
ABSTRACT 

 

In this thesis, I compare Hannah Arendt’s view on political disobedience with the positions of three 

liberal theorists, namely, John Rawls, Ronald Dworkin and Joseph Raz. The aim of this comparison 

consists in identifying the difficulties found in these later theories to justify political and democratic 

disobedience and in discussing the way in which Arendt’s approach to politics could help us to solve 

these difficulties. My main methodological hypothesis is that the political participation of citizens plays 

a secondary role in these liberal theories. For the latter, citizen participation should be limited either 

because of its possible disturbing effects on the necessary political and social stability, which would 

ensure the functioning of just institutions (Rawls), or because it would threaten the principles of 

democratic politics, namely the majority principle and the corresponding right to vote (Dworkin), or 

because liberal societies par definitionem ensure political rights and so civil disobedience is unjustified 

in most cases (Raz). Against this, Hannah Arendt proposes a theoretical model that could solve the 

aforementioned difficulties, because it has as its starting point a primacy of political freedom over the 

protection of rights. Her approach to the difference between negative and positive liberties makes it 

possible to formulate a general theory of freedom, which conceives of rights and meaningful political 

participation as non-contradictory elements. In the first section of the thesis (“Primacy of Fundamental 

rights”), I present Rawls’s, Dworkin’s and Raz’s theories of civil disobedience and conscientious 

refusal, and argue that, as Daniel Markovits defends, democracy is only a “technology” for the protection 

of fundamental rights in liberal societies. The political participation of citizens would play a secondary 

role with regards to fundamental rights, so that problems concerning the blockage of political 

participation due to representative processes are potentially ignored. In the second section (“Primacy of 

Politics”), I show how Arendt tries to bring these two dimensions together – rights and political freedom 

– in a comprehensive, contratualist theory. Firstly, I present the phenomenological foundations of her 

theory of action, with the aim, in a second step, to clarify the political character of her notion of a “right 

to have rights”. Next, I analyze the development of Arendt’s conception of contratualism in order to 

clarify the specificities of her concept of political freedom and to point out in which sense the protection 

of fundamental rights could be said to be important as the condition sine qua non, but not per quam, of 

political action, suggesting that there could be deficits in political participation even when all 

fundamental rights are guaranteed. Through this conception of politics, Arendt approaches civil 

disobedience as a form of collective and public struggle, which carries forward revolutionary heritage. 

In the last part of the thesis, I discuss the limits of her republican approach to political participation and 

how an updating of her conception of political freedom could provide new perspectives for the 

development of a democratic theory of civil disobedience.  
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