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ABSTRACT 
Members of society are supposed to have the duty to obey the law in a 

democratic regime. One reason for members to bear it is the fact that a democratic 

regime is legitimate when members of society participate in the collective decision-

making process and their right of political participation is protected under the law. In 

that given circumstance, members should respect a collective decision produced from 

a democratic procedure. However, people also agree that, even members bear political 

obligation, a case of civil disobedience might be justified in some particular 

circumstance. Therefore, there is a question that to what extent the weight of duty to 

obey the law could be outweighed by substantial goals that civil disobedience aims at 

achieving. A more basic question relevant to disobedience is that what features make 

civil disobedience distinctive from ordinary law-breaking conduct. While both of the 

two types of actions are contrary to law, causing some harm on others, and bear the 

possibility of being prosecuted by political authorities, they are rarely classified as the 

same category. This paper takes up those questions by investigating the deep relation 

between civil disobedience and the duty to obey the law. It shows that actions of 

disobedience is morally distinctive from ordinary law-breaking conduct and by this 

moral distinctiveness I mean that disobedients (individuals who perform disobedience) 

would take the weight of the duty to obey the law into account when they consider 

whether it is necessary to perform disobedience. This moral significance of civil 

disobedience paves the way to have a better understanding of the relation between 

disobedience and democracy. 
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This article adopts Mark Greenberg’s theory, the moral impact theory of law, 

to address that the moral significance of civil disobedience comes from the fact that 

disobedients aim at shaping content of political obligation by breaking a law. They do 

not ignore the weight of political obligation but take it seriously in a sense that they 

are convinced that under the circumstances at the time, political obligation no longer 

constitutes a sufficient reason for them to obey a law. On the other words, its weight 

is outweighed by others substantial reasons. Followed by this feature disobedients 

have to justify disobedience and to invite the public into thinking why substantial 

goals held by disobedients should outweigh the duty to obey the law. Civil 

disobedience is a way to make this challenge salient and a way to address 

disobeidents’ moral conviction. From the perspective I argue that the function of 

moral profile is the essential feature of civil disobedience. 

Explicating the function of moral profile in disobedience has several 

advantages. First, this function highlight the difference between ordinary law-

breaking conduct and actions of disobedience despite their appearance might be 

similar. Secondly, it can also distinguish civil disobedience from other types of 

actions that individuals aims at breaking laws conscientiously and publicly such as 

revolutionary conducts. Revolutionary actions negate the weight of political 

obligation to obey the law, not take it as a relevant factor. Thirdly, this function 

makes the issue of conflict between disobedients and political authorities salient and 

provides a better understanding of how civil disobedience is compatible with 

democracy. 


