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Abstract 
The study examines civil disobedience as a panacea for socio-political instability. 

The objective is to articulate how civil disobedience constitutes a veritable 

theoretical tool for resolving socio-political conflicts, restores social order, and 

preserves the institutions of democratic governance. However, while the civil 

rights protests and unrests in the late 1960s and early 1970s in United States of 

America stirred the consciousness of Hannah Arendt over its impetus as a political 

instrument for positive change and justice in the polis, she no doubt appreciates 

the potency of the same civil disobedience to serious political upheavals which at 

worse can degenerate into a revolution, or worse still, anarchy. John Rawls, on the 

other hand, is no less propelled by similar apprehension that civil disobedience as 

a social instrument of change can be abused. Hence, both got out of their separate 

ways to seek a solution to making the theory a veritable socio-political tool. This 

paper is, therefore a critical look at the positions of both authors via-a-vis a 

constitutional use of civil disobedience for socio-political change without anarchy. 

In the final analysis the paper suggests the urgent need for a regulatory 

constitutional niche for civil disobedience practices.  

 

Keywords: Civil disobedience, socio-political instability, bad leadership, Constitutional 

democracy 
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Introduction 

The phenomenon of civil protests of various kinds for sociopolitical change in the political 

realm is a product of civil rights declarations of fifteenth and sixteenth Centuries. Before 

the British Magna Carter or Great Chatter of United Kingdom in 1252, the concept of 

citizens’ rights was not yet known nor accepted as norm.  This pre Magna Chatter era was 

marked by the political doctrine of Divine Rights of the King by which the citizens, then 

under varied forms of Monarchies and better known then as subjects for lack personal 

individual rights, were not allowed constitutional rights as we have today. With the British 

Magna Chatter of King John in 1252 granting the British subjects some rights and the 

French universal declaration of Human Rights of the Enlightenment period, otherwise 

known as the age of reasoning, the concept of legitimate civil protests as a means of 

registering citizens’ dissatisfaction was born. Before these documents that recognize some 

rights or privileges of the subjects, citizens or in general terms, the ruled, had no rights of 

protest. Therefore, every protest against the constituted authorities was interpreted as an 

uprising, insurgency or attempt to overthrow of political institution or regime, and as such 

met with greatest force from the authorities. Such pre-enlightenment period, in effect, was 

era of violent political changes and  if the monarch, the ruling tyrant or dictator of one sort 

or another failed to be magnanimous to his peoples’ plight, the only alternative for his 

subjects to change their condition is either to assassinate him, possibly through plot, or to 

violently overthrow him with greater force. It was quite an era of might is right where the 

strong must had their wishes or ways unchallenged and the weak suffered what they must 

undefended.      

 

Civil disobedience as a modern phenomenon has been a product of, and supported by the 

fictitious doctrine of the state of nature. According to state of nature doctrine popularly 

associated with Thomas Hobbes, Jean Jacques Rousseau, Immanuel Kant and David 

Hume, but to mention the major exponent, stipulates that man must have once lived in a 

natural state where no laws, no moral precepts existed. In the state of nature as variously 

propounded by its major exponents above life was quite incommodious and in Hobbes’ 

diction, very brutish, nasty and short. According to the doctrine, realizing that to exist 

under such condition, one, that is the man of the state of nature, it was virtually impossible 

to get along with his fellows without stepping on toes of others who were bound to deal 

with as their strength and powers permitted. Hence the men nature decided to give up 

their rights of self defense to man who would represent and defend all in all fairness and 

justice without being partial, and such a single of a group of men and women became the 

sovereign, the authority charged with the responsibility to check-mate everybody’s 

excesses. The men, and for gender sensitivity, the people of state of nature through this 

decision opted out of crude and brutish state nature for a civilized harmonious coexistence 
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through an agreement or covenant known today as social contract today within the 

concept of in sociopolitical cum legal terms. By this contract, a civil state is born where the 

leaders are representatives or agents as conceived within the concept of liberal democracy.  

Civil society and or state as polis, the political sphere of human endeavour is by the social 

contract doctrine with the attendant state of nature theory is an organized state of human 

affairs, a civil state as a human contrivance made out of human reason for the purpose of 

mutual progress and human development. In this rational product of human contrivance, 

the citizens become right bearing individuals who owe the state some duties for some 

rights they now can claim as theirs, inalienable and undeniable by anybody including the 

agents of the state. The Social Contract Doctrine spelt the end of Divine Rights of the King 

era and ensured the final nail on the coffin of it. Today, therefore, we conveniently talk 

about the rights of the citizens which are now the duties of those who govern. Those 

hitherto ruled are now expected to merely govern and those known as the subjects of the 

rulers are now citizens for the fact that they now have rights and no longer subjected but 

rather are in partnership with the governors where each party has to the social contact has 

its obligation to perform.       

   

It is quite instructive to note that the failure of government to fulfill her part of the social 

contract that necessitates civil disobedience which, by all intents and purposes, is a 

sociopolitical protest and of course peaceful, intended to call erring government to order. 

It is a non-violence means of registering citizens’ dissatisfaction about a policy, law or 

executive order of government found to be offensive to the plight of the citizens in general 

by either disobeying the very law or another of less consequence in disobedience. Civil 

disobedience is all about making the state sit up to its responsibilities, a means of 

maximizing the state potentials and perfecting its existence as the sphere of natural justice, 

equity and good conscience. Above all, civil disobedience makes for proper practice of 

democracy a feedback channel to the democratic governance as well as an opportunity for 

fuller participation of the citizens in the affairs that concern them.  

 

General Views on Nature of Civil Disobedience 

The prevalence of social conflicts and unrest in America in the early 1960s promoted 

instabilities and disorder that threaten the country’s corporate existence. This problem also 

unsettled the government as it was unable to neither identify the root cause of the problem 

nor proffer a lasting solution to the problem. The increased rate of criminal activities 

during this period intensified the unrest. Depicting the scenario during this time in a more 

lucid manner, Tsun Enlu (2010) asserts that American society in the 60s experienced 

intense societal conflicts, economic disparities and political insecurity, which made the 

practical resolution of conflicts and restoration of social order an urgent imperative for 
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government.  However, Nnamdi (2011) presents a comprehensive picture of the state of 

affairs during this era: 

 

…civil disobedience is a child of the predominant turbulent occurrence of 

the late 1960s and early 1970s….It was an era marked by several protests 

ranging from campus unrest and civil rights protests to widespread 

protests both violent and non-violent against American involvement in 

the Vietnamese war. All these civil disturbances did upset the government 

as it portends great threat to the future of the institution of 

government….And instead of decreasing, the protests increased to an 

alarming rate…(75).    

 

Nnamdi further reveals that the inability of the government to find practical solutions to 

the civil unrests as well as the impact of the threat of the phenomenon to the machinery of 

government provided the impetus for both Arendt and Rawls to formulate their theory as 

a veritable and theoretical tool for preserving the institution of government, resolving of 

civilian conflicts and restoring of social order. For emphasis, Arendt also re-echoed the fact 

of lack of a theoretical understanding and solution to the problem as her driving force: 

“whatever the actual causes of the era of turmoil-and they are of course factual and 

political ones- the present confusion, polarization and growing bitterness… are caused by 

a theoretical failure to come to terms with and understand the true character of the 

problem”(55). The quotation by Arendt clearly depicts that the government were unable 

to find practicable and lasting solution to the social and civilian turmoil because of lack of 

understanding of the remote and proximate causes of the protests. Therefore, we can infer 

that this lack of understanding on the part of government coupled with the philosopher’s 

mandate to always proffer solutions to problems affecting society, propelled Arendt to 

come to the rescue of the government by fashioning a theory that is capable of preserving 

the institution of government and restoring stability in society. 

 

Similarly, Rawls was quick to point out that the reason for the upsurge in civil protests 

during the 60s in his native country America emanates from the inability of the prevailing 

ethical theory Utilitarianism to advance the course of the minority owing to its “happiness 

of the greatest number” principle. Therefore, Rawls sees the formulation of an alternative 

theory rooted in justice, fairness, democratic equality and individual freedom as the 

theoretical solution to the socio-political impasse affecting his society.  

   

It is against this background that the paper sets out to examine Hannah Arendt and John 

Rawls’ notion of civil disobedience as a panacea for resolving socio-political conflicts, 
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restoring social order and preserving the institution of government through strict 

adherence to the provisions of the Constitution. 

 

Hannah Arendt and John Rawls on Civil Disobedience 

Hannah Arendt and John Rawls are two eminent socio-political philosophers whose works 

on civil disobedience command great appeal and admiration. On the one hand, Arendt has 

been hailed as a political icon from Germany, whose originality, prominence and influence 

continues to resonate strongly in the realm of philosophy and politics. Her works on lying 

in politics, civil disobedience and on violence stand her out as a socio-political philosopher 

committed to providing efficient or effective theoretical solutions to socio-political 

problems in the polity. It is not surprising that her political philosophy has received 

widespread applause and commendation for its incisiveness and profundity. Fantauzzi 

(2018) highlights the insightful nature of Arendt’s political philosophy with particular 

reference to her theory of civil disobedience by asserting that the theory “represents a 

powerful spur towards a positive and meaningful view of the world we live in”. Fantauzzi 

further reiterates that the significant aspect of Arendt’s theory can be gleaned from the fact 

that it clearly outlines the compatibility between civil disobedience and the spirit of the 

law. Nnamdi (2011) alludes to this assertion by postulating that “considering Arendt’s 

works generally, one finds stupendous evidence of her genius as a political 

thinker….Arendt scholarly approach to politico-philosophical problems of modernity 

cannot be under-estimated”. The position of the above scholars clearly attests to her 

ingenuity as a political thinker interested in propounding theoretical answers to problems 

affecting modern society.  

 

On the other hand, John Rawls is regarded as one of the most distinguished leading 

American political philosophers of the twentieth century whose contributions to 

knowledge are evident in the realm of ethics, political science, economics, education and 

philosophy. Little wonder Audard (2007) clearly remarks that “Rawls theory on justice and 

civil disobedience fundamentally broadened her understanding of political philosophy”, 

while Pogge (2007) also identifies Rawls theory to be “a brilliant achievement in the realm 

of political philosophy and the best there is”. Therefore, the theory of civil disobedience, 

which is the focus of this paper, represents both philosophers’ modest contribution 

towards providing operable solutions to problems of bad leadership, constitutional 

breaches and ineffective representation bedeviling most democracies and preventing them 

from achieving stable as well as constitutional political order.  
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Evaluation on Hannah Arendt and Rawls on Civil Disobedience 

Arendt begins her discussion on civil disobedience by clearly expounding on the reason 

why civil disobedience is used in a democracy. In her view, civil disobedience comes into 

existence after some cross section of the citizens have exhausted possible channels to 

persuade government from incessant violations of the letter and spirit of the Constitution. 

For her, civil disobedience remains an essential characteristic of Constitutional democracy 

and serves as a tool for checkmating the excesses of government expressed in terms of 

abuse of office, constitutional breaches or unconstitutional acts. This means that civil 

disobedience tries to curb illegality that may arise from the actions of government. 

Presenting this in a succinct manner, she posits: 

 

Civil disobedience arises when a significant number of citizens have 

become convinced either that the normal channels of change no longer 

function, and grievances will not be heard or acted upon, or that, on the 

contrary, the government is about to change and has embarked upon and 

persists in modes of actions whose legality and constitutionality are open 

to grave doubt (74). 

 

From the above, Arendt made it clear that civil disobedience denotes that last resort used 

by section of the citizens, after every other channels available in a democratic regime to 

press for change have been exhausted to prevent government and her officials from 

performing and exhibiting acts that do not conform with the provisions of the Constitution. 

In her view, civil disobedience is carried out to protest against acts or actions of 

government that is devoid of legality and constitutionality. She further maintained that the 

crisis that rocked America in the 1960s and early 1970s was as a result of the above anomaly 

where series of protests by the citizens were embarked upon to draw governments’ 

attention to the illegality of her actions, especially in prosecuting the Vietnam war. Putting 

this fact succinctly with particular reference to the reasons of civil disobedience in America, 

Arendt reiterates: 

 

Instances are numerous: seven years of an undeclared war in Vietnam; the 

growing influence of secret agencies on public affairs; open or thinly 

veiled threats to liberties guaranteed under the First Amendment; 

attempts to deprive the Senate of its constitutional powers,… and the Vice 

President’s tirade on resisters and dissenters as vultures and parasites (74-

75). 
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Arendt uses the above quotation to show that the widespread protests that marred 

America in the 60s and early70s came as a result of the executive’s usurpation of the 

powers of Senate as enshrined in the Constitution, infringement on some of the liberties of 

the citizens and keeping the pivotal reason for the invasion of Vietnam far from the 

citizenry whose consent it is that gave rise to the establishment of the government.. 

Nnamdi (2011) shed more light on the role of civil disobedience as espoused by Arendt by 

maintaining that the concept implies a strategy for foisting change in the policy and law of 

government as well as making the populace aware that government has failed in its 

constitutional responsibility. Therefore, to persuade government to live up to its basic 

responsibility as contained in the Constitution and to effect a change in its law or policy 

that is considered inimical to the well-being of the generality of the citizens, civil 

disobedience seems the veritable channel. Again, we see civil disobedience as moral and 

political framework used by the citizens in a democratic society to compel those in 

government to desist from performing actions whose legality and constitutionality can be 

contested.  

 

In the same vein, Rawls (1974) was also interested in eliminating the social injustice that 

he identified to be responsible for the wide gulf between government and the governed as 

well as the reason for the rising cases of socio-economic and political conflict in his society, 

For emphasis, racism and segregation prevalent in the 1960s saw the discrimination and 

marginalization of some citizens. Also, the denial of individual freedom and democratic 

equality gave rise to right movements in America saddled with the task of changing the 

law and policy of government supporting the marginalization of individuals based on 

their skin colour. The resultant effect was that life of minority citizens become contemptible 

and worthless. Buttressing the historical trajectory to Rawls notion of civil disobedience, 

Costa (2017) articulates that “Rawls’s account of civil disobedience was inspired by Martin 

Luther King Jr. and other members of the civil rights movement. Their example provided 

a model for the kind of civil disobedience that Rawls regarded as justified” (455).  

Therefore, Rawls asserts that the justification for civil disobedience lies in its ability to bring 

about in a change in government’s law and policy in a non-violent manner with a view to 

correcting social injustice, making human life worthwhile and establishing a 

constitutional, stable and democratic polity anchored on equality, fairness, quality service 

delivery and individual Arendt and Rawls both maintained that civil disobedience 

represents a fundamental feature of democracy; hence it cannot operate effectively in other 

forms of government. However, Arendt begins her analysis of the role of civil disobedience 

in a democracy by highlighting that; 
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Civil disobedience can be tuned to necessary and desirable change, 

preservation or restoration of the status-quo-the preservation of rights 

guaranteed under the First Amendment, or the restoration of the proper 

balance of power in the government, which is jeopardized by the 

executive…(75-76). 

 

From Arendt’s exposition, we can clearly see that the relevance of civil disobedience in a 

democratic polity cannot be over-emphasised in the sense that the concept assist in 

preserving and the status-quo, especially when it is evidently shown that acts and actions 

of government have distorted the balance of society through incessant violations of the 

rights of the citizens, not adhering to the principle of separation of power and over-bearing 

nature of the executive arm of government. Thus, she made it clear that civil disobedience 

enables the citizens to assess the performance of government, especially when viewed with 

the lens of the provisions in the constitution 

 

We can also deduce that civil disobedience plays a crucial role in a democratic society by 

ensuring that a proper balance between the various arms of government is strictly 

maintained .thereby ensuring that harmony prevails among the different arms of 

government. Most importantly, civil disobedience helps, to a large extent, curb and stem 

the rising cases of abuse of power or office by government and her functionaries. Rawls 

also maintains that the role of civil disobedience in a democracy cannot be over-

emphasised. For him, the role of civil disobedience can be gleaned from the fact that it is a 

functional mechanism for promoting stability and democratic order. Rawls further 

articulates that civil disobedience ensures that social cooperation are not violated in a 

democratic polity. This implies that Rawls sees civil disobedience as a framework used by 

citizens to dissent whenever they notice any infractions on their basic liberties in a 

democracy. Commenting vividly on the role of civil disobedience in a democracy, he 

posits:  

 

Civil disobedience is intended to overturn injustices internal to a given 

democratic polity. This means that its role is to curtail serious violation of 

the principle of equal liberty and principle of fair equality of 

opportunity…It represents one of the stabilizing devices of a 

constitutional system and also to maintain and strengthen just institutions 

(367) 

 

The quotation above reveals that civil disobedience plays an essential role in a democracy 

by serving to inhibit any form of departure from justice and ensuring its correction 
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whenever it occurs. Nnamdi (2011) also lend his voice to the role of civil disobedience by 

maintaining that the concept helps to prevent the tyranny of the majority in a democracy. 

This means that civil disobedience curtails the situation where the majority has their way, 

while the minority has their say. Rawls made this fact known in a lucid manner; …”by 

engaging in civil disobedience, the minority forces the majority to consider…whether in 

view of the common sense of justice, it wishes to acknowledge the legitimate claims of the 

minority to address the public sense of justice” (366-367).  

 

Velasco (2016) is optimistic that the role of civil disobedience in any democracy consists in 

giving voice to the minority, particularly in shaping public opinion and to assert public 

autonomy with specific reference to revitalizing democracy and arresting those factors 

capable of undermining the fundamental principles upon which society is anchored. Thus, 

he asserts that civil disobedience constitutes a veritable “mechanism and valuable device 

employed by citizens to revitalize the participatory fundamentals of representative 

democracy”. Therefore, we can sum up that the role of civil disobedience in a democracy 

as espoused by Arendt and Rawls entails promoting a virile, stable, constitutional and 

healthy political order where principles of social cooperation can be respected and serious 

infractions on the liberties of the citizens will be drastically reduced. The whole essence for 

both philosophers is to promote just institutions and preservation of the institution of 

government where incessant conflicts capable of heating the polity will be curbed for 

peace, justice and progress to reign in society.  

 

Conclusion  

It is clear that the need to proffer solution to the incessant socio-economic and political 

conflicts plaguing American society in the 60s and early 70s prompted Arendt and Rawls 

to propound the theory of civil disobedience. Both philosophers see civil disobedience as 

a mechanism for correcting serious violations of the provisions of the constitution and for 

promoting balance among the various arms of government. Civil disobedience enables 

everyone in a democratic society to have a sense of belonging and offers a functional way 

for citizens to protest against unjust laws and policies of government considered to be 

inimical to the well-being and overall growth of a truly democratic society. Civil 

disobedience is a public act and is not carried out secretly, hence it is construed as an 

effective mechanism for preventing gross violation of constitutional norms and provisions, 

abuse of office by the citizens’ elected representatives as well as for restoring socio-political 

order and defining the proper relationship that should exist between the government and 

the governed. 
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