
© JUN 2026 | IRE Journals | Volume 9 Issue 12 | ISSN: 2456-8880 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.64388/IREV9I12-1719120 

 

IRE 1719120          ICONIC RESEARCH AND ENGINEERING JOURNALS 2901 

The Ethics of Civil Disobedience in the Climate 

Emergency 
 

ANOKWURU CHRISTIAN UCHE, PHD 

Department of General Studies, Faculty of General Studies and Communication Technology, Ogbonnaya 

Onu Polytechnic, Aba, Abia State, Nigeria 

 
Abstract- The background of this study is the accelerating 

climate crisis and the growing use of civil disobedience by 

climate activists who argue that conventional political 

channels have failed to produce adequate responses. 

Groups such as Extinction Rebellion and Just Stop Oil 

have employed disruptive tactics to demand urgent action, 

provoking intense public debate about the legitimacy of 

breaking the law for environmental ends. The problem 

addressed is whether civil disobedience can be ethically 

justified in the context of the climate emergency, and if 

so, under what conditions. The aim of this article is to 

develop a normative framework for evaluating climate 

civil disobedience, drawing on the established 

philosophical literature on civil disobedience while 

attending to the distinctive features of the climate crisis. 

The method employed is a philosophical analysis of key 

texts by John Rawls, Jürgen Habermas, and 

contemporary theorists, combined with an examination of 

recent cases of climate activism. The contemporary 

relevance is urgent, as climate activists face increasingly 

severe legal penalties and public opinion remains divided 

on the legitimacy of their tactics. The conclusion argues 

that the climate emergency transforms the ethics of civil 

disobedience. The scale and urgency of the threat, 

combined with the failure of political institutions to 

respond adequately, create a strong prima facie 

justification for civil disobedience, provided that activists 

adhere to principles of nonviolence, proportionality, and 

willingness to accept legal consequences. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

In recent years, the streets of London, Berlin, Paris, 

and countless other cities have become sites of a new 

kind of political confrontation. Climate activists have 

blockaded bridges, occupied government buildings, 

glued themselves to roads, and disrupted public 

transport. Their tactics are deliberately disruptive. 

Their aim is to force the public and political elites to 

confront a reality that they argue is being ignored: the 

climate emergency. The response from governments 

and the public has been mixed. Some applaud the 

activists for drawing attention to an existential threat. 

Others condemn them as lawbreakers who 

inconvenience ordinary people and undermine the 

rule of law. 

 

This article addresses the ethical question at the heart 

of this debate: is civil disobedience justified in the 

context of the climate emergency? The question is 

not merely academic. Climate activists are facing 

increasingly severe legal penalties, including lengthy 

prison sentences. The British government has 

introduced legislation designed to crack down on 

disruptive protest. The ethical status of their actions 

matters for how they should be treated by the legal 

system, how the public should regard them, and how 

activists themselves should understand their own 

actions. 

 

The article proceeds as follows. It first defines civil 

disobedience and distinguishes it from other forms of 

protest and lawbreaking. It then examines the 

traditional justifications for civil disobedience, 

particularly the accounts developed by John Rawls 

and Jürgen Habermas. Subsequently, it considers 

how the climate emergency transforms these 

justifications, arguing that the distinctive features of 

the climate crisis, its scale, its urgency, and the 

institutional failures it reveals, create a strong case 

for civil disobedience. The article then addresses 

objections, including the arguments from democratic 

process, the rule of law, and the counterproductivity 

of disruption. The conclusion argues that while not 

every act of climate disobedience is ethically 

justified, a significant range of such actions can be 
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defended as legitimate civil disobedience in a 

democratic society. 

 

II. DEFINING CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE 

 

The concept of civil disobedience has a long history 

in political thought, but its modern articulation owes 

much to the work of the American philosopher John 

Rawls. In his Theory of Justice, Rawls defined civil 

disobedience as a public, nonviolent, conscientious 

act contrary to law, done with the aim of bringing 

about a change in the law or government policies. For 

Rawls, civil disobedience is distinguished from other 

forms of lawbreaking by several features. It is public, 

not covert. It is nonviolent, distinguishing it from 

revolution or terrorism. It is conscientious, motivated 

by sincere moral conviction rather than self-interest. 

And it is conducted with a willingness to accept the 

legal consequences, demonstrating respect for the 

rule of law even while breaking it. 

 

The definition is helpful, but it requires refinement 

when applied to the climate context. Some climate 

activists engage in property destruction, such as 

deflating the tyres of sports utility vehicles or 

damaging infrastructure. Whether such actions count 

as civil disobedience depends on whether they are 

nonviolent, a point of contention. Others refuse to 

accept legal consequences, evading arrest or fleeing 

prosecution. Whether such actions can be considered 

civil disobedience, given that willingness to accept 

punishment is traditionally understood as a mark of 

respect for law, is also contested. 

 

The German philosopher Jürgen Habermas offered a 

complementary account, emphasising the 

communicative dimension of civil disobedience. For 

Habermas, civil disobedience is a signal that the 

normal channels of democratic communication have 

failed. It is an appeal to the public, not merely a 

demand for policy change. The activist who engages 

in civil disobedience is saying, in effect, that the 

democratic process is not functioning properly and 

that the public must attend to a moral issue that has 

been excluded from the agenda. This communicative 

dimension is particularly relevant to climate activism, 

where the central claim is that the political system is 

failing to respond adequately to a known threat. 

III. Traditional Justifications for Civil 

Disobedience 

 

The philosophical literature offers several 

justifications for civil disobedience. The most 

influential is Rawls’s argument that civil 

disobedience is justified when there is a significant 

injustice and when normal political channels have 

been exhausted. For Rawls, civil disobedience is a 

form of appeal to the sense of justice of the majority. 

It is not an assertion that the dissenter’s view is 

correct and the majority’s is wrong. It is a request 

that the majority reconsider its position in light of 

principles that both sides share. 

 

Rawls’s account was developed in the context of 

racial segregation in the United States, where the 

injustice was clear and the political process was 

closed to African Americans. The conditions Rawls 

specifies have considerable relevance to the climate 

context. Climate change is arguably the most 

significant injustice of our time, imposing 

catastrophic harms on future generations and on the 

world’s poorest populations, who have contributed 

least to the problem. And there is a strong case that 

normal political channels have been exhausted. 

Decades of international negotiations have failed to 

produce emissions reductions consistent with the 

goals of the Paris Agreement. Citizens have voted, 

petitioned, and protested within the bounds of law, 

with insufficient results. 

 

A different justification is offered by the tradition of 

political realism, associated with thinkers such as 

Hannah Arendt. For Arendt, civil disobedience is a 

response to the erosion of the public sphere and the 

decline of meaningful political participation. When 

citizens feel that they have no real influence over 

decisions that affect their lives, civil disobedience 

can be a way of reclaiming political agency. This 

justification resonates with climate activists who 

argue that democratic institutions have been captured 

by fossil fuel interests and that ordinary citizens are 

effectively excluded from decisions about energy 

policy, transportation, and land use. 

 

A third justification derives from the ethics of 

consequentialism. If civil disobedience is effective at 
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reducing emissions or accelerating the transition to 

renewable energy, then it can be justified by its 

consequences. This justification is contested because 

the consequences of civil disobedience are difficult to 

measure. Disruption may generate public support, but 

it may also generate backlash. The consequentialist 

justification therefore requires careful empirical 

analysis of the effects of climate activism. 

 

IV. THE DISTINCTIVENESS OF THE 

CLIMATE EMERGENCY 

 

The climate crisis is not merely one issue among 

others. It has distinctive features that transform the 

ethical analysis of civil disobedience. This section 

identifies three such features: the scale of harm, the 

temporality of the threat, and the institutional failures 

that characterise the response. 

 

The scale of harm is unprecedented. Climate change 

threatens to undermine the conditions for human 

civilisation. Extreme weather events, sea level rise, 

crop failures, and mass displacement will affect 

billions of people. The harms are not evenly 

distributed, but no region will be untouched. In the 

language of ethics, this is a catastrophic risk, a threat 

of such magnitude that it overrides many of the 

normal constraints on political action. If civil 

disobedience is ever justified, it would seem to be 

justified in response to a catastrophic threat that the 

political system is failing to address. 

 

The temporality of the threat is also distinctive. 

Climate change operates on a timescale that is poorly 

aligned with democratic politics. The most severe 

harms will be felt by future generations, who have no 

voice in current political decisions. And the window 

for effective action is closing rapidly. Many climate 

scientists argue that emissions must peak within the 

next few years and decline sharply thereafter to avoid 

crossing irreversible tipping points. This temporal 

structure creates what philosophers call a 

intergenerational injustice. Those who will suffer the 

worst effects cannot advocate for themselves. Those 

who can act have a special responsibility to do so. 

 

The institutional failures are the third distinctive 

feature. The climate crisis is a classic case of what 

political theorists call a governance trap. The 

problem is global, but the institutions with the 

authority to act are national. Fossil fuel interests have 

disproportionate influence over policy. International 

agreements are non binding and subject to 

withdrawal. And the time horizon of electoral politics 

discourages long term investments. The result is a 

systematic failure of political institutions to respond 

adequately to a known threat. This failure is the 

context in which climate civil disobedience occurs. 

Activists are not merely demanding a particular 

policy. They are demanding that the political system 

address a problem that it is structurally incapable of 

addressing through normal processes. 

 

V. JUSTIFYING CLIMATE CIVIL 

DISOBEDIENCE 

 

The distinctive features of the climate emergency 

create a strong prima facie case for civil 

disobedience. This section develops that case by 

applying the Rawlsian framework to the climate 

context. 

 

The first condition for justified civil disobedience, 

according to Rawls, is a significant injustice. Climate 

change is a significant injustice on multiple grounds. 

It threatens the basic rights to life, health, and 

security of billions of people. It imposes 

disproportionate harms on those who have 

contributed least to the problem, violating principles 

of distributive justice. And it imposes catastrophic 

risks on future generations who have no opportunity 

to consent. The injustice is not merely a matter of 

policy disagreement. It is a matter of fundamental 

moral wrong. 

 

The second condition is that normal political 

channels must have been exhausted. This condition is 

more difficult to assess, but a plausible case can be 

made that it is satisfied. Climate activists have 

engaged in conventional politics for decades. They 

have voted, campaigned, lobbied, and petitioned. 

International climate negotiations have produced 

binding commitments, but emissions have continued 

to rise. In many countries, the political system has 

been captured by fossil fuel interests to the extent that 

meaningful policy change is impossible through 
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normal processes. Exhaustion does not require that 

every possible channel has been tried. It requires that 

the channels that are available have proven 

inadequate and that there is no reason to believe that 

further conventional efforts will succeed. 

 

The third condition is that civil disobedience must be 

nonviolent and must respect the rule of law by 

accepting legal consequences. This condition is 

important for distinguishing civil disobedience from 

revolution or ordinary criminality. Nonviolence is not 

merely a strategic choice but a moral commitment. It 

signals that the activist is appealing to the sense of 

justice of the majority, not coercing them. 

Willingness to accept legal consequences 

demonstrates respect for the law as an institution, 

even as one breaks a particular law. It also ensures 

that civil disobedience remains a form of protest, not 

an assertion that the activist is above the law. 

 

Not all climate activism meets these conditions. 

Some activists engage in property destruction or 

violence, actions that fall outside the Rawlsian 

definition. Some evade arrest or refuse to participate 

in legal proceedings, actions that undermine the 

claim to be acting within the democratic framework. 

These actions may be justified on other grounds, such 

as self defence or necessity, but they are not civil 

disobedience in the Rawlsian sense. The ethical 

evaluation of such actions requires a different 

framework. 

 

VI. OBJECTIONS AND RESPONSES 

 

The case for climate civil disobedience faces several 

objections. This section considers three: the 

democratic process objection, the rule of law 

objection, and the counterproductivity objection. 

 

The democratic process objection holds that in a 

democracy, policy should be made through elections, 

legislation, and public debate, not through disruptive 

protest. Those who resort to civil disobedience are 

substituting their own judgment for the judgment of 

the majority. They are acting as if they know better 

than everyone else, which is anti-democratic. The 

response to this objection is that democracy is not 

merely majoritarian. Democracy includes 

fundamental rights, including the right to protest, and 

it presupposes that citizens will participate in public 

debate, not merely vote in elections. Civil 

disobedience is a form of participation, not a 

rejection of democracy. It is a way of calling 

attention to issues that the majority may be ignoring 

or misinformed about. In the climate context, the 

objection is further weakened by the fact that the 

majority, if it truly understood the stakes, would 

likely support urgent action. The problem is not that 

the majority disagrees with activists but that the 

political system is not translating majority opinion 

into policy. 

 

The rule of law objection holds that civil 

disobedience undermines the rule of law, which is a 

foundational value of democratic society. If citizens 

are permitted to decide which laws to obey, the result 

is chaos and the collapse of legal order. The response 

to this objection is that civil disobedience, properly 

understood, is compatible with the rule of law. The 

activist who engages in civil disobedience does not 

claim the right to violate any law they dislike. They 

violate a specific law to protest a specific injustice, 

and they accept the legal consequences. This 

demonstrates respect for the law as a system. 

Moreover, the rule of law is not absolute. There are 

circumstances in which obeying the law would be 

complicity in injustice. The Nuremberg principles, 

which hold that individuals have a duty to disobey 

unjust laws, are a reminder that the rule of law cannot 

be the highest value. 

 

The counterproductivity objection holds that civil 

disobedience is ineffective or even 

counterproductive. Disruptive protest alienates 

potential allies, provokes a backlash, and makes it 

harder to build the broad coalition needed for climate 

action. The response to this objection is empirical 

rather than philosophical. The claim that civil 

disobedience is counterproductive is not self evident. 

Historical movements that used civil disobedience, 

such as the civil rights movement in the United 

States, achieved significant gains. There is evidence 

that climate activism has shifted public opinion and 

increased political attention to the issue. More 

importantly, the objection conflates effectiveness 

with the only legitimate form of political action. Even 
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if civil disobedience were ineffective, that would not 

make it wrong. There is a value in bearing witness to 

injustice, regardless of whether it produces 

immediate policy change. 

 

VII. THE QUESTION OF VIOLENCE AND 

PROPERTY DESTRUCTION 

 

One of the most contested issues in the ethics of 

climate activism is the use of property destruction 

and, in rare cases, violence. Some climate groups 

have engaged in actions that go beyond traditional 

civil disobedience, such as deflating tyres, damaging 

pipelines, or blocking fuel depots. These actions raise 

distinct ethical questions. 

 

The Rawlsian tradition insists on nonviolence as a 

defining feature of civil disobedience. Violence is 

incompatible with the communicative, appeal based 

character of civil disobedience. Violence coerces 

rather than persuades. It signals that the activist is not 

appealing to the sense of justice of the majority but is 

trying to force a change by other means. There is also 

a prudential consideration: violence tends to discredit 

a movement and invites severe repression. 

 

However, the distinction between violence against 

persons and violence against property is important. 

Some activists argue that property destruction is not 

violence in the relevant sense. Property, they 

contend, is not morally equivalent to persons. 

Moreover, the property being destroyed, such as 

fossil fuel infrastructure, is itself causing immense 

harm. From a consequentialist perspective, 

destroying a pipeline that will emit millions of tonnes 

of carbon dioxide could be justified as a form of self 

defence against a deadly threat. This argument has 

been made by activists who describe their actions as a 

necessity defence. 

 

The ethical evaluation of such actions is complex. 

The necessity defence, in law and in ethics, requires 

that the action be proportional, that there be no 

reasonable alternative, and that the harm prevented 

be significantly greater than the harm caused. 

Whether these conditions are satisfied in particular 

cases is a matter of debate. What can be said is that 

actions involving property destruction occupy a 

different ethical category from traditional civil 

disobedience. They may be justified in extreme 

circumstances, but the justification is more 

demanding and the risk of error is greater. 

 

VIII. CONCLUSION 

 

This article has argued that the climate emergency 

transforms the ethics of civil disobedience. The scale 

and urgency of the threat, the injustice of imposing 

catastrophic risks on future generations and the 

global poor, and the failure of political institutions to 

respond adequately, all create a strong prima facie 

case for civil disobedience. Applying the Rawlsian 

framework, climate activists can plausibly claim that 

they are responding to a significant injustice, that 

normal political channels have been exhausted, and 

that their actions, when nonviolent and accompanied 

by willingness to accept legal consequences, are 

legitimate forms of political protest. 

 

This conclusion does not endorse every act of climate 

disobedience. The ethics of such actions depend on 

the specific circumstances, including the nature of the 

law being broken, the tactics employed, and the 

likely consequences. Actions that are violent, that 

target ordinary people rather than institutions, or that 

show contempt for the rule of law are harder to 

justify. But a significant range of climate activism, 

including the blockades, occupations, and disruptions 

that have become familiar in recent years, can be 

defended as legitimate civil disobedience. 

 

The implications are practical as well as theoretical. 

If climate civil disobedience is ethically justified, 

then the response of the legal system should reflect 

that fact. Prosecutors should exercise discretion, 

judges should consider the moral motivations of 

defendants, and sentences should be proportionate to 

the harm caused, not the symbolic transgression. 

More broadly, the public should recognise that 

climate activists are not ordinary criminals but 

citizens who are exercising their democratic rights in 

extraordinary circumstances. The climate emergency 

is not an excuse for lawlessness, but it is a reason to 

reconsider what we owe to those who act on behalf of 

future generations. 
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