among other systems of oppression (Abrams, 2020).
Psychology and academia are no exceptions (Guthrie,
2003). These truths encourage us to confront injustice
within and outside our field and build more just institutions.
Civil disobedience is an impactful practice for psycholo-
gists to do so.

Let us not pay tribute to Europe by creating states, institutions and
societies that draw their inspiration from it . . . for ourselves, and for
humanity . . . we must make a new start, develop a new way of think-
ing, and endeavor to create a new [hu]man. (Fanon, 1961, p. 250)

Leverage the Power of APA to Expand Civil
Disobedience in Psychology

APA can leverage its power by uplifting and materially
supporting social justice efforts, take additional steps to
expand support for civil disobedience in psychology, and in
turn, expand psychologists’ capacities to enact social trans-
formation. First, we echo the calls of Ethnic Minority Psy-
chological Associations for reflection on the Eurocentric
construction of psychology’s values and revision of the
Ethics Code with particular emphasis on long-silenced ethi-
cal tenets of collective community responsibility, connec-
tion to nature, the significance of relationships, spirituality,
and the effects of colonialism and historic trauma (Morse &
Blume, 2013). Doing so would expand capacity for civil
disobedience within psychology by providing a more com-
prehensive landscape of the ethical needs of psychologists
working in minoritized communities. Further, centering
these values can facilitate the aforementioned analysis of
intersecting power relations that can guide psychologists to-
ward impactful paths of resistance.
Echoing Allen and Dodd’s assertion concerning politi-

cal activity in psychology (Allen & Dodd, 2018), civil dis-
obedience may push the limits of the Ethics Code’s
current artificial boundaries between personal and profes-
sional activities. Thus, a more contemporary vision for the
Ethics Code could apply its standards and aspirational
principles to psychologists’ politicized activities (e.g.,
civil disobedience) outside of the workplace. Accordingly,
APA can facilitate difficult conversations on the interplay
of ethics, values, morals, policy, and law, and (with care-
ful consideration for psychologists’ autonomy and labor
rights) consider clarifying and perhaps winnowing artifi-
cial distinctions between professional and personal activ-
ity germane to civil disobedience.
Complementing existing efforts to embolden social jus-

tice training in psychology, we further call upon APA to
promote education and training on civil disobedience. Here,
we encourage APA to consult with activists and organiza-
tions to develop workshops, curricula, and continuing edu-
cation opportunities for psychologists centered around the
history and practice of civil disobedience. Further, for psy-
chology trainees, we identify foundational ethics course
work mandated by APA’s standards of accreditation as an
avenue to expand civil disobedience education. This point
is particularly salient for many of the authors of this article,
which began as a project in our own foundational ethics
course. We are grateful for the opportunity to explore civil
disobedience in our own training, and in turn, we hope that
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this article can inform educators and trainees who share our
goal to empower civil disobedience in psychology.
Recognizing that civil disobedience is contextually de-

pendent and poses unique and disparate risks to psycholo-
gists across contexts and identities, APA may elect to
eschew sweeping mandates that psychologists break the
law (see APA, 2009). However, this need not mean that
APA limits itself to simply condemning injustices (e.g.,
APA, 2020). Rather, APA can proactively speak out
about injustices, highlight discrete instances where it sup-
ports civil disobedience, and provide material support for
civil disobedience in the profession, such as consultation
and legal support funds. When psychologists engage in
transformative civil disobedience it will be crucial for
them to know that APA has their back, particularly when
there may be negative legal consequences. As the largest
professional association for U.S. psychologists, APA has
considerable power to establish professional norms and
advocate for policies at national and state levels. Among
other things, APA could spearhead complementary poli-
cies to ensure that psychologists who disobey unjust laws
do not lose their licenses to practice and urge malpractice
insurers to cover necessary legal fees attendant to crimi-
nal and civil charges stemming from civil disobedience.
We acknowledge that these recommendations could

evoke perennial debates over the degree to which APA
should take a stand on contentious issues (e.g., Payton,
1984). Here, we are drawn to Dr. Carolyn Payton’s words
from decades ago: “those who argue against the APA's get-
ting involved in social issues are really suggesting that the
status quo be maintained” (1984, p. 395). Maintaining the
status quo is incompatible with psychology’s values. By
empowering civil disobedience in psychology, APA can
take a meaningful stand in support of justice.

APA cannot remain a vital, dynamic organization by narrowing the
confines of its participation in historical events. The organization can-
not prosper while worrying more about the limits of the remedies than
about the wrongs that are being addressed in the first place. (Payton,
1984, p. 395)

Challenges, Recommendations in Practice: Returning
to HB 658

Applying our recommendations, we return to HB 658, a
bill that sought to force psychologists treating trans youth to
disclose sensitive information about their clients’ gender
identity, irrespective of whether those disclosures would
imperil youth’s mental or physical wellbeing. If you find
yourself confronted with laws akin to HB 658, you have
options and, ultimately, important choices about how to pro-
ceed. We encourage you to thoughtfully consider whether
you will comply with a law that you sincerely believe is an
affront to your client’s dignity, treatment needs, wellbeing,

and human rights. In this consideration, we further encourage
you to place a particular focus on your own social locations
within institutions. The Ethics Code, including its principles
of beneficence, nonmaleficence, fidelity, responsibility, jus-
tice, integrity, and respect for clients’ rights and dignity may
also inform your response. However, you could very well
determine that the Ethics Code does not speak to the situa-
tion you find yourself in–that time, place, and history limits
its grasp of your predicament. Here, you could turn to other
communities to inform how you approach this dilemma
(e.g., activists, advocates, lawyers, and scholars). Through
this process, you can choose not to disclose the client’s gen-
der identity despite the risks this choice entails.
We recognize that even the most considered decision to

disobey a law entails risk that will be disparate to psycholo-
gists depending on their contexts. While your decision may
evoke a sense of fear and uncertainty—for yourself, your
client, and others—you can nevertheless channel that fear
to ensure you are tactful in your execution of civil disobedi-
ence. You can share the contours of your dilemma with
your client, explain the reasons why you are disobeying the
law, and center the client’s needs in your response. This sit-
uation presents an opportunity to demonstrate your commit-
ment to their welfare as well as an object lesson in how to
refuse complicity in structural transphobia, which may be
key to affirming and empowering your client at a critical
stage of their development. You can also reflect on the
ways that psychology has enacted structural transphobia,
and endeavor to change them with your actions.
We also recognize that if you choose to disobey an unjust

law like HB 658 you may have to do so clandestinely. That
is, you may be unable to publicly communicate about your
civil disobedience, as it would undermine your client’s con-
fidentiality and welfare. Even if done surreptitiously, your
refusal to comply strikes a blow against legal regimes that
seek to single out and harm vulnerable trans youth. A law
like HB 658 cannot harm trans youth if the adult professio-
nals it charges refuse to comply. Alternatively, you can
elect to be more vocal about your opposition to laws like
HB 658. Particularly for those who enjoy relative privilege,
consider raising your voice against injustice. Speaking out
against unjust laws that harm our clients can reaffirm your
commitment to doing justice by the most vulnerable among
us, and can encourage your peers to explore how to foster a
better world through their own acts of civil disobedience.

Authors’ Subjectivity and Conclusions

Subjectivity is an inevitable component of all academic
endeavors (Peshkin, 1988; Schweber, 2007). Notwithstand-
ing the specific methods used, researchers bring with them
personal qualities that filter, skew, shape, block, transform,
construe, and misconstrue various facets of the research pro-
cess (Peshkin, 1988). Thus, we reflect not on “whether
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subjectivity is unitary or multiple, but when, and not whether
the research itself is affected by a single-seeding or cross-
pollination of theory metaphors, but how” (Schweber, 2007,
pp. 79–80). The five of us intentionally create civil disobedi-
ence and pursue social justice, yet our identities and the
methods we use vary widely—we march on the streets,
donate time and resources for community wellbeing, work
on justice-oriented public policy, organize actions, and
sometimes contest injustices quietly to protect others and
ourselves. Our personal qualities cannot be divorced from
the theories we chose to draw from for this article. Inspired
by Crotty’s (1998) methodology, we fostered a construction-
ist approach to examine assumptions about knowledge pro-
duction, power relations, strategies, and techniques
embedded in civil disobedience discourse. We further drew
from the Ethics Code, Black feminist conceptions of inter-
sectionality, and social justice movements to form an orien-
tation to civil disobedience that is flexible and responsive to
psychologists’ varied contexts.
We hope this orientation proves fruitful as psychologists

explore how to foster public psychology and integrate civil
disobedience into their professional identities. Going for-
ward, we hope that psychologists and APA heed Dr. King’s
call for expanding their analysis of and support for civil dis-
obedience, to ensure that it is not used on too small a scale
or sustained too briefly in our field (King, 1968). Given the
current political moment, this hope is all the more urgent.
Marginalized communities across the nation are rising up
and demanding change. The ethical principles of our profes-
sion command us not only to hear to their demands, but to
act in solidarity. In turn, a growing mainstream consensus is
beginning to heed the calls minority psychologists have
been making for more than half a century. We cannot resign
ourselves to simply understanding our social world—we
must work to change it.
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